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Like most American metropolitan areas, Atlanta during the past thirty years experienced strong suburban development that drew many middle-class households away from the central city.  Increased traffic congestion and air pollution, along with a growing demand for housing near employment centers, has helped refocus interest on “Smart Growth” and living “in the city.”  Young professionals and executives, couples, students and empty-nesters are increasingly seeking downtown locations.  Recent development response in Atlanta has included new mixed-use projects; rehabilitation and conversions of older buildings; and adaptive use of well-located retail, office and industrial buildings.  

Demographic, employment and market trends in Atlanta support an increase in infill housing opportunities, but the market is likely to become constricted as opportunities for conversion diminish and high construction costs for new development force prices to escalate further.  The greatest market depth exists for housing below $200,000, however this product is difficult to build under the current economic and regulatory environment.  As community opposition mounts against high-density housing and mixed use projects, the development community and local government run the risk of loosing opportunities to revitalize neighborhoods and meet housing demands.  

Smart Growth important part of ULI’s Atlanta District Council work plan.

You can’t have Smart Growth without having housing for all income levels distributed throughout the community.

Mixed income housing is important.  You must be able to house workers at all income levels throughout the region.  Housing segregation by income leads to traffic congestion, air quality problems, due to the spatial mismatch between jobs and housing and the paucity of transportation options for workers.

Density acceptance is very important.

Mixed income acceptance is important – this is NOT social engineering.

Importance of good design must be stressed.

Exemplars are needed.

Robert Charles Lesser & Company conducted a survey of barriers to market-rate infill housing development in Atlanta on behalf of a local ULI forum on housing late last year.  They uncovered the following barriers, ranked in order of prominence.

1. Land costs that are too high

2. Neighborhood opposition

3. Too many hoops to the zoning/permitting process

4. Quality of public schools in town

5. Inflexible zoning restrictions and regulations

6. Designing new projects to fit existing neighborhoods

7. High costs of decked parking

8. Lack of public support for density of mixed-uses

9. Lack of public education regarding infill and density

Recommendations:

· The private sector needs to take a leadership role in advocating infill housing development issues and conveying the needs of the development community.  

· Public education concerning mixed-use, high-density and transit-oriented development is needed.  Visualization tools and examples from around the country are a starting point.

· An over-arching context for planning and development is needed at the City-level in order to guide neighborhood planning efforts.  

· A flexible system that places infill development on par with other forms of housing development is imperative.  Local government should provide incentives to lessen the barriers to infill housing and the market should be permitted to respond to changing conditions.  

· In neighborhoods undergoing gentrification, the indigenous population (both buyers and renters) should be protected through a freeze on property taxes or other mechanism(s) that allows long-time residents to stay in their communities.

· In order for revitalization to occur and infill housing to prevail, consideration should be given to the removal of questionable businesses negatively impacting a neighborhood.

· An effective statewide Brownfields policy is desperately needed.

· The City needs to support developments that create a sense of place rather than constructing buildings in a vacuum.  Public art, pocket parks, and fountains are features that create a sense of place for residents.  

· Because affordability is a consumer-driven issue, cities should consider playing a stronger role in identifying and attaining subsidies.

ULI will continue to work on housing issues.  The residential market is more complex and diverse, and we know that there is a strong demand for the kind of housing that Smart Growth encourages – downtown, neotraditional, infill, diversity in Greenfield development.  In Atlanta we will be working through the Partnership for Regional Livability and Livable Centers Initiative to address affordable and mixed-income housing, and through the HUD-supported initiative to overcome barriers to developing moderately priced market rate housing.

The housing market diversity must be increased.

Affordability must be achieved.

Mixed income communities are key to smart growth.

The Millennial Housing Commission should contact ULI (Marta Goldsmith) in Washington, DC, for copies of overcoming barriers to housing reports from seven metropolitan areas in the country.

The Commission should also look at the General Accounting Office’s September 2000 report on Local Growth Issues – Federal Opportunities and Challenges, GAO/RCED-00-178.

