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A Place to Call Home 

A Place to Call Home represents the housing component of the Borough’s Comprehensive Plan and is 

tasked with increasing homeownership, creating greater housing choice within the Borough, identifying 

solutions to improve the conditions of the Borough’s housing stock, and ensuring the provision of 

affordable housing. 

Columbia Borough Housing Analysis 

An analysis of the housing stock is meant to provide decision makers with information pertaining to the 

type, condition, and cost of housing within the Borough. The analysis in turn is used to help local 

government leaders to make housing policy decisions for current and future Borough residents. 

Type & Diversity 

According to new 2020 Decennial Census information there are approximately 4,700 housing units in 

Columbia Borough with an occupancy rate of 92%1.  The overall vacancy rate in the Borough is 8% or a 

total of 378 units. The housing tenure split, the distinction between a unit occupied by a homeowner 

versus a unit occupied by a tenant or renter, is nearly evenly split with 52% of units occupied by a 

homeowner and 48% occupied by a tenant2. 

The majority of the housing stock (69.4%) is made up of single-family housing units. Single-Family 

Detached housing units comprise 42% of the single-family units, while, Single-Family Attached units 

comprise the larger share at 58%3.  The remainder of the Borough’s housing stock is comprised of: 

• 3% - Duplexes 

• 5% - Three to Four Units 

• 10% - Five to Nine Units 

• 11% - 20 +unit, MF Housing 

Conditions 

Over 50% of the Borough’s housing stock was constructed prior to 1939 and another 31% constructed 

prior to 1980. While important to the historic and architectural framework of the Borough, the housing 

stock is significant enough in age to make renovations costly. Obsolete doors, windows, and heating 

systems; and, non-existent cooling systems significantly increase the cost to own and/or operate these 

units. 

 
12020: DEC Redistricting Data (PL 94-171) Table H-1 
2 2019: ACS 5-Year Estimates Subject Tables (S1101) 
3 2019: ACS 5-Year Estimates Subject Tables (S2504) 
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The 2013 Lancaster County Housing Market Analysis found that 80% to 90% of the Borough’s rental 

units were affordable to households under 80% of the area median income4. This is likely due to the age 

and condition of the units. Programs to assist property owners with renovations and repairs will aid in 

increasing the quality and value of the Borough’s housing stock. 

Nationally, the country is experiencing a significant housing shortage. Recently, the National Realtor’s 

Association reported the shortage to be more than 5.5 million housing units5. Impacts from the shortage 

of housing units are being felt across the country. Homeowners and renters are reporting increases in 

the cost to rent or purchase a unit.  

The national housing shortage creates a redevelopment opportunity for the Borough and the 

comprehensive plan should identify strategies to facilitate redevelopment of the Borough’s aging 

housing stock.  

Costs 

Housing affordability focuses on the concept of Cost Burdening. A household is considered to be cost 

burdened if the total cost of all housing expenses (rent/mortgage/taxes/utilities) exceeds 30% of total 

household monthly income. 

According to the 2013 LCPC Housing Analysis, the number of cost burdened renter households in 

Columbia Borough was 54% and the number of homeowner cost burdened households was 36% with a 

mortgage and 25% without a mortgage6.  

A cost burdened household may be unable to afford other critical non-discretionary costs such as health 

care and child care, food, and transportation. Therefore, it is critically important to ensure the Borough’s 

cost burdened households are being connected to the myriad of service providers within the Borough 

and the County. 

Community Identified Strategies 

During the 2018 Community Surveying events, residents suggested implementing the following 

strategies to improve housing conditions in the Borough: 

• Encouraging and engaging in residential redevelopment  

• Preservation of existing single-family housing units 

 
4 Housing Market Analysis of Lancaster County, PA., Zimmerman/Volk Associates, Inc., September, 2013. Page 855 
of 872 
5 Housing is Critical Infrastructure: Social and Economic Benefits of Building More Housing, June 2021, Rosen 
Consulting Group.  
6 Housing Market Analysis of Lancaster County, PA., Zimmerman/Volk Associates, Inc., September, 2013. Page 134 
of 872 
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• Encouraging conversion back to single-family units 

• Create opportunities for retail amenities to locate in the borough’s neighborhoods 

• Organize neighborhood watch programs and community neighborhood groups 

• Implement neighborhood training programs geared toward homeowners and renters 

• Encourage and create opportunities for the provision of financial counseling 

• Improve street lighting 

• Increase focus on a targeted property maintenance program 

• Development of stable long-term strategies for eliminating lead-based paint in housing units 

Goals 

Below are potential draft goals pulled from Ad Hoc Committee meetings and the community survey 

information: 

• Encourage and increase homeownership  

• Protect and support existing homeowners 

• Create opportunities to encourage the development of entry level housing, more commonly 

referred to as starter homes.   

• Encourage the development of middle housing types 

• Build awareness and encourage more resident participation in available non-governmental 

organization (NGO) programming, i.e. Family First Health, CHI, and others 

• Create partnerships with developers, businesses, and non-governmental organizations (NGO) 

that build capacity and resources within the Borough 

• Create programming to encourage and assist with property maintenance  

• Encourage and assist in the development of Tenant/Landlord programming 

• Develop long-term solutions for remediating lead paint in housing units 

• Ensure long-term provision of affordable housing to families and individuals within varying 

poverty levels, i.e. 20 – 80% of Area Median Income 

Vision 

Columbia Borough in 2040 is a community of choice, in which all residents have access to safe, 

sustainable, quality housing that is equitable to our residents’ life choices and goals. Our tightly knit, 

community-oriented neighborhoods have active resident-led associations that work hand-in-hand with 

the Borough and local, county, and state organizations; and partner with private landlords, owners, and 

property managers to ensure residents get the support and resources they need to live in their homes 

and to live their lives to the fullest.  
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Implementation Strategies 

The following strategies have been organized using the following categories: 

• Encouraging and Increasing Homeownership 

• Creating Greater Housing Choice 

• Improving the Borough’s Existing Housing Stock 

• Ensuring the Provision of Affordable Housing 

• Building Neighborhood Capacity 

 

1. Encouraging and Increasing Homeownership: 

o Lease Purchase Programs 

o Individual Development Accounts 

o Shared-Equity/Shared-Appreciation Homeownership Programs 

o Employer Assisted Housing 

o Down Payment Assistance 

o Community Land Trusts 

o Limited Equity Cooperatives 

o Sponsoring/ hosting home purchase rehabilitation programs 

 

2. Creating Greater Housing Choice: 

 

o Allowing the “by right” construction of Multi-Family Units, such as duplexes, tri-plexes, 

and four-plexes in residential zoning districts traditionally reserved for the development 

of Single-Family Detached and Attached housing units.  

o Creating smaller lot sizes to encourage the development of smaller housing units more 

appropriate for first time homebuyers. 

o Allowing the development of ADU’s (Accessory Dwelling Units) also known as, granny 

flats or garage apartments, as a “by right use”. 

o Allowing the construction of multi-family units and mixed uses in non-residential zoning 

districts.  

o Decreasing parking requirements.  

 

3. Improving the Borough’s Existing Housing Stock: 

o Implementing Placed Based Neighborhood Planning in target neighborhoods: 

▪ Working with local neighborhood landlords and property owners to become 

small investors in their neighborhood to rehab old and substandard housing 

units. 

▪ Implementation of streetscape improvements 
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▪ Community outreach and community building 

▪ Targeted financial programs to encourage and assist with home repair  

▪ Proactive code enforcement with the intent of communicating financial 

programs available to assist homeowners with maintenance and repairs. 

o Encouraging the development of a Columbia Borough-based Community Housing 

Development Organization (CHDO). CHDO’s are non-profit community or faith-based 

organizations primarily concerned with the provision of affordable housing for all. A 

CHDO will typically engage in redevelopment activities with the purpose of developing 

affordable housing units for both homeownership and rental.  

o In coordination with the HARB, create a redevelopment and repair approval process 

that reduces the approvals process in time and direct cost to the applicant. 

o A review of the entitlement process to identify and remove barriers to development 

o Targeted blighted property demolition using CDBG Funding through the County 

assistance program  

o Implementing zoning language to further restrict or prohibit the conversion of single-

family units into multi-family units. Create a corresponding incentive program to 

convert former single-family units back to their original use, i.e. single-family home 

o Establishment of residential redevelopment areas 

o Encouraging and promoting shared living arrangements 

o Building a support system within the community with the faith-based organizations to 

assist homeowners with minor repairs and maintenance items. 

 

4. Ensuring the provision of affordable housing: 

o Mixed Income Development 

o Gap Financing Pool 

o Land Bank 

o Aggressive Control of Vacant Buildings 

o Sales Tax Incentives 

o “Arts” District Housing 

o Sales and income tax incentives for artists 

o Identifying strategies for mitigating displacement 

 

5. Building Neighborhood Capacity: 

o Implement a train the trainer’s program to teach community organizing in Columbia 

Borough Neighborhoods 

▪ Implementation resources include the Trauma Informed Community Outreach 

Curriculum; and, 

▪ Neighborworks Leadership Training and Community Building Toolkit 
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o Identification and/or implementation of educational assistance programs for tenants 

and landlords within Columbia Borough. 

o Create an educational process that educates front line staff about the available social 

service programming in the area. 

o Create incentives within Borough processes that will encourage residents to participate 

in available programming, such as the Borough’s rental licensing program providing 

financial incentives for landlords and tenants that participate in trainings and programs, 

i.e. weatherization or tenant programming. 

o Promote success stories 

o Encourage service providers to locate within the Borough 

o Creating a position for a coordinator or liaison to help with the “warm hand-off” to NGO 

service providers 

o Advocate and support the creation of tool lending libraries 

o Establish a monthly roundtable discussion of service providers, ie. Columbia 

Connections 

o Coordinate Memorandum of Agreements with service providers to create a network of 

service offerings and program area specialists. 

o Create a stable and long-term platform to coordinate services  

▪ CDBG Allocations and other local grants could help to fund such a coordinator 

position within the Borough 

o Create increased capacity for code enforcement services at the Borough 

o Evaluating processes to determine if there are improvements that could be made to the 

Borough’s existing permitting strategy and reducing/eliminating lead paint 


