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Introduction 
Low-income housing Tax Credits (LIHTC) fund the majority of affordable housing in Tennessee. The 
Tennessee Housing Development Agency (THDA) determines LIHTC distribution through its Qualified 
Allocation Plan (QAP), which is updated annually based on the state’s evolving housing priorities. 

Tennessee’s 2025 QAP includes various incentives for developers to encourage the construction and 
rehabilitation of affordable housing. These incentives aim to promote accessibility, sustainability, and the 
inclusion of “special housing” needs. THDA defines special housing needs as “Housing needs served by 
housing that has been constructed or rehabilitated with special features (e.g. location, design, layout, or on– 
site services) to help people live at the highest level of independence in the community. For example, the unit 
may be adapted to accommodate special physical or medical needs; or provide on–site services such as staff 
support for older persons, individuals with mental health issues, developmental, or other social needs.” 

However, the QAP lacks provisions that would ensure the development of housing that is truly inclusive 
and accessible for people with disabilities who require robust supportive services to live in the community 
and not in costly institutional settings. What follows is an analysis of the QAP’s existing provisions related to 
accessibility and disability. 

Evaluation of 2025 Provisions 

“Special Housing Needs” Provision 

The QAP awards 7 points for developments that serve populations with “special housing needs,” though 
applicants must choose between points for serving special needs populations or those with children. 
THDA defines special housing needs as, “Housing needs served by housing that has been constructed or 
rehabilitated with special features (e.g., location, design, layout, or on-site services) to help people live at the 
highest level of independence in the community. For example, the unit may be adapted to accommodate 
special physical or medical needs; or provide on-site services such as staff support for older persons, 
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individuals with mental health issues, developmental, or other social needs.” (Page 12) 

To receive these points, a development must include a formal agreement with supportive service providers, 
such as a memorandum of agreement or contract with a provider offering services tailored to the specific 
special needs population. If the development serves older persons, the services must align with the definition 
of Supportive Services for Older Persons. However, the QAP does not specify the scope, duration, or funding 
commitments of these services, which means that the level of support may be inconsistent or inadequate. 
States with stronger supportive housing provisions require long-term funding commitments, minimum 
service standards, and evidence of collaboration with Medicaid-funded programs. Without these provisions, 
developments in Tennessee may provide only minimal services that fail to meet the needs of individuals 
requiring higher levels of support. 

The requirement that applicants choose between points for serving special needs populations and those for 
serving families with children creates a structural disincentive for developers to prioritize disability inclusion. 
By forcing developers to choose between these incentives, the QAP does not adequately reflect the reality 
that both families and individuals with disabilities need access to affordable housing. 

Given that overall scoring in the QAP includes multiple competitive categories, the current point structure 
does not substantially shift LIHTC allocations in favor of accessible and disability-inclusive housing. 
Developers often prioritize incentives that yield the most competitive advantage, making the special needs 
incentive too weak to drive widespread investment in housing for individuals with disabilities. 

Additionally, developments must provide a dedicated space for supportive service providers and include 
at least one on-site amenity from a pre-approved list. Acceptable amenities include an exercise facility, a 
gazebo, a pergola, a veranda, walking trails, landscaped pavilions, community gardens, meeting/work rooms, 
and computer centers. For larger developments, particularly those with more than 80 units, two additional 
amenities must be included. The two amenities can be an additional dedicated space for supportive service 
providers and one amenity under Section 5(d), or two additional amenities under Section 5(d) than what was 
previously provided. 

Other Incentives 

Other scoring-based incentives include features such as pre-wiring for high-speed internet, video security 
systems, and the construction of accessible community spaces. The QAP also emphasizes sustainability, 
encouraging the use of energy-efficient materials, anti-fungal roofing, and fire suppression systems in each 
unit. Community amenities such as walking trails, pavilions, picnic shelters, and exercise facilities are also 
incentivized. Furthermore, projects rehabilitating historically significant structures may receive additional 
points. 
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Accessible Design 

The QAP does not mandate a minimum percentage of accessible units for LIHTC developments; it requires 
general compliance with the Fair Housing Act (FHA), the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), and local/ 
state building codes. This is a significant shortfall because these laws establish only baseline accessibility 
requirements rather than proactively encouraging the creation of housing designed for individuals with 
disabilities. In 2023, only 1% of LIHTC units nationwide were designed for people with disabilities, according 
to the NCSHA Fact Book. Without a dedicated set-aside, Tennessee risks further underserving this critical 
population. 

Many states have implemented set-asides or minimum accessibility requirements within their QAPs. For 
example, some states require that at least 10% of units in new developments be fully accessible. Without 
similar requirements, Tennessee’s LIHTC program does not provide sufficient motivation for developers to 
prioritize accessible housing. 

Developer Experience 

THDA prefers development teams with successful experience in the Tennessee Housing Credit Program 
and does not incentivize new developers. A proven track record with minimal compliance issues further 
enhances an application’s score, and projects led by experienced joint venture partners are given favorable 
consideration. Incentives are also available for phased developments that expand upon previously awarded 
Housing Credit Developments, provided these projects demonstrate financial feasibility and adherence to 
prior commitments. 

Recommendations for Future Provisions 

Constructing 5% Mobility Units, 2% Sensory Units, and 20% Adaptable Units Should Be a 
Threshold Requirement for All Projects 

THDA should adopt enhanced accessibility standards for all Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) 
projects. Specifically, we recommend the following requirements: 

•	 A minimum of 5% of units shall be constructed in full compliance with 2021 ANSI A117.1 Section 1102 

standards for Accessible Units. 

•	 At least 2% of units shall be equipped with sensory accessibility features in accordance with Chapter 7 of 

the same standards. 

•	 A minimum of 20% of units shall be constructed as Type B Adaptable Units. 

These standards establish a rigorous but achievable foundation to significantly increase the supply of 
accessible housing across Tennessee, particularly for people with disabilities and the growing aging 
population. Integrating accessibility features at the design and construction stage: 
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• Reduces or eliminates the need for costly post-occupancy retrofits. 

• Lowers out-of-pocket expenses for low-income residents with disabilities. 

• Enhances housing stability and independence for older adults and people with disabilities. 

• Aligns with long-term state objectives to support inclusive, aging-friendly communities. 

To ensure effective implementation, THDA should incorporate these standards into both the application 
and scoring process. Additional competitive points should be awarded to developers who exceed the 
baseline requirements or align unit accessibility features with local disability demographics as captured 
in the American Community Survey. THDA should also provide developers, project managers, and design 
professionals with clear guidance, training sessions, and technical assistance to support compliance. Early 
engagement with accessibility consultants and architectural experts will help developers integrate ANSI 
features without sacrificing design quality or unit count. 

Monitoring and enforcement will be essential to maintaining the integrity of these standards. THDA should 
incorporate accessibility checks into regular inspections during construction and post-completion. Third-
party certification and post-occupancy assessments should be required to ensure that units meet functional 
accessibility needs. Recognizing that some developers may face initial barriers to adoption, THDA should 
offer incentives such as expedited application review, bonus scoring points, or reduced fees to those who 
implement the standards voluntarily ahead of schedule. A recognition program, such as an “Accessibility 
Excellence” designation, could also encourage innovation and best practices across the sector. 

While this policy sets an important baseline, it must be seen as the floor, not the ceiling. A 5% minimum will not 
sufficiently meet the demand for accessible housing, and THDA should pursue a phased strategy to increase 
these targets over time. Incorporating regional data to tailor accessibility goals by geography will ensure a 
more equitable and responsive housing system. 

Adopting and implementing these accessibility standards represents a practical, cost-effective, and forward-
thinking approach to ensuring that LIHTC-funded developments serve all Tennesseans, including those with 
disabilities and aging residents. By combining precise requirements with technical support, enforcement 
mechanisms, and incentives, THDA can catalyze a statewide shift toward a more inclusive housing 
infrastructure. 

Establish a Dedicated Accessible Supportive Housing (ASH) Tax Credit Allocation Pool 

THDA should establish a dedicated Accessible Supportive Housing (ASH) Tax Credit Allocation Pool. This 
targeted allocation would prioritize developments that designate at least 15% of units for individuals with 
disabilities requiring supportive services, ensure compliance with HUD Section 504 accessibility standards, 
and include project-based rental assistance to serve extremely low-income households. Several states 
have demonstrated the effectiveness of this approach. For example, Virginia’s QAP includes a set-aside and 
scoring incentives for projects that serve individuals with disabilities and incorporate supportive services, 
helping to ensure that such developments are both competitive and aligned with federal accessibility 
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mandates. Illinois and Pennsylvania also have a dedicated LIHTC set-aside for projects that serve people with 
disabilities and other vulnerable populations. 

Creating a specific allocation pool for ASH developments would streamline financing pathways for disability-
inclusive housing, incentivize developers to incorporate accessibility and supportive services, and ensure 
that people with disabilities can access community-based, integrated housing options. This approach 
would significantly increase the availability of deeply affordable, accessible units while reducing the risks of 
homelessness and institutionalization. 

To implement this recommendation effectively, the State must determine the appropriate percentage 
of the total LIHTC allocation to dedicate to the ASH pool, ensuring sustainability and meaningful impact. 
Coordination with Medicaid-funded services, state developmental disability agencies, and local providers 
will be essential to ensure residents receive the support they need. The State should also establish 
monitoring mechanisms to ensure compliance with accessibility and affordability requirements and engage 
stakeholders, including disability advocates, developers, and policymakers, to refine program guidelines 
and overcome implementation barriers. This dedicated ASH pool would be a transformative tool to advance 
disability-forward housing across Tennessee. 

Require Property Owners to Develop a Comprehensive Marketing Plan for Reaching 
Individuals with Disabilities 

To address the persistent underrepresentation of people with disabilities among LIHTC tenants, THDA 
should require property owners to develop and implement a comprehensive marketing plan explicitly aimed 
at leasing units to individuals with disabilities, given that they face barriers such as poverty, discrimination, and 
a lack of accessible information that limit their access to affordable housing. By mandating targeted outreach 
efforts, the State can promote equity, expand access, and uphold the LIHTC program’s commitment to 
serving those most in need. 

A robust marketing plan should include collaboration with disability organizations at the local, regional, 
statewide, and national levels. These partners—from advocacy groups and service providers to fair 
housing organizations and support networks—possess deep community ties and are well-positioned to 
help disseminate information about available units. Additionally, property owners should utilize a range of 
accessible marketing channels, such as social media, community newsletters, local newspapers, and online 
housing portals, ensuring that materials are compatible with screen readers, provided in plain language, or 
offered in alternative formats that accommodate different needs. 

The implementation of this requirement would have a wide-reaching impact. First, it would help address 
unmet housing needs among people with disabilities by increasing awareness of and access to LIHTC units. 
Second, it would foster stronger community relationships through sustained partnerships with disability 
organizations, enhancing both tenant engagement and the reputation of housing developments. Third, 
it would support compliance with federal laws, such as the Fair Housing Act (FHA) and Americans with 
Disabilities Act (ADA), by ensuring that marketing practices are inclusive and non-discriminatory. Requiring 
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periodic reporting on marketing activities and outcomes would create opportunities for data-driven 
improvement and greater transparency. 

To support implementation, THDA can develop standardized marketing guidelines that outline accessible 
outreach strategies, community engagement practices, and documentation requirements. Property 
managers should receive training on disability awareness, accessible communication methods, and how 
to build and maintain partnerships with disability organizations. The marketing plan should be incorporated 
into the LIHTC application process, with compliance checks conducted throughout the leasing period. 
Recognizing administrative burden and cost concerns, the state should provide templates, technical 
assistance, and potentially small grants or incentives to support effective implementation. By proactively 
requiring and supporting targeted marketing efforts, Tennessee can take a critical step toward more inclusive, 
equitable access to affordable housing for residents with disabilities. 

Require the Use of Plain Language in All Lease-Up Documents 

To improve housing accessibility and ensure equitable access to critical information, THDA should 
require that all lease-up documents—including applications, lease agreements, notices, and other tenant 
communications—be written in plain language. Plain language is a communication style that prioritizes clarity 
and comprehension on the first read. It avoids technical jargon and overly complex sentence structures, 
making essential information understandable to all individuals, regardless of literacy level, cognitive ability, or 
primary language. In the context of housing, where tenants must often navigate high-stakes, time-sensitive 
decisions, the clarity of lease-up documents directly impacts residents' ability to secure and maintain stable 
housing. Clear and direct communication empowers tenants to understand their rights and responsibilities, 
comply with housing requirements, and make informed decisions. Misunderstandings caused by dense 
or confusing documents can lead to missed deadlines, unintentional lease violations, and even the loss of 
housing or associated benefits. 

The benefits of implementing a plain language requirement are far-reaching. First, it enhances trust 
and transparency between residents, property managers, and agencies by making documents more 
approachable and fair. Second, it reduces administrative burden, as clearer documents lead to fewer follow-
up questions and miscommunications, saving staff time and resources. Third, it improves compliance 
and engagement, as tenants are more likely to understand and adhere to lease terms when information is 
presented clearly. Resources such as The Kelsey’s Plain Language Leasing Guide are valuable tools for 
agencies and developers seeking to adopt this approach. 

To support implementation, the state should collaborate with plain language and legal experts to ensure 
documents remain clear and legally sound. These experts can help revise existing materials and advise on 
best practices. In parallel, staff should receive training on plain language principles to ensure consistency 
in written materials and verbal communication with tenants. Additionally, agencies should incorporate user 
testing of documents with a diverse sample of intended residents, including individuals with disabilities, 
non-native English speakers, and people with lower literacy levels. Gathering feedback and compensating 
participants for input will strengthen trust and lead to more effective communications. Finally, all lease-up 
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materials should undergo periodic review to ensure they stay relevant and accessible as community needs 
and housing policies evolve. 

Extend Affordability Periods for LIHTC Properties to Protect Disabled Tenants 

Federal law mandates a 15-year initial affordability period for LIHTC properties, followed by a 15-year 
extended use period. However, property owners may exit the program after the first 15 years through a 
regulatory relief process. While many properties voluntarily remain affordable beyond this threshold, there is 
no guarantee of continued affordability, leaving vulnerable tenants, including those with disabilities, at risk of 
displacement. Extending the required affordability period beyond the federal 30-year minimum would provide 
critical protections for this population, ensuring that accessible, affordable housing options remain available in 
the long term. 

Other states have recognized the importance of preserving affordability through extended requirements. 
For example, Vermont mandates affordability in perpetuity; California requires a 55-year commitment; 
Utah requires affordability for up to 99 years; and Texas offers incentives for up to 45 years. These policies 
enhance housing stability, particularly for populations with heightened vulnerability to housing insecurity. 

The impact of extended affordability is especially significant for people with disabilities. Without secure 
housing, many face heightened risks of institutionalization, homelessness, or forced relocation to 
inaccessible environments. A more extended affordability period mitigates these risks by protecting tenants 
from unexpected rent increases and preserving critical accessibility features within housing developments. 
It also increases the long-term supply of deeply affordable units, enabling individuals with disabilities to live 
in integrated, community-based settings. Stable housing costs allow these tenants to budget for essential 
needs such as healthcare, personal assistance services, and transportation. 

To implement this policy effectively, Tennessee’s allocating agency should assess the potential impact on 
developer participation and financial feasibility. This could involve offering incentives such as additional 
competitive points in the LIHTC application process, access to gap financing, or low-interest rehabilitation 
loans. Agencies should also develop oversight mechanisms to monitor compliance, such as routine audits 
and reporting requirements. Enforcement provisions must be clearly outlined to ensure that affordability 
commitments are maintained. Additionally, engaging stakeholders—particularly developers, disability 
advocates, and supportive housing providers—will be essential in shaping a policy that balances financial 
sustainability with long-term housing access for individuals with disabilities. 

By extending affordability requirements, Tennessee can secure a more inclusive, stable future for its disabled 
residents and take a proactive step toward addressing both the affordable housing crisis and the systemic 
inequities facing this underserved population. 

8 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Strategic Actions Towards QAP Reform 

Actions DDA Can Take to Influence THDA 

Initiate Formal Interagency Collaboration 

•	 Establish a Working Group with THDA staff focused on housing accessibility and disability inclusion, with 
regularly scheduled meetings. 

•	 Propose an Interagency MOU outlining shared goals, such as increasing the affordable, accessible 
housing supply and improving LIHTC outcomes for disabled tenants. 

Submit Formal Policy Recommendations to the QAP Process 

•	 Draft and submit a public comment or proposal with detailed justifications during THDA’s annual QAP 
revision process. 

•	 Include specific language suggestions and cite successful models from states like Virginia, Pennsylvania, 
and California. 

Leverage Data and Evidence 

•	 Present THDA with Tennessee-specific data on unmet housing needs for people with disabilities, 
especially those who are extremely low-income or face institutionalization risks. 

•	 Share cost-benefit analyses and examples from other states to show feasibility, such as the long-term 
savings of building to ANSI Type A standards or the positive outcomes from supportive housing set-
asides. 

Offer Technical Assistance and Partnerships 

•	 Position DDA as a resource hub for THDA and developers by offering training, outreach materials, and 
support guidance on disability access and inclusion. 

•	 Suggest DDA co-develop or fund plain language and accessibility training for THDA staff and LIHTC 
property managers. 

Advocate Internally Through State Government Channels 

•	 Work with the Governor’s Office, State Housing Task Forces, or Legislative Committees to elevate the 
priority of disability-inclusive housing in broader state policy. 

•	 The recommendations should be included in state housing strategy plans (e.g., consolidated plans, 
Olmstead updates, or Medicaid transformation initiatives). 
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Actions Advocates Can Take to Support DDA and Influence THDA 

Participate in and Mobilize Around the QAP Public Comment Process 

•	 Encourage advocates and stakeholders to submit coordinated, consistent public comments during QAP 
updates. 

•	 Host comment-writing workshops or provide templates with easy-to-adapt language for community 
groups. 

Engage Directly with THDA Staff and Board 

•	 Request invitations to speak at THDA board meetings or advisory groups. 
•	 Arrange meetings between self-advocates, service providers, and THDA staff to share lived experiences 

and the urgency of QAP change. 

Public Education and Media 

•	 Use media campaigns, op-eds, or social media to highlight the impact of inaccessible housing and 
promote public awareness of the QAP as a tool for more disability-forward housing. 

•	 Publish success stories from other states that implemented similar recommendations. 

Form or Strengthen Housing Advocacy Coalitions 

•	 Unite disability rights, aging, supportive housing, legal aid, and affordable housing organizations under a 
common advocacy umbrella focused on LIHTC reform. 

•	 Coordinate messaging and ensure ongoing pressure through formal policy routes. 

Identify Legislative Champions 

•	 Work with state legislators who support disability rights to pressure THDA from the legislative side—this 
could include proposed legislation, joint hearings, or formal inquiries into LIHTC accessibility. 
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