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Focus on: Jackson, Mississippi
BRAD STANHOPE, SENIOR EDITOR, NOVOGRADAC

No one pretends that things aren’t tough in Jackson, Mississippi.

The capital of the Magnolia State has endured four 

decades of population loss, a poverty rate and crime 

rate that are more than double the national rate and 

crumbling infrastructure that led to a significant 

portion of the city’s residents lacking access to 

drinkable water for a month in 2021.

Affordable housing is just one of many needs in “The 

City with Soul.”

“Jackson is like a lot of metropolitan cities in that 

people have moved out to the suburbs,” said Allison 

Cox, executive director of the Jackson Housing 

Authority (JHA) and a board member for Mississippi 

Association of Affordable Housing Providers. “Our 

poverty rate has gone up and our income levels have 

gone down and we’re in a tough spot. We have water 

issues like you see in other cities. We don’t have a 

big tax base. Fortunately, our state finance agency 

(Mississippi Home Corporation) recognizes the 

challenges we are all facing and wants to work with 

agencies like ours to realize improvements.”

Like many residents, Cox believes in the city. 

“There’s a lot of negativity about Jackson, that it’s 

crime-ridden and poor,” Cox said. “That’s not how I 

feel about Jackson. Our agency has had unwavering 

support from the city staff, the planning department 

and mayor’s office. The city’s new chief administrative 

officer was a longtime board member who resigned 

when he accepted this new position. They are all 

focused and dedicated to making improvements. 

JHA’s board encourages the staff at every turn and 

is willing to be creative in our approach to affordable 

housing. They have helped the agency reposition 

JHA as an active developer partner in the tax 

credit market.”

But the JHA and affordable housing developers face a 

challenge in Jackson.

“Because people are leaving, the tax base isn’t 

there,” said Holly Knight, CEO for BGC Advantage, a 

development company that specializes in affordable 

housing and has multiple properties in Jackson 

and throughout central Mississippi. “That has an 

impact on services and crime. You’re seeing a high 

crime rate and that really hurts when you’re trying 

to do affordable housing. Crime affects insurance 

costs and more. People are selling their Jackson 

properties because it’s so difficult to manage. We have 

community leaders and entities like the Mississippi 

Regional Housing Authority trying to do good by 

building things back in certain areas of Jackson.”

JACKSON VS. U.S. CENSUS DATA

JACKSON USA

Population change, 2010-2019 -7.4% 6.3%

Percentage of Black residents 82.2% 13.4%

Rental housing units 50.0% 36.0%

Median value, owner-occupied 
homes, 2015-2019  $90,700  $217,500 

Median gross rent, 2015-2019  $847  $1,062 

Median household income  $38,888  $62,843 

Poverty rate 25.4% 11.4%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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Mark Willson, chief financial officer at The Park 

Companies, which has developed about 2,000 units of 

housing in Jackson over the years, agreed.

“Insurance costs are high in Jackson,” Willson said. 

“That adds a layer of difficulty.”

It’s an uphill climb for a city that has known its share 

of such struggles.

Jackson Basics
Jackson became a city in 1821 and in the years leading 

up to the Civil War, operated primarily as a railroad 

stop. The fact that it wasn’t on the Mississippi River 

hampered its growth. After the Civil War, Jackson 

was the site of resistance to the reconstruction by 

white supremacists–a stain of disenfranchisement 

that hung over the city for more than a century. The 

city was home to significant events in the Civil Rights 

movement and was the site of the assassination of 

Medgar Evers in 1963.

Jackson had fewer than 10,000 residents in 1900, 

but became Mississippi’s largest city in the 1940s 

due to the discovery of natural gas fields and the 

development of (often illegal) casinos, nightclubs and 

liquor stores. It grew until 1980, when it reached its 

peak population of just over 200,000 residents. 

Currently, Jackson has about 165,000 residents, more 

than 80% of whom are Black, the second-highest 

percentage of Black residents of any American city. 

While the population is shrinking, the city is still 

113 square miles, larger than San Francisco, Seattle, 

Baltimore, Boston or Washington, D.C.

The economic numbers are bleak. Half the residents in 

Jackson are renters (compared to 36% nationally) and 
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the median household income of $38,888 is less than 

two-thirds of the national average, while the poverty 

rate is more than double the national rate.

Jackson is the anchor of the Jackson Metropolitan 

Statistical Area, which has a population of 

nearly 600,000. 

Shifting from Public Housing to Section 8
The JHA, the city’s key affordable housing player 

for decades, began shifting its emphasis nearly two 

decades ago.

“Starting in about 2003, we demolished blighted 

public housing that had not been maintained,” said 

Cox. “We demolished a number of large complexes and 

have focused more on Section 8, which is now 1,062 

vouchers. We had no vouchers in 2003.”

It’s not easy to work in Jackson, according to 

Holly Knight.

“I’ve been on both sides,” said Knight, a former 

Mississippi public housing director for the U.S. 

Department of Housing and Urban Development 

(HUD), where she had an office in Jackson. “I have 

worked with the housing finance agency in advocating 

changes for the QAP, explored housing needs before 

I left HUD and am now working with housing 

authorities, such as MS Region VI, to advocate for 

various changes that help and support affordable 

housing in a little different vein than the typical 

LIHTC developer.”

BCG Advantage, which focuses on developments for 

residents earning at or below 30% of the area median 

income, is finishing a four-tower development near the 

PHA office, part of a scattered-site property with nine 

properties in six counties.

“Jackson is the nucleus, but there are about 600,000 

residents in the metro area,” Knight said. “In Jackson, 

we have a 9% development, another RAD development 

and the towers project, which is a family property with 

preference for seniors. Bringing the senior project to 

south Jackson was a key goal for the MS Region VI. 

Executive director Dr. Hickman Johnson was asked 

to redevelop in the city and did so by tearing down a 

dilapidated hotel to revitalize a neighborhood, as well 

as provide much-needed affordable housing.”

Willson said the city lost several LIHTC properties 

over the past few years as they completed their 

mandated compliance period. He said that adds to the 

needs in Jackson.

Tough Times in Jackson
Willson attributed much of Jackson’s exodus to a 

migration to the suburbs.

“Jackson is moving north and east, just to different 

cities,” he said.

The statewide view of the city isn’t all favorable.

“The rest of the state kind of looks down on Jackson, 

which I wholeheartedly disagree with,” said Cox. 

“There are a number of great things happening in the 

city. We have a new civil rights museum and a history 

museum. Our newly completed RAD conversion 

created beautiful senior housing and a community 

center with a historic designation. The center is 

vibrant in the neighborhood and as an Envision 

Center, hosts a number of community activities. There 

are good things happening in the city limits.”

However, there are key problems.

“The physical infrastructure in Jackson is in very poor 

shape,” Knight said. Earlier this year, many residents 

went a month without potable drinking water. A 

Washington Post article on the water issue put it this 

way: “Even in good times, few trust the gritty and 

often-discolored fluid that flows from their taps.”

That resulted in a lack of development. Knight 

said that from 2015 to 2020, only three tax-credit 

properties were built in Jackson. She compared it 

to Puerto Rico, which faces difficulty after natural 

disasters.
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“Infrastructure issues are almost the same in Puerto 

Rico as here,” Knight said. “There are pockets of 

things that are happening, good things, but there’s a 

need for more comprehensive solutions.”

What’s Needed
The need for affordable housing in Jackson is 

widespread. Cox said the biggest area of need is family 

units. Knight agreed.

Knight said the presence of Scott Spivey as 

the executive director of the Mississippi Home 

Corporation (and chair of the National Council of State 

Housing Agencies) is important.

“[The MHC] is cerebral in how they evaluate what 

is needed,” Knight said. “They get down to census 

tracts, ZIP codes and they’re asking people to build in 

ZIP codes that haven’t seen development in the past 

five years.”

Keys to Success
Knight said Jackson’s position as the biggest, most 

important city in Mississippi is crucial.

“I think as a capital city, there’s a lot of opportunity,” 

Knight said. “There is a very vibrant minority 

community and there’s a lot of passion, a desire 

to make things work. It’s a real challenge to 

work through impoverished individuals and a 

city government doesn’t have money to address 

infrastructure.

She cited one example of Jackson development.

“BCG and MS Region VI are undertaking a mixed-use 

development of a seven-story downtown building,” she 

said. “We are working on creative solutions to mitigate 

water issues, such as constructing a secondary 

reservoir on the roof. This will add cost to the project 

that many other affordable projects do not have 

to incur.”

While Jackson has plenty of land for development and 

a need for affordable housing, it has similar issues to 

other cities.

“You have to have relationships with people to get 

things to work,” Cox said. “Developers have partnered 

with us to get things done and they say it’s much easier 

that way and goes much more smoothly. If you haven’t 

worked here, you need to get a local partner.”

Knight agreed about the importance of relationships.

“Get to know the politics of Jackson, the leadership,” 

Knight said. “Reading the strategic plans and knowing 

the infrastructure plans would be a key. Then consider 

the poverty issues and how to address them.”

Cox said she hopes city leaders will continue to focus 

on a specific plan.

“Jackson is, land-wise and square-mile-wise, far larger 

than we can sustain with the tax base,” Cox said. “It’s 

helpful to focus on what areas we need to focus our 

energy on to revitalize it. I would like to see that come 

to fruition–to target properties in one area instead of 

everybody bouncing around and working in silos. The 

planning department is making strides to make sure 

this occurs.”

There’s work to do in Jackson and those involved say 

there’s room for affordable housing developers. ;
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