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PARADISE
Developers respond to the 
desperate need for workforce 
housing in some of the nation’s 
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FINDING

Millions of Americans flock to the nation’s sandy beaches and ski slopes for 

vacations each year. It’s not always a holiday, however, for the tourism sector, 

first responders, and other local workers in these destination towns.

The need for affordable workforce housing has reached crisis proportions 

in some of the country’s most-popular tropical and mountain getaway spots. 

Scarce and high-cost land, growth restrictions, and loss of housing to vacation-

rental booking platforms are just a few of the barriers to creating housing 

for workers. And low wages combined with high housing costs leave renters 

without many options.

On the following pages, we look at developers in four popular travel destina-

tions—the Florida Keys, Hawaii, Colorado’s ski resort towns, and Jackson Hole, 

Wyo.—to see how they’re delivering housing in these challenging markets.

Life isn’t a vacation for many wage earners in U.S. tourist  
markets, where the need for affordable workforce  

housing has hit crisis levels

SPECIAL FOCUS | HOUSING AMERICA’S TOURIST TOWN WORKERS
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Sometimes called the American Caribbean, the Florida Keys 

are a tropical paradise away from the mainland offering fishing, 

snorkeling, and scuba diving, among other recreational activities.

The tourism industry on the islands employs about 50% of 

the workforce, according to recent reports. But housing for these 

wage earners, already an issue, was exacerbated after Category 4 

Hurricane Irma struck the Keys in September.

According to the “Approximate Damage Assessment Results” 

report of Monroe County (home to the Keys), Irma destroyed 

1,179 homes throughout the Keys, and another 2,977 residences 

suffered major damage. Mobile homes, manufactured houses, 

and RVs were among the hardest-hit.

“Housing down in the Keys was already desperately short,” 

says Marty Flynn, operations adviser and strategist at Tri-Star 

Affordable Development, which constructs and operates afford-

able housing throughout the area. “Older housing with tradition-

ally lower rents and affordable [units] got wiped out.” 

Flynn cites a limited supply of land in the Keys, a strict growth 

ordinance, and environmental factors involving plants and ani-

mals as some of the difficulties facing new housing development.

Nonetheless, before and after Irma made landfall, his firm 

IRMA EXACERBATES HOUSING CRISIS IN THE KEYS

completed critical affordable housing that serves local workers. 

Tri-Star’s Caya Place scattered-site development includes 42 

units in two buildings located almost 20 miles apart. Residents 

started moving into the first building, in Marathon, less than two 

weeks before Hurricane Irma struck. The three-story structure 

includes 26 units and is adjacent to the company’s 73 Ocean 

development, which opened in 2016. 

The second building, in Big Pine Key, comprises 16 units 

across two stories and was under construction when the hurri-

cane hit, with its windows and doors having been installed two 

days before Irma came ashore.

“The buildings fared well. These are built to new building 

codes, with hurricane-impact glass and doors, metal roofs, and 

40 tons of steel in the foundation,” says Flynn. “We lost all of the 

landscaping, but that was the extent of it.”

With a focus on cleaning up storm debris, restoring power, 

and getting people back on their feet, the Big Pine Key develop-

ment took longer than expected to complete. Opened at the end 

of February 2018, the building was fully leased in just two days. Of 

the 16 households who moved in, eight had effectively been made 

homeless by the hurricane.

Caya Place brings 42 new affordable housing units to 

Marathon and Big Pine Key in the Florida Keys.
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The $15.7 million development was financed with 

low-income housing tax credits (LIHTCs) and a State 

Apartment Incentive Loan from the Florida Housing 

Finance Corp. Hunt Capital Partners was the tax credit 

syndicator, with Citi Community Capital as the ulti-

mate investor. First State Bank of the Keys was the con-

struction and permanent lender.  

Thirty-seven of the one-, two-, and three-bedroom 

units at the two buildings are set aside for households 

earning 60% of the area median income (AMI), and five 

units are reserved for households at 25% of the AMI.

“Almost every single resident we have is working in 

one of the businesses here locally in Big Pine Key and 

Marathon,” says Flynn.

Annie Perez, the tenants and services coordinator 

for the buildings, says the development is a great com-

munity resource. 

“All the tenants here are very happy with their apart-

ments. Compared to the prices out there in the commu-

nity, this is very affordable,” says Perez, who is a resident 

of 73 Ocean.

With the Keys a critical concern for the state, Tri-

Star is working to find the right parcels of land and get 

approvals to do its next development.

“The need is so critical down here,” adds Flynn. “You 

could probably build 10 projects, and they would lease 

up on [certificate of occupancy] day.”

HAWAII LIVES UP TO REPUTATION  
FOR HIGH COSTS

EAH Housing recently completed the third and final phase of 

Villages of Moa‘e Ku on Oahu, Hawaii’s most-populous and -visited 

island. The 52 units bring the total development to 192 apartments.

The one- to three-bedroom units are home to teachers, tourist-

industry workers, and others earning 30% to 60% of the AMI. All 

three phases were leased up in less than two months.

Without affordable housing, it’s just about impossible for a low-

income family to make ends meet in Hawaii, one of the nation’s 

most-expensive housing markets. The state has the highest 

“housing wage” in the country, reports the National Low Income 

Housing Coalition (NLIHC) in its most-recent Out of Reach study. 

That means a worker in Hawaii must earn $35.20 per hour to 

afford a modest two-bedroom apartment without spending more 

than 30% of his or her income on housing costs. 

In other words, a minimum-wage worker would have to work 

152 hours out of a 168-hour week to afford a two-bedroom rental 

“THE NEED IS SO 
CRITICAL [IN THE 

FLORIDA KEYS]. YOU 
COULD PROBABLY 

BUILD 10 PROJECTS, 
AND THEY WOULD 

LEASE UP ON  
[CO] DAY.” 

—MARTY FLYNN,  OPERATIONS 

ADVISER AND STRATEGIST,  

TRI-STAR AFFORDABLE 

DEVELOPMENT

Villages of Moa‘e Ku provides 192 homes in Hawaii.


