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I was encouraged to write to you with an issue, housing programs and building design, I raised at the MHC presentation by Cushing Dolbeare and Conrad Egan to the NLIHC conference in March. The scope of your mission is encouraging; my concern addresses your charge to “examine how the programs of HUD work together to provide better housing opportunities for families, neighborhoods and communities,” your March 2001, “Tentative Priority Issues – Production,” and several of your January 2001,  “Cross-Cutting Issues,” specifically (1) regulatory requirement modifications, (6) coordination and decision making at various levels of government and (9) support for innovative housing approaches. 

There is an aspect of these issues that is not often included in the debate. The product of advocacy, funding, and ultimately development is a collection of individual homes that are physical places for people to live. These homes take form as the result of HUD funded programs combined with locally funded programs, each of which dictates the nature of what can be funded and include building standards, regulations and codes. In my experience, these layers leave little room for innovative affordable housing design.  Design is used here in its fundamental meaning: the organization of space that results in a product that is judged not just by how it looks, but how it works. The overall question is quite simple. How are the physical buildings that are produced under various programs for lower income households meeting the substantive living needs of those persons? 

The design of affordable housing is not the result of a traditional collaboration between client, definer of needs, and architect, interpreter of needs. It is the cumulative result of the social standards and political regulations imposed by multiple private and public funding sources, overlapping governmental jurisdictions, and myriad local interpretations. There is no entity examining questions that would help us define alternatives and innovations so that we have confidence in our capital housing investment.  Is there enough variety in the individual types so that poor people, too, can choose where and with whom to live? Is there space for activities that are not strictly residential but are now commonly carried out in residential settings as a result of financial necessity, technological advances, or cultural norms? Do the standards and norms to which are housing is built suit the pluralistic society we actually are?

I have been a developer of affordable housing as well as a researcher and critic for sixteen years. Because I am, by profession, an architect and, by occupation, an administrator and manager, the unintended consequences of rational decisions are evident to me in many of the hundreds of developments I have built, visited or studied. Below, I have summarized some examples that suggest the need for a closer examination of the physical limitations imposed by our housing programs. 

Demographics

The evidence that is coming from the 2000 census suggests that, as America diverges from the traditional nuclear family, our housing will need to reflect those cultural and demographic shifts which suggest alternative residential design models. The Brookings Institution’s March 2001 report, The Implications of Changing U.S. Demographics for Housing Choice and Location in Cities (www.brook.edu/urban) provides a succinct and applicable conclusion on page 27: 

In short, urban housing professionals must make a concerted effort to understand the needs and resources of a much more diverse household population if they wish to take advantage of, rather than suffer from changes in, the demographic context. 

The census tells us that we are becoming more culturally diverse, but still racially segregated; single person households outnumber nuclear families; urban families are becoming younger and larger; unmarried couples are more numerous; older people are healthier and more numerous. All of these  trends have implications for housing design. One third, and growing, of all households in the US are non-family households, and yet our codes and standards favor housing designed for traditional nuclear households. The report’s recommendations for further study suggest several areas where findings could result in challenges to that norm.  

Housing Choice

It is a fallacy to think that poor people will take any housing over none. There is evidence that poor people will make choices, even ones that seem incomprehensible, in order to avoid intolerable living situations. In 1993, my firm was asked, by the Corporation for Supportive Housing to examine the reasons that some homeless, mentally ill people chose to stay on the streets instead of selecting one of the housing and treatment options then available to them, and to propose a housing model that would address those barriers. In the resulting report,  (Flexible Housing Models: Proposals to House Homeless Mentally Ill People, July 1993), lack of unrestricted affordable housing was cited; individuals would rather remain in familiar locations on the street than submit to the restrictions and conditions of the housing that was available. Producing the type of housing that would best address these barriers was virtually impossible in the current funding and regulatory environment. More than one of our proposed solutions responded to user needs but sorely challenged the regulatory and funding mechanisms. 

One idea involved making a flexible multi-unit residential building based on the widely accepted principles of office building construction. In an office building there are specific, fixed core elements, and within certain limits, an owner may modify the interior configuration without undergoing regulatory approvals. There is no comparable residential application of this concept. Secondly, a solution required the transformation of the program from a transitional residence to a permanent residence. Available capital funding streams categorize programs (and therefore buildings) as one or the other. The prospect of battling such bureaucratic barriers was daunting. 

Evolving Needs 

In 1997-98, the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) commissioned a team under the auspices of the Pratt Planning and Architectural Collaborative to study the design of a sampling of housing units in comparison to the demographics of resident families. The layout of the NYCHA units in the buildings we studied had not been touched in the 40 years since they were built. In our final report, Dwelling Design and Changing Family Composition (NYCHA/PPAC, 1998), residents reported remarkable satisfaction with the layout of their units. They had complaints, certainly, because families no longer live the way they did when many of these projects were constructed. Instead of nuclear families, there are multiple generations with more adults living in bedrooms sized for young children. Multiple adults with children of different ages create many more opportunities for activities to conflict and compete for space. Contemporary kitchen appliances are larger and there are more of them filling counter tops and crowding out kitchen/dining areas. Freezers, needed to compensate for distant grocery stores, block hallways. Closets overflow because everyone has more equipment and possessions than anyone imagined in the 1950’s. And all that gear is fighting for space needed for micro-business enterprises, in-home day care and other activities essential to financial survival of extended families. 

We were able to make many recommendations for ways to capture unused space and reconfigure apartments, and NYCHA has been implementing those improvements. For other recommendations, we noted that some of them could not easily be implemented. Federal and local policy, space standards and mandated ratios of apartment size (measured in numbers of rooms) to number of residents limit flexibility to redesign apartments to respond to some of the conditions of crowding that we reported. 


Damning the Design

Many of the residents we interviewed had lived in their NYCHA apartments since the projects were first constructed. Although they lamented the deterioration in maintenance and infrastructure, they didn’t object to high rise living, per se. Indeed, 28% described the advantage of high floors for the cooling breezes, great views, less noise, and absence of danger from stray bullets. (In There Are No Children Here, Alex Kotlowitz describes how the Rivers family, living on the first floor of Henry Horner homes in Chicago, would huddle together in their center hallway when gunfire erupted outside). Why then has high rise design so often been the scapegoat when public housing fails? Pruitt-Igoe, the poster child for this belief, failed for many reasons, but not simply because high rise housing is intrinsically poor housing design. Alexander von Hoffman in Why They Built Pruitt-Igoe (From Tenements to the Tayor Homes, Bauman, Biles and Szylvian, eds., Penn State University Press, 2000) explains many of the problems. It was the wrong design, poorly executed, and grossly overbuilt for the residents of St. Louis. The original design for Pruitt-Igoe was low rise, it became a mixture of low rise and mid rise, and finally was realized as all high rise. Early stages of the high rise design incorporated amenities of low rise housing. Under the influence of the Mayor, his NY developers and their budget, the amenities were cut and the densities were raised. Those who had a choice, many of them poor, working migrants from the rural south, chose not to live there. It resembled no home they had ever known. The design did not cause its failure, though rejection of the design surely contributed to its abandonment. Mismanagement and underfunded maintenance contributed equally.

Pruitt-Igoe was built when high rise housing was the design solution of the moment. Transferred, unchanged from one environment to another, overbuilt before it was evaluated, it failed. Chicago, too, has some spectacular high rise public housing failures. But to simply damn the design is to ignore the cities, like Boston, that have successfully redesigned projects. The symbolic gesture of demolition may be necessary to acknowledge the complex forces that caused the failure, but to completely reject the concept seems shortsighted. Any housing solution is bound to fail sometimes when it is expected to be the only housing solution. 


Form Follows Funding

In the past twenty years, significant numbers of multi-unit housing have been built for poor people by not for profit service agencies. With de-institutionalization firmly rooted in our psyche, this housing will continue to serve as an alternative support system to people with histories of mental illness, those who have been homeless, have substance abuse addictions, live with HIV/AIDS or other chronic illnesses, among other conditions. We call it “supportive housing” or “special needs” housing. It has replaced large, mismanaged, poorly serviced institutional living. It has an important place in the housing needs of poor Americans, but funding streams narrowly define what they will fund, and the designation of housing units by social “pathologies” ultimately seems rigid and unfair. 

Social service supports and employment programs are integral to the philosophy and success of the housing. Since the dream of community based service centers has never materialized, not for profit agencies often develop the physical space for service programs as part of their housing developments. The funding and oversight for these efforts is so stratified that, for example, a recently completed 207 unit building in Chicago had twelve sources of financing ($20 million) for the housing units, but the organization still had to raise another million dollars privately for non-residential space no other source would fund. This is not an unusual example; financing and development of this housing typically takes five years or more to complete. When completed, percentage of units, all for adults living alone, are designated by income category or specific “special need” designation. The demographics remain fixed because the funding says they must. 

Another not for profit was stalled for years when they chose to develop a community for families in transition, adults living alone, and adults with histories of mental illness. Each group had a dedicated funding stream, each with its own set of space requirements and construction standards. In the end, the funding agencies insisted that the design had to conform to the differing requirements. Each group had to live in a clearly designated section of the building, segregated from the other two, with separate entrances and no internal circulation connecting them. 

Funding has become so specialized and stratified and buildings so rigidly designed that not for profits struggle to build what their communities needs within tight parameters. Will the inflexibility over time, when needs change, threaten the stability gained in this moment? 

Good Intentions

No one sets out to make it difficult for people on the ground to build housing. Every regulation is intended to protect, often as a reaction to previous abuse. But over time the layers of control build up. We must build  more and we must build faster, but we must build housing suitable for the people who will live there. As we pay attention to streamlining and coordinating housing programs, we also need a better understanding of how Federal standards and funding sources constrain the physical form of our housing. 

Undertaking such studies is complex and daunting, especially if undertaken in isolation and at once. Integrating considerations of physical design into every study, every analysis and every investigation will eventually uncover the common barriers to innovation in publicly funded housing. The Brookings Institution has proposed six areas for future study, several of which can easily incorporate examination of physical form in relation to demographic findings. A study of representative Public Housing Authorities could reveal patterns of changed family composition and in-home activities that could provide guidance for policy changes related to allowable space standards. Hundreds of not-for-profit agencies, their networks, and national intermediaries (CSH, LISC, Enterprise) are excellent sources to study the design effects of specialized funding streams. Let us use history to avoid huge capital investments into future housing failures; designing for current or past needs will not take us through this century. 
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