
The Oakland Housing Authority will hold a lottery for 5,000 new spots on the voucher waitlist. Credit: Florence Middleton

HOUSING & HOMELESSNESS

Rare opportunity to apply for Section 8 housing waitlist
in Oakland
For the first time in 14 years, the Oakland Housing Authority will accept applications for the

affordable housing voucher waitlist.

by Natalie Orenstein

Jan. 3, 2025, 3:00 p.m.

The Oakland Housing Authority is opening its waitlist for Section 8 housing vouchers, which can be used by low-
income households to pay part of their rent.
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Apply online for the Section 8 waitlist
Read our guide to applying for affordable housing

Applications will open Jan. 7 through Jan. 26 for 5,000 new spots on the list. It’s a rare opportunity for Oakland
residents seeking affordable housing: the waitlist last opened in 2011.

Recipients of Housing Choice Vouchers — still commonly referred to by their former name, Section 8 — are
responsible for paying 30-40% of their monthly income toward rent and utilities. The voucher covers the rest. 

Even though the waitlist is reopening, the Oakland Housing Authority has not recently received any new vouchers
from the federal government, which distributes them to local authorities. Instead, the agency is planning to reissue a
number of existing vouchers from recipients who’ve moved on to other housing situations, said spokesperson Kelsey
Frost.

Interested individuals and households can apply
online or in person at Oakland Housing Authority
locations where staff can assist. These centers are
located at 1327 65th Ave., 1540 Webster St., and
935 Union St. (See dates and times online.)

The agency “encourages every family seeking
affordable housing in Oakland to apply to the waiting list lottery,” Frost said. “We have staff to assist with the
process, including in-person application kiosks at several locations, multilingual translation, and assistance for
persons who may need additional support with the process.”

When applications close, the housing authority will run a random lottery to select the 5,000 households who will be
placed on the waitlist. Depending on their spot on the list, selected households could end up receiving a Section 8
voucher in a matter of weeks — or they could wait on the list for years before getting called on. 

In order to be eligible, an applicant must make under 50% of the median income for the area. That means a family of
four must make under $77,850. A household of two must make under $62,300. (See all current limits.)

Section 8 is not a public housing program, meaning voucher-holders must find their own private apartments or houses
to rent, as well as landlords who will accept them as tenants. But the government determines how much the overall
rent is, setting the cost at what it considers to be a fair market value.

It is illegal in Oakland for landlords to discriminate against prospective Section 8 tenants — they must give everyone
a shot at applying for an open unit. But ultimately it’s up to the property owner to decide whom to rent to. 

When the Oakland Housing Authority received several hundred emergency vouchers early in the COVID-19
pandemic, the agency teamed up with then-Mayor Libby Schaaf to encourage landlords to participate in the
program. There is a benefit to property owners, who can expect regular and timely rent payments. That campaign was
successful, Frost said. The housing authority also offers incentives, like paying for some capital improvements at
participating buildings and covering security deposits.
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Subsidized housing is costly and slow to build, and Oakland doesn’t have nearly enough, so the Section 8 program is
meant to give low-income renters flexibility and a better chance to find an affordable home. 

There are also some vouchers tied to specific affordable housing projects. 

Because the vouchers come from the federal government, the program can receive more or less investment depending
on the given administration. Some people in the affordable housing industry are concerned that President-Elect
Donald Trump could scale down the program.

“Under a worst-case scenario, in which the Section 8 program is severely down-sized, some existing buildings that
rely on Section 8 to maintain operations will need to seek other sources, raise rents, or face financial uncertainty,”
Emily Weinstein, director of Oakland’s Housing and Community Development Department, previously told The
Oaklandside.

Frost said the housing authority will work with the new administration and landlords to guarantee “the highest and
best use of precious federal dollars to ensure housing opportunities reach as many families in Oakland as possible.”

Correction: This article previously incorrectly said voucher recipients pay 30-40% of the total rent cost. Voucher
holders actually pay 30-40% of their household income toward the total rent cost.
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