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EXECUTIVE STATEMENT 
There is a growing awareness of the challenges facing middle-income workers. Creating more affordable 
housing options for working Rhode Island families is essential to economic growth and development 
throughout the state. RIHousing’s Workforce Housing Innovation Challenge (WHIC) program seeks to 
expand the range of housing options available in Rhode Island through the creation of rental homes 
for households earning up to 120% AMI.  As an agency that furthers the state’s economic development 
efforts through the jobs created by our investments, we are proud to also be able to provide the state’s 
workforce with places to live. 

STATEMENT OF NEED  
Rhode Island is a state on the move. We’ve made great strides, working diligently to bolster the 
economy by creating jobs, attracting a talented workforce and investing in housing. These efforts are 
critical pieces of the State’s economic development strategy. It is estimated that a workforce of 3.7 
million people live within a 50-mile commute of Providence, the state’s capital. With this employment 
growth comes a critical question: where will the people who fill these jobs live?  

In many cities across the country, it is increasingly difficult for middle-income workers (teachers, 
healthcare professionals, municipal employees, etc.) to buy or rent housing in the areas in which they 
work. This is due to both a lack of available housing options and wages not keeping up the increased 
costs of living. 

A thriving community has a mix of housing types offered at a variety of price points. Rhode Island has 
done a good job deploying state and federal resources to develop housing opportunities for renters with 
incomes below 60% AMI.  Currently, the state’s housing stock and building activity aren’t adequately 
addressing the 80% - 120% AMI housing market. The high cost of land, energy, labor, and materials, as 
well as burdensome regulations and restrictive zoning make it just as expensive to build in Rhode Island 
as it is to build in Massachusetts. With lower rents in Rhode Island, the math on rental housing projects 
for our workforce just doesn’t work.  

Like many states, in Rhode Island most new unrestricted housing has been built in the “luxury” segment 
of the market and housing targeted to people who cannot afford “luxury” rents has typically only been 
built when subsidies were available. However, subsidies are almost always reserved for units that serve 
families with incomes below 60% of AMI, about $43,260 for a family of four in Providence. Households 
who need workforce housing may not always qualify for housing subsidized by the Low-Income Housing 
Tax Credit (LIHTC) program or the Housing Choice Voucher program (formerly known as Section 8), two 
major programs in place for addressing affordable housing needs. The term “workforce housing” is most 
often used to indicate a program targeted at households that earn too much to qualify for traditional 
affordable housing subsidies. 

Even though a growing number of middle-income households are housing cost-burdened, there were no 
tools available to help create units for middle-income renters. Until now that is. 

RESPONSE TO NEED  
In response to the need for a range of housing opportunities, RIHousing has developed the Workforce 
Housing Innovation Challenge (WHIC), a loan program to finance a limited number of innovative 
proposals to develop housing that is affordable to households earning from 80% up to 120% of the Area 
Median Income (AMI).  The WHIC financing addresses the affordable housing needs of the state’s 
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workforce, who are increasingly caught in the gap between rising market rents and ineligibility for other 
affordably assisted housing.    
 

WORKFORCE HOUSING PILOT 
WHIC provides financing for the development of rental housing serving households between 80% and 
120% of Area Median Income (AMI).  Up to $80,000 per workforce housing unit with a maximum 
allocation of $2.5 million per project is available at zero percent interest and deferred for thirty years.  
All workforce units must be equally dispersed among market rate units throughout the development. 
The program funds new construction or adaptive reuse. The rehabilitation of occupied rental housing 
currently operating without any affordability restrictions is also eligible for WHIC financing. 
 

In awarding WHIC financing, RIHousing has identified the following priorities for projects: 
1. Located in Rhode Island’s designated Opportunity Zone census tracts across fifteen 

municipalities and the I-195 redevelopment land parcels. 
2. Incorporate innovative design features such as higher density development, utilization of public 

land, commercial linkage fees such as employer housing investment and municipal zoning 
waivers. 

3. Propose replicable financing and ownership structures that leverage both private investment 
and public subsidies to ensure long-term affordability. 

4. Promote successful ongoing relationships between private enterprise and public agencies. 
5. Provide workforce housing opportunities at the lowest cost. 
6. Incorporate energy efficient design. 
7. Where comparable market rents exceed an average of 80% AMI, each workforce unit will 

receive one (1) bonus point for every 10 basis point differential between a) the workforce unit's 
rental restriction as a percentage of AMI and b) the same unit's market rate rent as a percentage 
of AMI.  These bonus points are unlimited and intend to award the projects that “buy-down” the 
greatest workforce affordability. 

 

Additionally, prioritization is given to developments with: 

• Housing is located within a state designated Opportunity Zone 

• Housing is located within 2 miles of a large (>100 employees) employer 

• Housing is located within walking distance to public transit 
 

Round 1 made $7 million in WHIC funds available and Round 2 will make $8 million available. 
 

OUTCOMES TO DATE 
To date, RIHousing has rolled out two funding cycles. The interest in and need for these types of 
homes is strong, as illustrated by the over $13 million in requests in Round 1 and $12.4 million 
requested in Round 2. 
 

RIHousing issued a Request for Proposals for Round 1 in late 2019 and received 8 proposals.  Given that 
Readiness to Proceed is an important Threshold Criteria, only 2 awards were made.  A total of $3.4 
million in funds was awarded to two developments in Providence, our state’s capital, to assist the 
construction of 93 rental units, 38 of which are workforce assisted. The second round RFP is in process 
and applications are currently under review.    
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Parcel 6 – Providence: A mixed-use and mixed-income development on Parcel 6 of the land freed up 
because of the relocation of Interstate -195 (Rhode Island’s version of the “Big Dig”) on land now known 
as the ‘Innovation and Design District.’   The development to be known as Link Street, LLC will support 
62 apartments of which 31 will be workforce units for households with incomes between 80% and 120% 
of AMI, and 31 will be market rate. The development also features a 13,000 square foot grocery store, 
the first in downtown Providence, and more than 9,500 square feet for additional commercial or retail 
use.  Total development cost is $28,609,500 or $345,900 per unit; $2,480,000 in WHIC funds.  
 

West Fountain – Providence: The re-development of a site on West Fountain Street formerly used for 
auto repairs.  The re-development will consist of a new four-story building with 31 one-bedroom units of 
which 7 will be workforce units at 100% of AMI and the remainder will be market rate.  Total 
development cost is $5,125,000 or $165,323 per unit; $560,000 in WHIC funds. 
 

Today’s high demand paired with low supply has driven housing prices up and out of reach for many 
middle-income workers, and many local governments are exploring and implementing strategies to 
stimulate the creation of workforce housing. The WHIC program is one important tool that helps 
respond to the need for middle-income housing by filling a growing and significant gap in a tight housing 
market of rising rents that is being exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 

WHY IT’S AWARD-WORTHY 

• Innovative: The WHIC program is filling a gap in the housing market for a large swath of workers 
who make too much to reside in LIHTC housing but cannot afford the quickly rising market rate 
apartments in Rhode Island.   

• Replicable: The program is funded from corporate earnings as a demonstration program with a 
goal of having the program adopted and funded on a larger scale by the state.  The maximum 
amount of WHIC funds for a project is $80,000 per WHIC unit or $2.5 million. 

• Responds to an important state housing need: There is a growing awareness of the challenges 
facing middle-income workers. Creating more affordable housing options for working Rhode 
Island families is essential to economic growth and development throughout the state.   

• Demonstrates measurable benefits to HFA targeted customers: The new program helps 
RIHousing address changing market needs and fulfill its mission to provide housing options for 
all Rhode Islanders. 

• Has a proven track record of success in the marketplace: Current RFP in process included 11 
applications seeking more than $12 million of WHIC funds 

• Provide benefits that outweigh costs: This is not taxpayer money. RIHousing is a self-sustaining 
entity and supports this program with its own resources.  

• Demonstrates effective use of resources: The maximum amount of WHIC funds per subsidized 
unit is $80,000 up to $2.5 million and is part of a capital stack that typically includes a loan(s) 
from commercial banks and equity from the borrower.    

• Effectively employs partnerships: Proposals funded to date are true public-private partnerships 
with commercial lenders and borrowers providing the primary financing and the WHIC funds 
filling a targeted gap. 

• Achieves strategic objectives: To date, the pilot funding program has provided critical funding 
to two developments to create almost 40 Workforce units, helping the agency meet the goal to 
include middle-income residents as part of the state’s housing agenda.  Applications for 11 
projects with 672 units, of which 161 will be workforce, are currently under review. 
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One of two developments funded through the first round of WHIC funding, “Parcel 6” (aka 
Link Street LLC) is a mixed-use and mixed-income development in an area of our capital city 
known as the Innovation and Design District.  

The development includes 
62 apartments, of which 31 
will be workforce units for 
households with incomes 
between 80% and 120% of 
AMI, and 31 will be market rate. 
The development also features 
a 13,000 square foot grocery 
store, the first in downtown 
Providence, and more than 
9,500 square feet for additional 
commercial or retail use. 
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The second development to receive WHIC funds stands on a major thoroughfare in 
Providence and was formerly used for auto repairs.  The re-development will consist of a new 
four-story building with 31 one-bedroom units of which 7 will be workforce units at 100% of 
AMI and the remainder will be market rate. 
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