
 

STABLE, AFFORDABLE HOUSING 
What We Learned

Housing and health are inextricably linked. Poor  
quality, unstable housing adversely impacts health.  
Living in unsafe conditions can lead to illness and injury.  
For those who are already ill, poor quality housing can  
exacerbate their conditions. When families spend too much  
of their income on housing, they have less to spend on other 
critical needs such as medical care, prescriptions, and food.

The HEZ is home to just over 8,500 households.  
Of these, 69% are occupied by renters and the remaining  
31% are occupied by owners.
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Housing QUALITY 
• All residents responding to housing questions 

on the HEZ survey indicated that they were 
concerned about lead in their homes, either in 
the paint, water or soil, harming their children 
and 95% indicated that they worried about being 
able to afford repairs and upkeep.

• At the SpeakOuts, residents expressed concerns 
about rodent and insect infestations also 
creating unhealthy conditions. 

• Renters noted that they cannot demand that 
landlords maintain their units, do not understand 
their rights, and don’t know where to turn for help.

• In March of 2019, the Environmental Protection 
Agency tested Providence Water and found 
that drinking water in the system contained 
lead levels well over the EPA’s recommended 
amounts at 22 parts per billion (ppb). This 
elevated lead level is the highest lead level that 
Providence Water has had since 2013.

Housing AFFORDABILITY
• One out of every two households (50%) is 

housing cost burdened, meaning that they 
pay more than 30% of their gross income on 
housing related expenses, including utilities. 
Among owners, 38% are cost burdened 
and 31% pay more than 35% of their gross 
income on housing related expenses. More 
than half (55%) of renters in the HEZ are 
cost burdened.

•	 As	a	household’s	most	significant	expense,	
high housing costs diminish community and 
family resilience during crises, including 
recent COVID-19 related physical distancing. 

HOMELESSNESS 
• Due in part to a lack of affordable housing 

options, the HEZ has a high concentration of 
homeless service providers and is home to 
a	significant	number	of	homeless	individuals	
and families.

• Based on partner organization estimates 
in late April, there are approximately 230 
residents staying in homeless shelters 
across the HEZ with an additional 100–150 
going unsheltered on any given evening.

“For me, it was once again the housing situation…I was sleeping in a tent in 
a friend’s back yard. And that’s what caused me to get high. It’s to escape 
all my problems…I just want to forget things and then, once I get high to 
forget my problems, I stop caring about my health, I stop caring about my 
hygiene…I start seeing my kids less—it affects my mental health, drastically…
like I just start giving up on life, basically.” – 02907 Resident
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Household Exposure to Lead in Drinking Water, Providence, RI
Census Tract Analysis by Household Type and Age of Children
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Data Sources: 2013-2017 American Community Survey (ACS) 5-Year Extimates, U.S. Census Bureau, 
Table B25003, S0101; 2019 TIGER/Line Shapefiles, U.S. Census Bureau; 2019 ProvWater Service Lines; 
RIGIS Shapefile of RI Coastline
Data: Number of Children, </= 5 years old; Number of Renter Households; Census Tract Shapefile;
Number of PrivateWater Lines made of Lead; Number of ProvWater Lines made of Lead
Author: Kristina L Brown, PLAN521, Fall 2019, Prof. Wessel

Context
In March of 2019, the Environmental Protection Agency tested Providence Water and found that drinking water in the system contained lead levels well over the EPA’s recommended 
amounts at 22 parts per billion (ppb). This elevated lead level is the highest lead level that Providence Water has had since 2013. Officials estimate that one out of six customers’ 
homes have elevated lead levels in their water. To address this problem, Providence Water is undergoing replacing the public side of the water lines. However, both the public side 
and private side need to be lead free to be safe. 

Lead Exposure Risk
Top Eight Neighborhoods
(1 = highest risk)
1. Silverlake
2. Charles
3. Elmwood
4. West End
5. Wanskuck
6. Olneyville
7. Valley
8. Mount Hope

Diagram of Water Service Pipe Connections

Diagram used by Providence Water, created by Greater Cincinnati Water Works 

Spatial Analysis

The above map analyzes the potential association of
concentrations of young children, rental properties, and 
lead water pipes. These three indicators were chosen: 
concentration of young children, concentration of rental 
properties, and concentration of lead pipes carrying 
drinking water to residential properties in the city. 
The concentration of children aged 5 years old and
younger indicate households with the greatest risk for 
negative health outcomes due to lead exposure. 
Concentration of rental properties was also examined 
based on the previous knowledge that rental properties
in Providence persistently fall below Minimum Housing 
Standards and that the city has struggled to compel 
landlords to comply with Lead Safe regulations. Address 
level data from Providence Water on the type of pipes
within the water delivery system was cleaned to represent 
lead pipes, both public and private, and overlaid to analyze
neighborhood concentrations of lead pipes. 

Public and Private Pipes 

The Providence Water Water Main Rehabilitation Program 
only funds the replacement of public lead water pipes. 
"Public" refers to pipes owned and maintained by 
Providence Water. The private side of the pipe infrastructure 
begins roughly underneath the sidewalk to the residential 
property. In order to replace the lead pipe from that point 
to the residence, the owner of the property needs to pay 
for the replacement. 

Overview of Health Risks
Exposure to lead is hazardous to the human brain and 
the most dangerous for long-term health defects during 
brain development, age 0 to 6 years old. Lead interfers with
healthy brain activity and development, and is known to 
cause many cognitive issues over the lifespan including 
learning disorders, behavioral issues, and dementia. 
Literature shows that children who have been lead 
poisoned have higher rates of enrollment in special 
education services, behavioral diagnoses,and criminal 
activity or incarceration in adulthood. 

This map illustrates elevated lead levels primarily caused
 by chipping paint or contaminated soil. 

Created by: Kristina L Brown, HousingWorks RI
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