
Escaping the 
Housing Trap
Chris Allen | chris@strongtowns.org



Two Housing Conversations



Housing prices must fall.

Housing prices cannot be allowed to fall.



Pre-Great Depression Housing

• Local Banks

• 50% Down Payment

• Interest Only Loan

• 5-year Term w/ Balloon Payment

Home Value

Mortgage Amount





Great Depression Home Value Decline

Home Value

Mortgage Amount

New Home Value

New Mortgage Amount



Great Depression Home Value Decline

What you owe.
What the bank will 

lend you.



Great Depression Home Value Decline

You need this much cash! 





New Deal Housing 
Initiatives

• Government purchase of mortgages in 
default

• Refinancing over 20 years

• Lower interest rates

• Principle + Interest

• Create a secondary market for 30-year 
mortgages (Fannie Mae)

• Lower down payments to 20%

• Provide mortgage insurance



“Were the war to end suddenly….there 
would be ushered in the greatest period of 
unemployment and industrial dislocation 

which any economy has ever faced.”

-Paul Samuelson 
Harvard Economist and Presidential Advisor





Make it easier for more people to 
borrow more money to pay more 

for housing.



This was wildly successful!
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S&L Bubble

Second Inflation Bubble

Subprime Bubble

First Inflation Bubble



These are Financial Products
(secondarily, they serve as shelter)



What is the product?



Who is the product?
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S&L Bubble

Second Inflation Bubble

Subprime Bubble

Housing Recovery?

First Inflation Bubble



Making it easier for more people to 
borrow more money to pay more 

for housing is not the answer.



Making it easier for more people to 
borrow more money to pay more 

for housing is not the answer.



Making it easier for more people to 
borrow more money to pay more 

for housing is not the answer.



Making it easier for more people to 
borrow more money to pay more 

for housing is not the answer.



20% of the US economy
(secondarily, they serve as shelter)



These are Financial Products
(secondarily, they serve as shelter)



Distribution of Investment Capital for Housing



Accessory Apartment



Backyard Cottage
(Not an ADU)



Starter House
(Not a Tiny House)



How to Escape the 
Housing Trap

1. Code Reform

2. Incremental Developers

3. Localize Finance

















Housing Reform
The most boring revolution.



Coming Fall 2025: Part 2



Who is an incremental 
developer?



Grow an Ecosystem of Local Developers



Coming Winter 2026: Part 3



Oswego, 
New York

Micro Grants



Muskegon, Michigan
Tax Increment Financing



Minnesota

Special Assessments



Florida

Co-sign Loans







Join Strong 
Towns Today
Chris Allen | chris@strongtown.org

www.StrongTowns.org

www.HousingTrap.org
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