
Partners in community renewal since 1973

Building on Innovation



Cover: Creative project and policy solutions 
are the building blocks of sustainable com-
munities across Pennsylvania. These and 
other RHLS innovations are described on 
the pages to come.  
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Regional Housing Legal Services works to create housing 

and economic opportunity in under-served communities in 

Pennsylvania and to effect systemic change for the benefit 

of lower-income households statewide. We do this by:

• providing free legal services and technical assistance to 

community-based organizations that develop affordable 

housing and engage in economic development  

activities that benefit lower-income people; 

• informing, training and supporting consumers, and 

those who serve consumers, on housing and utility 

 issues; and

• engaging in policy analysis and promoting system

 innovations focused on critical housing, economic develop-

ment, neighborhood revitalization and utility issues.

OUR MISSION 
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Regional Housing Legal Services (RHLS) origi-

nated in a spirit of innovation that drives our 

practice to this day. Formed in 1973, RHLS is 

the first and only nonprofit legal services or-

ganization in Pennsylvania focused primarily on 

affordable and sustainable housing and its key 

components — community development, util-

ity issues and preserving homeownership. We 

believe that lower-income people and people with 

special needs deserve to live in sustainable com-

munities that offer safe, decent and affordable 

shelter — and that lawyers are key to this goal. 

Our attorneys are foremost experts in the field of 

affordable housing, with unmatched experience 

in the practice of real estate, finance, nonprofit 

and contract law. RHLS draws on that well of 

expertise chiefly to advise organizations seeking 

to revitalize their neighborhoods, and to provide 

counsel on development of public policies that af-

fect lower-income residents. In those ways, RHLS 

change. We are a pro bono resource to policymak-

ers, colleagues and to nonprofits that could not 

otherwise afford the legal and technical expertise 

needed to move projects forward. RHLS is an ally 

and an advocate for consumers struggling to stay 

in their homes, maintain affordable utility services 

and preserve neighborhood stability. Above all, 

RHLS is an architect of innovative solutions that 

inspire replication, enhancing quality of life for 

thousands across the Commonwealth and beyond.  
 

Over the years, our path to affordable and 

sustainable communities has branched into the 

practice areas we describe on the following 

pages. We also include examples of inventive 

solutions that strengthen communities today — 

and the unique collaborations that make them 

possible. RHLS welcomes your participation and 

support as we build on these innovations in the 

years ahead.

has facilitated thousands of units of housing and 

over a billion dollars in community development 

and economic activity in Pennsylvania.  
 

RHLS often makes the greatest strides when 

straying from the beaten path. From our earli-

est days, RHLS attorneys have worked creatively 

both at the grassroots and public policy levels 

to identify and overcome obstacles to nonprofit 

development, affordable energy and homeown-

ership. In the process, we assume many roles. 

RHLS is a catalyst for statewide growth. We 

are a proven partner to stakeholders, with the 

credibility, depth and breadth of experience to 

facilitate development and implement systemic 

BUILDING ON INNOVATION
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Building capacity 
Much of our practice is devoted to making revitalizing 

developments happen. Each year, RHLS works with more 

than 60 nonprofit developers and community-based orga-

nizations — clients with the vision and passion to bring 

affordable housing and economic opportunity to their com-

munities, but without some of the required capacity to plan, 

finance and build those developments. They may be stymied 

by the cost and difficulty of acquiring and developing 

property. They may lack the technical skills to execute the 

project or the operating support to bring it to life. They may 

be frustrated by the layers of complex financing arrange-

ments with government entities. RHLS provides expertise 

in all of these areas, free of charge and over the long term 

as we help clients build capacity to handle increasingly large 

and sophisticated projects. 

Creating opportunity
RHLS also creates additional economic opportunity for com-

munities by helping client organizations design and implement 

local hiring and contracting programs as part of the project 

package.  With the help of RHLS, for example, the Communi-

ty and Economic Development Corporation of Clairton paired 

employment and training initiatives with large-scale construc-

tion in Clairton’s distressed Southside. The program not only 

transformed a neighborhood; it also created career oppor-

tunities for 17 low-income residents and energized six local 

companies with sub-contracts worth a combined $500,000.

Leading from experience 
Often, our participation brings credibility to deserving proj-

ects that fail to muster support on their own. Through long 

experience and trusted relationships, RHLS rallies resources 

quickly, attracts new energy to the table, unites diverse 

viewpoints and identifies novel sources of support, such as 

the unprecedented and diverse funding model that produced 

The Brandywine Center, which combines affordable hous-

ing with healthcare in the heart of Coatesville. Based on our 

work with Brandywine, and with the support of the Secretary 

of Pennsylvania’s Department of Public Welfare (DPW), 

the Pennsylvania Housing Finance Agency (PHFA) expanded 

its “positive community impact” criteria for developments 

financed by tax credits to consider factors affecting quality 

of life and healthcare choices. Brandywine also has piqued 

interest from community developers who are exploring the 

feasibility of similar projects in their regions. In forging the 

unconventional coalition for Brandywine and other develop-

ments, RHLS builds on a creative legacy that has literally 

changed the landscape in neighborhoods and commercial 

corridors across Pennsylvania. 

GROWING PENNSYLVANIA
Affordable Housing and Community Development



5

Combining healthcare with home: 
The Brandywine Center
 
At a time of life when the elderly poor are most in need of af-
fordable housing and easy access to human services, it is often 
difficult to find either. RHLS changed those prospects for older 
adults in Coatesville by facilitating development of The Brandy-
wine Center, a mixed-use facility combining 24 units of housing 
for low-income seniors with clinics providing medical, behavioral 
and dental care. 

Working with the Brandywine Health Foundation, our highly 
skilled and creative real estate attorneys united an unusual 
coalition of support, including first-ever community facilities 
funding from the U. S. Department of Agriculture for a project 
coupling healthcare with housing. The funding pool also com-
bined Low-Income Housing Tax Credits (LIHTC) — which gener-
ated an equity investment from PNC Multifamily Capital — with 
private grants and loans, funds from PHFA, the Pennsylvania 
Department of Community and Economic Development (DCED), 
HOME Investment Partnerships Program and FHLB Affordable 
Housing Program. 

Named “Best Projects Finalist” by Affordable Housing Finance 
magazine, the groundbreaking development represents the first 
large-scale construction in Coatesville in over thirty years. Since 
opening its doors on April 1, 2008 The Brandywine Center has 
brought much needed vitality to the community and accessibil-
ity to affordable healthcare for low-income residents of Chester 
County and beyond. (See page 14.)

Residents of The Brandywine Center enjoy quality healthcare with-
out leaving home. 
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Promoting sustainability 

RHLS helped the Northside Coalition for Fair Housing (NCFH), a Section 8 resident council, build capacity and ob-
tain financing to purchase majority ownership of the 325-unit, scattered-site housing development in which they 
live. The transaction enabled NCFH to preserve the racial and economic diversity of four Pittsburgh neighbor-
hoods that are undergoing market changes that placed the housing at risk. It also positioned the organization to 
coordinate services for its residents — primarily very low-income households headed by single females — and 
gave tenants control over decisions affecting long-term viability and affordability of the properties.  

Pictured: English Burton and Janice Myers of NCFH with residents of the Charles Street development on Pittsburgh’s Northside >

Attracting investment

RHLS and the People’s Emergency Center (PEC) have worked together for years on large- and small-scale com-
munity renewal, including streetscape improvements and facade repairs along the historic commercial corridor of 
Lancaster Avenue in West Philadelphia. RHLS attorneys negotiated millions in contracts to upgrade the corridor. 
One such initiative involved the installation of new fencing and a magnificent stained glass mural that beautifies the 
approach to a nearby auto body shop and other businesses. To date, the effort has attracted 20 new businesses 
with $2.4 million in improvements still to come.

Replicating success 

Our extensive and successful past work with Project H.O.M.E. and Bethesda 
Project on housing for the homeless helped RHLS identify synergies leading to ad-
ditional development serving homeless populations. RHLS is assisting both clients 
in working with St. John the Evangelist Church to develop St. John the Evangelist 
House, an affordable housing facility in the heart of Philadelphia’s Center City where 
homelessness is on the rise. The $23.7 million development will contain 24 single 
room occupancy units with private baths and 55 efficiency apartments.
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Validating solutions
Our extensive relationships at the grassroots level also help to 

ensure success, providing RHLS with a unique vantage point from 

which to validate needs and test proposed solutions. Our role 

in the origins of two innovative and lasting PHFA programs is a 

prime example. The first is the Homeownership Choice Program 

(HCP), now the most popular and successful statewide program 

of its kind. Community Development Corporations needed help 

to overcome obstacles to developing mixed-income housing in 

distressed neighborhoods. RHLS, in conjunction with builders, 

community organizations and with PHFA support, offered a 

pioneering solution in the concept for HCP, the first attempt by 

Pennsylvania to use homeownership to facilitate a comprehensive 

approach to community development. To date $75 million in HCP 

investments have leveraged over $462 million in additional hous-

ing, infrastructure and economic development investment in 62 

Pennsylvania communities. 

Building on that innovation, and recognizing the importance of 

commercial corridors in reviving declining neighborhoods, RHLS 

spearheaded the creation of a second groundbreaking solution — 

PHFA’s Mixed-Use Facility Financing Initiative (MUFFI). MUFFI is 

the first coordinated statewide system enabling nonprofit devel-

opers to easily access financing for the diverse components of a 

mixed-use project. RHLS obtained PHFA funding for an extremely 

successful pilot project that served as proof of concept. Today, 

MUFFI is a permanent part of HCP and an engine for revitaliza-

tion in more than a dozen communities across Pennsylvania. 

RHLS dedicates a significant portion of our practice to over-

coming policy-based barriers to progress. Our experienced 

attorneys analyze public policy and systemic elements with 

the benefit of historical perspective and the advantage of a 

visionary eye, quickly identifying critical issues and pinpoint-

ing unmet needs. 

Collaborating for change 
Crafting innovative solutions is an ongoing group effort. 

RHLS addresses complex legislative issues in collaboration 

with a broad network of strategic partners — policymakers, 

government officials, legal colleagues, funders and other 

experts essential to improving the system that governs 

affordable housing and community development. Such a 

diverse coalition was critical to the success of an RHLS-

led effort to alleviate an unfair tax burden on Low-Income 

Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) properties — an outcome that, 

in effect, preserved a vast category of affordable housing 

investment in Pennsylvania. RHLS also united the appropri-

ate stakeholders to expand affordable housing opportunities 

for very low-income people with disabilities. In a process 

that lasted several years, RHLS and disability advocates 

developed working relationships with key representatives 

of the Pennsylvania Housing Finance Agency (PHFA) and 

the Pennsylvania Department of Welfare that resulted in 

criteria for allocating LIHTC credits that, for the first time, 

linked affordability with accessibility.

ACHIEVING SYSTEMIC CHANGE 
Policy Analysis 
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In years past, appraisers in certain counties of Pennsylvania began 
counting the investment capital inherent to LIHTC developments 
as income — even on properties managed by nonprofits. This 
interpretation of county assessment law not only created an unfair 
tax burden on LIHTC operations as compared to other affordable 
housing, but threatened to send millions of new investment dollars 
out of state.  In early 2003, RHLS, whose lawyers are among the 
nation’s top LIHTC experts, assembled a working group seeking to 
amend the statute on appraisal practice, in part by clarifying the 
impact of current policy. By year-end, the Pennsylvania General 
Assembly enacted House Bill 1854 asserting that affordability 

restrictions must be taken into account when assessing proper-
ties and that “tax credits shall not be considered real property 
or income attributable to real property.” The victory rests with 
the strategic diversity of our coalition — which included nonprofit 
and for-profit developers, investors, housing advocates, apprais-
ers and attorneys involved in affordable housing — and its ability 
to demonstrate to legislators the benefits of policy change for 
many groups with varied interests. The most important benefi-
ciaries are the residents of Pennsylvania, as nonprofits invest the 
savings in reduced property taxes into services for the vulnerable 
populations they serve. 

Pennrose Development LLC took advantage of the benefits 
of House Bill 1854 to develop The Allegheny, a residence 
on Pittsburgh’s Northside that provides 75 affordable 
apartments for seniors displaced by construction of a new 
baseball stadium for the Pittsburgh Pirates.

Preserving investment



Implementing pioneering programs

RHLS developed the concepts for HCP and MUFFI to expand opportunity to stimulate homeownership 
and commercial development in distressed urban areas. We continue to be a key player in implementing 
both programs, which have leveraged hundreds of millions of dollars in affordable housing and economic 
development across Pennsylvania. 

Pradera
RHLS is representing Asociación Puertorriqueños en Marcha, Inc. (APM) in the HCP-funded multi-phase 
Pradera development. Pradera is an ongoing APM success story that has contributed 128 homes to the 
revitalization of eastern North Philadelphia.

Pictured: APM’s Pradera III, Ludlow Village >

Optimizing incentives 

The Neighborhood Assistance Program (NAP) provides state tax credit incentives for corporate invest-
ment in community renewal. In recent years, competing tax credit opportunities had lured away Penn-
sylvania investors, leaving up to half of available NAP credits unused. Working with government officials, 
nonprofits and the banking world, RHLS suggested revisions to program guidelines that make the NAP 
credit more competitive. Results of these statutory changes, coupled with a statewide campaign by 
RHLS to educate interested parties, exceeded expectations. In the first application period following 
legislative change, the Pennsylvania DCED received more than 160 NAP applications totaling $25 million 
in tax credits with an additional $45 million in investments.

Pictured: Commercial district development in Bucks County funded by NAP credits >

Kliment Building
In western Pennsylvania, RHLS is assisting the Forest Hills CDC in the MUFFI-supported renaissance 
of commercial corridors, including the transformation of the Kliment building from an urban eyesore to 
residential apartments and business space. To date, 13 Pennsylvania communities have used MUFFI to 
renovate 129 apartments above 49 commercial spaces.

< Pictured: Kliment Building with Forest Hills CDC board members (left to right] Rich Branzel, Frank Sabino, Kather-
ine Powderly and Karen Horanic
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The Pennsylvania Utility Law Project is a specialized com-

ponent of RHLS devoted exclusively to matters affecting 

lower-income energy consumers. It is the only statewide 

project meeting this need and —because maintaining util-

ity service is critical to helping people stay in their homes 

— PULP’s work is at the heart of promoting sustainable 

communities. PULP advocates for lower-income utility con-

sumers and educates the community groups that serve 

them. Our attorneys engage in numerous activities that 

are at the pulse of energy policy and planning affecting 

lower-income households.

A respected voice
PULP is a vigilant monitor and ever-present voice for 

consumer protections in energy regulation, rulemaking and 

other policy proceedings involving the Pennsylvania Public 

Utility Commission (PUC) and the Public Utility Code.  Our 

attorneys are invited regularly to testify before the PUC 

and the Pennsylvania General Assembly. Our testimony 

was key to developing regulations requiring utilities to pro-

vide universal service programs that assist lower-income 

households, such as affordable monthly payments, debt 

forgiveness, conservation and weatherization and crisis 

assistance. 

EMPOWERING LOWER-INCOME CONSUMERS 
Pennsylvania Utility Law Project (PULP)

A trusted advisor
PULP was one of the first groups requested by the Penn-

sylvania Secretary of DPW to sit on the Low-Income Home 

Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP) Advisory Committee. 

Today, PULP is an acknowledged LIHEAP expert and author 

of the annual LIHEAP Pennsylvania Advocates Manual. Each 

year, PULP’s comments to DPW on the state’s proposed 

LIHEAP plan help to ensure broad access to relief for con-

sumers who struggle to stay warm in the winter.

A vital resource
PULP is also a valued source of current, accurate informa-

tion on utility law. Our public education materials, continuing 

legal education trainings, website and other outreach activi-

ties are highly regarded by the affordable energy community 

and colleagues representing lower-income utility consumers 

throughout the state. 

During economic downturns and cost of energy spikes that 

threaten loss of utility service for millions of households, 

PULP will continue to be a creative and effective force on 

behalf of consumers hardest hit in times of crisis..
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“An average of 20,404 households dur-
ing the past two years without essential 
service going into the harshest weather 
of the year is cause for alarm. Adopting 
now the provisions of House Bill 824 may 
help reduce these numbers for the coming 
future winters.”
Excerpt from testimony by PULP Director Harry Geller 
before the Pennsylvania House Consumer  
Affairs Committee (October 2007) 
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Among other consumer protection activities, PULP 

works continuously to educate the public and poli-

cymakers about the Responsible Utility Consumer 

Protection Act (Chapter 14) of the Public Utility 

Code — and to advocate changes to that legislation 

— which is having significant, unintended negative 

effects on lower-income households, particularly 

during the cold winter months.
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SUPPORTING COLLEAGUES 
Pennsylvania Housing Law Project 
From our beginnings, RHLS has made it a priority to share 
information and expertise so that we all — lay groups and 
lawyers alike — can work together toward sustainable com-
munities. In 1990, RHLS formalized our knowledge-sharing 
activity through the creation of the Pennsylvania Housing Law 
Project (HLP) — our in-house support center for legal aid 
programs and advocacy groups that address issues related 
to affordable housing. HLP provides some of that support by 
disseminating housing-related information — including our 
reviews of proposed state and federal legislation and court 
rules and rulings — to over one hundred individual legal aid 
advocates and a number of interested organizations, as well 
as through the Pennsylvania Legal Aid Network (PLAN). In 
addition, our lawyers consult directly with legal colleagues on 

complex housing law cases and routinely exchange best prac-
tices with attorneys and advocates representing low-income 
residents. HLP organizes well-attended trainings each year 
on issues of pressing importance, such as predatory lending 
and mortgage foreclosure. We also foster collaboration 
among legal aid attorneys and the private bar to counter the 
rising tide of foreclosures and predatory lending practices 
that disproportionately affect low-income people. 

Lawyers from Neighborhood Legal Services Association (NLSA) in 
Pittsburgh are among hundreds of attorneys and advocates statewide 

who each year attend HLP trainings, such as the 2008 Mortgage 
Foreclosure Institute (MFI). HLP extended that training to a full day and 
scheduled it in Harrisburg just before an annual PLAN meeting to opti-

mize participation by programs coping with that year’s sharply increased 
foreclosure caseloads. Pictured: NLSA Executive Director Bob Racunas 

(far right) with staff members who attended MFI, (left to right) Staff 
Attorney Eileen Yacknin, Managing Attorney Dan Haller, who collaborated 

on the MFI training, and Staff Attorney Jason Hague.

“RHLS has made a real difference in the lives of 
people in western Pennsylvania who are struggling 
to keep a roof over their heads. Even our most 
seasoned attorneys tap its concentrated exper-
tise in housing law and count on its steady flow of 
current, reliable information on matters affecting 
low-income residents of our service area. In this 
era of declining funding for legal services, we espe-
cially appreciate the role of RHLS in helping NLSA 
compensate for scarce resources.”
Robert V. Racunas 
Executive Director, NLSA

Photo by Alan i Harris
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Through the online HEMAP Help Center (hemap.org) RHLS 
provides direct assistance to homeowners applying for loans to 
prevent foreclosure. In 1983, the Pennsylvania Housing Finance 
Agency created the Homeowners’ Emergency Mortgage Assis-
tance Program (HEMAP) to provide temporary loans to families 
at risk of foreclosure through no fault of their own. HEMAP has 
been a huge success, enabling tens of thousands of families to 
stay in their homes while they regain their financial footing and 
pay back the loan. However, only about one-quarter of those who 
apply for HEMAP assistance are approved. RHLS is boosting that 
approval rate by helping homeowners prepare their applications 
through the HEMAP Help Center. Each year, hundreds of hom-
eowners visit our site to learn more about HEMAP and to receive 
comment from RHLS attorneys before finalizing their applica-
tions. The feedback component is especially important to helping 
applicants provide realistic descriptions of their circumstances, 

which is crucial to qualifying for approval. Housing counselors 
often use Help Center content, as well, in discussions with 
families about factors that have brought them to the brink of 
foreclosure. 

In the battle to stabilize our neighborhoods, the HEMAP Help 
Center is proving to be a useful tool. Between 45% and 50% 
of those who use our site are subsequently approved for 
HEMAP loans — nearly double the approval rate of applicants 
who request loans without RHLS assistance. As the number 
of foreclosures in Pennsylvania continues to rise, RHLS is 
working hard to raise awareness of the HEMAP Help Center. 
We welcome your help in spreading the word — from lawyer 
to client, lender to borrower, legislator to constituent, neigh-
bor to neighbor — about this unique and effective resource for 
homeowners in distress.  

Aimee fell behind in payments on her adjustable rate mortgage after her 
husband lost his job and the family incurred some unanticipated medical 
expenses. She received an Act 91 foreclosure notice that referred her to 
HEMAP, which, in turn,  led her to the HEMAP Help Center. After working 
with RHLS to prepare her application, Aimee and her family enjoyed “a 
happy ending to our story” in the form of an approval for the HEMAP loan. 
Pictured: Aimee and her children, Marissa and Tanner.

“The Help Center’s review was so valuable. 
Within a matter of hours an RHLS lawyer had 
read my application and gotten back to me 
with comments. When I met with the credit 
counselor I had a clear idea of the best way 
to present my situation and explain my hard-
ship. Having that feedback from an expert was 
a huge relief during a time of great emotional 
stress and uncertainty.”
Aimee Y., homeowner 
Telford, PA

Photo by Donna Lere

PRESERVING HOMEOWNERSHIP
The HEMAP Help Center
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RHLS is one of few nonprofit legal services 

organizations in the nation that comprehen-

sively promotes affordable and sustainable 

housing through practice areas dedicated to all 

the major components that make it possible. 

With the help of clients, partners and sup-

porters, we will continue to build on innovative 

solutions to create affordable homes and keep 

people in them. In the years to come, RHLS will 

save millions more in legal fees for low-income 

and nonprofit developers while facilitating bil-

lions of dollars in new housing and community 

A block party and health fair is one of many ways 
that The Brandywine Center is helping to revitalize 
the community of Coatesville, Pennsylvania.

development. We will assist greater numbers of 

those who deserve affordable housing in revitalized 

communities by helping to shape policies that affect 

both. We will broaden awareness of tools to help 

embattled homeowners hold on and further oppor-

tunities for lower-income utility consumers to stay 

connected. And we will support the next generation 

of colleagues and advocates serving lower-income 

households so that, together, we can quicken the 

pace of progress toward shared goals. Each of 

these concentrated practice areas contributes to 

the collective impact of RHLS. Our commitment go-

ing forward is to advance on all of these fronts and 

continue as a leading force for healthy, sustainable 

communities throughout the Commonwealth.

PROMOTING SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES  
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Regional Housing Legal Services is a nonprofit law 

firm with unmatched experience and expertise in the 

field of affordable and sustainable housing. RHLS 

provides innovative project and policy solutions that 

foster system growth and greater opportunity for 

lower-income residents of Pennsylvania to live in 

sustainable communities offering safe, decent and 

affordable housing.
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