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FOCUS ON 

Focus On: Fort Worth, Texas
NICK DECICCO, SENIOR WRITER, NOVOGRADAC

Fort Worth, Texas, has boomed in the 21st century, with a nearly 90% increase in its 

population since 2000 putting the city just below 1 million residents. It’s part of “The 

Metroplex,” a tri-city area in northern Texas that also includes Dallas and Arlington 

and their suburbs that has swelled to become the nation’s fourth-largest metro area 

with more than 7.6 million people.

That growth juxtaposes with Fort Worth’s history 

and reputation as a cattle town that grew out of the 

U.S. Army installation for which it’s named. The city 

finds itself adjusting to weave its rich history and 

personality with the complications of being a booming 

western city.

“It comes with a lot of issues and that includes housing 

affordability,” said Fernando Costa, Fort Worth 

assistant city manager. “We used to be, 20 years ago, 

one of most affordable big cities in the country. We had 

a big advantage over other cities in that respect. That’s 

no longer true. We’re not as expensive as New York or 

San Francisco, not even as expensive as Austin, but 

prices and rents have increased substantially. We’ve 

consequently given a great deal of attention to the 

development of affordable housing for everyone.”

For Fort Worth residents to afford a two-bedroom, 

fair-market-rate rent, they would need to earn an 

hourly wage of $24.40–the equivalent of 3.4 full-time, 

minimum wage jobs–according to the National Low 

Income Housing Coalition’s Out of Reach 2022 report. 

Nearly 30% of the city’s residents earned between 

$15,000 and $24,999 in 2021, according to valuation 

data from Novogradac.

Image: Courtesy of Ojala Partners
The Casa de Esperanza in Fort Worth, Texas. The former hotel is used as 
permanent supportive housing.
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Kristina Tirloni, senior communications adviser for 

the Texas Department of Housing and Community 

Affairs, which administers 9% and 4% low-income 

housing tax credits (LIHTCs) as well as private-

activity bonds in the state, said some of the struggles 

Fort Worth faces are familiar throughout Texas and 

the nation.

“It’s well-documented that much of the U.S. is lacking 

in affordable housing,” Tirloni said. “The LIHTC 

programs serve as critical components to financing 

developments that meet that need.”

Does Fort Worth Ever Cross Your Mind?
Multiple American Indian tribes, including the 

Jumanos, Wichita, Comanche, Kickapoo and 

Tawakoni, lived on the land of Fort Worth. In 

September 1843, white settlers and American Indians 

signed a treaty at what was then known as Fort Bird. 

A geographic boundary established at this meeting 

garnered the future Fort Worth a moniker it carries to 

this day: “Where the West begins.”

At its founding, Fort Worth served as a U.S. Army 

outpost as a buttress between settlers and tribes. As 

settlers overtook abandoned military structures before 

the Civil War, the locale evolved into a nexus for cattle, 

giving rise to its reputation as “Cowtown.” From this 

era also emerged “Hell’s Half Acre,” a lawless gulch 

of indulgence and iniquity for cowboys driving cattle 

along the Chisholm Trail in the 1870s.

Meat packing and the oil industry powered the city 

into the 20th century. Today, it contributes to The 

Metroplex’s position as a corporate business hub, 

with American Airlines Group top among a slate of 

businesses calling the city home.

“People call it Cowtown,” said Kirk Presley, 

investments associate with Ojala Partners, which 

develops properties in Fort Worth. “‘Where the West 

begins,’ they say. It’s got this sort of heritage around 

agriculture and livestock and things that definitely 

make it stand apart from Dallas and the rest of 

north Texas, that cowboy spirit or attitude. … Fort 

Worth is a very entrepreneurial, no-nonsense city 

and government. It’s a great place to do business. It’s 

a very forward-thinking city and a very business-

friendly city.”

Miles and Miles of Texas
That can-do, cowboy attitude extends to its proactive 

approach to affordable housing.

Among the pluses of developing in Fort Worth is its 

attractiveness as a home, said Megan Lasch, owner 

of O-SDA Industries and consultant with Saigebrook 

Development, a pair of organizations that work in 

Image: Courtesy of O-SDA Industries
A look at a kitchen in Cielo Place Apartments, an affordable housing 
property in Fort Worth, Texas. The property, developed by O-SDA 
Industries and Saigebrook Development, previously hosted the 
Riverside Baptist Church.

Image: Courtesy of O-SDA Industries
A look at the interior of Cielo Place Apartments, an affordable housing 
property in Fort Worth, Texas. Saigebrook Development and O-SDA 
Industries redeveloped the property, which previously hosted the 
Riverside Baptist Church, into 91 mixed-income apartments.
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tandem to develop homes in the Lone Star State. Lasch 

started developing in Fort Worth in 2016, has worked 

on four properties in the city and is consulting on 

a fifth, Clifton Riverside, that overlooks the Trinity 

River and downtown Fort Worth. 

“Fort Worth is just a highly desirable place to live,” 

Lasch said. “There’s demand. The properties stay 

occupied. We’ve not had any trouble leasing up. Our 

senior properties lease up very, very quickly.”

Lasch said another benefit to developing in Fort 

Worth is the cooperation and attentiveness of local 

government.

“The city council in and of itself is continuing to do 

things that help ensure future growth of Fort Worth,” 

Lasch said. “They’ve planned for continued growth 

and continued demand for affordable housing.”

Costa said that impression is no accident.

“We’ve given a great deal of attention to the 

development of affordable housing for everyone from 

the bottom of the scale, the 30% (area median income) 

folks who are homeless or at risk of homelessness, 

on up,” Costa said. “Fort Worth has become by some 

estimates something of a model for the development 

of permanent supportive housing.” Lasch’s team 

has focused on urban core development, with two 

properties on the city’s east side. That’s one of two 

areas of Fort Worth that is booming, according 

to Victor T. Turner, the director of Fort Worth’s 

Neighborhood Services Department. The other is 

Median Household Income in Fort Worth, Texas
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the north side, a region Turner categorized as “like 

another city to itself.”

So thriving is the Fort Worth affordable housing 

scene that Ben Carson made multiple visits to the city 

during his tenure as the U.S. Department of Housing 

and Urban Development (HUD) secretary to witness 

it firsthand, Costa said. Carson’s successor, Marcia 

Fudge, has planned a visit this fall.

Among the city’s goals is a deconcentration of poverty 

through a dispersion of public housing apartments, 

mixed-income developments and land use policies 

regarding location as well access to employment 

and transit.

“We want to be sure to promote mixed-income 

housing, not to overconcentrate poverty,” Costa said. 

“Fort Worth, like many other cities, has learned that 

concentrating poverty is a bad idea. Mixed income 

is a better way of providing affordability for folks 

who need it.”

Scattering sites is a key part of the strategy. Offering 

reasonable impact fees is also helpful, Costa said.

“And that’s what we’re doing in Fort Worth,” Costa 

said. “I think, to a high degree, you find that the 

Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington area is not unlike other 

metro areas around country where you find most of 

the affordable housing located in the central cities. 

The city takes seriously its responsibility to provide 

affordable housing, even though the problem is much 

more acute now than it ever has been.”

One development Costa highlighted is Casa de 

Esperanza, a 119-apartment property financed in 

part by federal CARES Act funds and developed in a 

distressed neighborhood within six months in 2020. 

Ojala Partners and Fort Worth Housing Solutions 

teamed up to develop the site. Part of the city’s recipe 

for success, Costa said, has been creating permanent 

supportive housing for COVID-vulnerable homeless 

people. In the months before a vaccine arrived for 

COVID-19, Costa said the city felt the urgency to help 

its residents most vulnerable to exposure. 

“I think we were able to save some lives,” Costa said. “I 

don’t think that’s hyperbolic.”

For Ojala’s part, Presley praised the city’s zoning and 

local support. He said the city’s efforts to find balance 

as it grows help give developing in Fort Worth a blend 

of big city efficiency combined with the fortitude of 

somewhere smaller.

“It is incredible the amount of trust Fort Worth runs 

on,” Presley said. “I believe in some ways they have 

retained a small-town identity, and they’re really great 

at getting things done. They are very pro-affordable 

housing. They’re very willing to do things that larger 

bureaucratic cities get in the way of themselves from 

doing. Fort Worth is probably light years ahead of 

some cities in terms of what it’s done.”

One target area is Stop Six, a neighborhood in 

southeast Fort Worth. The area was named because it 

was the sixth stop on an urban rail line between Fort 

Worth and Dallas.

The area, a historically Black and overlooked 

neighborhood, will see a boost from a $35 million 

Choice Neighborhood grant from HUD awarded 

in 2020. The funds are expected to spur more 

than a thousand apartments of mixed-income and 

multifamily housing.

“It’s a big boost,” Costa said. “We’re making a 

lot of progress in Stop Six and other distressed 

neighborhoods in Fort Worth. There’s big demand 

for developing affordable housing in all these 

neighborhoods while minimizing displacement.”

The first of six phases, Cowan Place, a 174-apartment 

senior property, is expected to open next year.

Fort Worth Blues
While Fort Worth has its upsides, there are challenges 

to developing there, too.
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The city’s housing plan characterizes the past decade 

as one of rapid growth, decreasing affordability for 

new housing and central city redevelopment. 

Costa pointed to the cost of land and materials as 

barriers that may not be unique to Fort Worth, but 

persist, nonetheless. The market saw a 118.1% increase 

in residential median home price per square foot from 

2011 to 2020. Housing costs are rising faster than 

wages can keep up in Fort Worth, also echoing a larger 

national trend, according to the city’s housing plan.

Lasch noted that cost of land is a complication, as is 

its zoning.

“Urban core areas that are close to jobs and services is 

where we want to be, zoning on the outskirts of town 

for multifamily isn’t what we’re after,” Lasch said. 

“We’re continuing to be willing to see creative use of 

land in urban infill locations and repurpose of land 

like we did with (Cielo Place or Sunset at Fash Place). 

Finding areas where we can reposition a higher and 

better use of the land and get zoning support is an 

ongoing challenge, but the support is key to keep up 

with the demand for housing in Fort Worth.”

Turner said overcoming not-in-my-backyard-ism can 

be a hurdle as well.

“There are a lot of transplants from California and 

different areas,” Turner said. “Fort Worth is a very 

desirable place to live. That’s attributable to growth.”

Presley, too, echoed the struggles with land scarcity, 

underscoring how demand for housing has shaped 

affordability.

“There’s more people coming in to build luxury, Class 

A housing,” Presley said. “That makes our job even 

harder. We’re competing for land with people that 

want to build a giant luxury tower. There’s an increase 

in cost, increase in everything, even rent. That’s 

made it more challenging, which is not to say the city 

hasn’t remained successful in continuing to add new 

affordable housing supply.”

If You’re Gonna Play in Texas
Costa said there may be obstacles, especially as Fort 

Worth’s population continues to grow, but the city 

remains resolute in trying to find solutions when it 

comes to affordable housing.

“In this city, we try to be proactive in promoting 

and developing affordable housing,” Costa said. “If 

developers meet us halfway, we’ll work with them to 

develop housing.”

Presley agreed.

“If you work at a [public housing authority], book a 

flight to Fort Worth and figure out how they’re doing 

it,” Presley said. “They’re doing it right and have 

proven to be great stewards in the community.” ;

Image: Courtesy of Ojala Partners
An interior at Casa de Esperanza in Fort Worth, Texas. The property was 
developed in six months in 2020 to help the city’s residents who were 
most vulnerable to COVID-19 exposure.

Image: Courtesy of Ojala Partners
An interior at Casa de Esperanza in Fort Worth, Texas. The property 
is a hotel converted into permanent supportive housing on the city’s 
booming north side.
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