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ideas for addressing housing challenges.
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Disguised Density by Mimi Zeiger
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Question 3: Missing Links
What is missing
most from housing
design today?

Affordability

Renewable Energy and Efficiency
Knowledgeable Partners
Resilience and Green Infrastructure
Feasible and Cost-Efficient Design
Design Guidelines

Variety

Quality Building Materials

Original Designs

Joy

Bike Parking

Connection to Outdoor Green Space
Effective Renovation Strategies
Demographic Flexibility in Units
Design-Build Partnerships
Contextual and Scalar Designs

A Sense of Community

Skilled Labor

Collective Models of Ownership
Wider Range of Typologies

Density

Open Competitions

People’s Life and Histories

Mix of Income Levels

Family or 3/4 Bedroom Apartments
Willingness to Make Less Profit
Up-to-Date Building Codes
Material Sensoriality and Details
Focus on Equity

Accessible Entries and Units
Character

The above lists plot the

If you could change one
thing to enable better
design in housing, what
would it be?

Restrictive Zoning and By-Right Housing

Onerous Design Guidelines

Spatial Flexibility Over Time

More Open Space

More Renewable-Energy Incentives

Cooperative Buying Power

Access to Multimodal Transportation

Increased Density

Remote Work Areas

Accessible Bathrooms

More Durable and Sustainable Materials

Give Design a Soul

Make Rehab Easier/Cost-Effective

Speed Up Construction

More Natural Light

Engage Youth in Design Thinking

Encourage Passive Energy Systems

Cultural Understanding of the
American Dream

Designers Who Engage the Community

Acceptance of Smaller Homes

Developer Commitment

Publicly Fund Housing R&D

Encourage Youth in the Trades

Two Means of Egress Rule

BraadssNakanal Bl qarey

Non-Vinyl Flooring

More Architects Designing Housing
Public Typical Drawings/Details
Education of Regulators

Efficient Municipal/Community Review

i1 0ach cat

Y.
Highlighted terms related to zoning were the most commonly
20 mentioned in response to the second question.

Here is what we heard about:

Zoning

Other

Academic/
Advocate Builder/
Designer

Developer

Designer

Advocate/Designer/

Researcher

Builder

21

“By-right housing—put simple parameters on the design
and zoning, let people innovate, and require engagement with
residents, neighborhood, etc”

“[Establish a] clear agenda stated from the City of Boston
as to what its goals are, instead of us having to discover them
in the process of applying for building permits.”

“The regulatory approval process is taking two to three years
in the Seattle region. That is really affecting our ability to
increase the housing supply. Also, cost pressures remove the
ability to try new enhancements or extras”

“Probably regulations around zoning allowing for and/or
incentivizing densification in suburbs and exurbs. Also, it'’s
imperative that cities continue to be able to require
developers to do public improvements.”

“Legalize point access blocks to 6-10 stories, to unlock
small- and medium-sized mid-rise projects in more
of the city. This is the backbone of cities the world over,
outside the US and Canada.”

“Planning codes and planners should want to be able to
approve projects that don't all look the same and should
be allowed and/or mandated to deviate from time to
time—for sheer boredom of the architecture’s sake and the
jumbled city masses they are producing. All repetitive.”
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Disguised Density

24

Not enough housing is being built across the country, period. Housing
density—the number of individuals per unit in a geographic area—is still far
below what could be supported by local infrastructure in most oppor-
tunity areas (close to transit, jobs, and services). Housing supply must be
increased in Iower-densuty areas to avmd more sprawl or greenﬂeld de-
velopment, which have well-d gal
and social effects. r i in height, street
frontage, and building agglomeratlons can clash with collective perceptions
of neighborhood character. NIMBY (“not in my back yard") opposition to

lop often foregrounds these as part of a national debate
on how best to accommodate more homes in the same space. “Disguised
density” refers to a design strategy that many projects use to obfuscate
their unit count wnth archltectural moves that fit more closaly wnth estab-
lished local y gies. For ple, this i d
with one front door, townhomes squished to the rear of the lot, and apart-
ments with far fewer visible wind Ei are hidden, sur di
are mimicked, and parking i |s shrouded Although many of these deslgn

thods are well blish g density may come at the cost of
creating a fantasy world of urban stasis. We hlghllght projects built on
this knife’s edge of a cultural battle within

the tight constraints of neighborhood and market demands

In the US, where overcoming single-family zoning is still the prevailing
regulatory hurdle, these projects exemplify the contemporary compro-
mises involved in adding density where the status quo rejects it. Notable
proj in Los Angeles, Seattle, ille, and Boston blend local ver-
naculars with novel urban form-making. Of particular note in the past few
years was an open design competition’ organized by the Los Angeles
Mayor’s Office and the city’s Chief Desugn Officer, wh|ch gsneratad new
typologies of low-rise density. Entries blended it with
local lot dimensions and integrated home-grown Amerlcan types with
new policies.” In the following essay, Mimi Zeiger breaks down these concepts,
outlines several projects, and explores what this trend means for density
in American cities.

i "Low-Rise: Housing Ideas for Los Angeles,’ https://lowrise.la/.
i See also: “Come Home Chicago: Missing Middle Infill Housing Competition,”
tps: home/. 25
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by Mimi Zeiger

In 2016, architect Barbara Bestor used the term “stealth density” to describe
a multifamily residential development that her firm, Bestor Architecture,
designed in Los Angeles's Echo Park. The neighborhood, historically a mix of
Latinx families and bohemian artists and writers, was slowly, then very
rapidly, gentrifying in LA's overheated housing market. Any new construc-
tion was bound to be suspect—both as a harbinger of displacement and
disruption of the old, streetcar-era urban fabric. Although the term “stealth”
conveys a contextually sensitive approach, a way to fit into an existing
condition, it also reflects the anxieties of a neighborhood in transition.
Changing a neighborhood’s physical character threatens both longtime and
recent residents.

Bestor drew inspiration from the modest single-family homes
and occasional low-rise courtyard apartment buildings

that line Echo Park’s hilly streets. Named Blackbirds, Bestor's
complex combines these two typologies to organize a

series of duplexes and triplexes around a central parking
court. Each building stealthily resembles a single-family
home; the design uses pitched roofs and exterior paint color
to break up the bulk of larger volumes, so new construction
blends into the surrounding scale. “Two free-standing
houses are connected by flashing, and the roofline creates
the illusion of one house mass,” Bestor explained to the
online publication Dezeen. “Three houses, whose separation
is masked, has the illusion of being two houses™t

Stealth density is just one possible expression of this strategy. The editors
of this book chose “disguised density,” and a 2019 Brookings Institution report
used the term “gentle density” to argue that replacing detached single-
family houses with more homes on a lot could help reduce housing prices in
desirable locations without disrupting the neighborhood. This “missing
middle” between the stand-alone home and the dreaded apartment tower
takes the form of multifamily townhouses, duplexes, and semi-detached
structures packed tightly on a lot. “Building more housing on single-family
parcels doesn’t require skyscrapers,” noted the report’s authors, Alex Baca,
Patrick McAnaney, and Jenny Schuetz.?

1 “Bestor Architecture
Uses ‘Stealth Density’

at Blackbirds Housing in Los
Angeles,” https://www
dezeen.com/2016/09/28
/bestor-architecture
~blackbirds-housing-stealth
~density-echo-park-los
-angeles/.

“Gentle' Density Stealth. Disguised. Gentle. With each, language is used to
:"’" Save Our Neighborhoods,” deflect the fears and misconceptions that have accumu-
ttps://www.brookings.edu

lated around multifamily housing—biases that align multiunit
buildings with the past specters of bleak public housing
projects. That new development must slip quietly into a
neighborhood underlines the long-held entitlement of home
ownership and bias of single-family zoning. The Brookings

/research/gentle-density
-can-save-our-neighborhoods/.

Mimi Zeiger

JCHS.

JOINT CENTER FOR
HOUSING STUDIES
OF HARVARD UNIVERSITY

BSA



Institution report, for example, notes that Washington, DC,
requires special permission for higher density in areas zoned
single-family. Zeroing in on zoning-code terminology, the
report identifies how the language of the code privileges
low-density to “protect [single-family] areas from invasion by
denser types of residential development.” Words like “pro-
tect” and “invasion” suggest that code is weaponized against
outside threats. Indeed, the report’s authors stress that
3 Ibid. “protection’ entrenches economic and racial segregation.”®

Both Blackbirds and Lorcan O'Herlihy Architects’ (LOHA) multifamily housing

development, Canyon Drive, follow City of Los Angeles policy guidelines.

The Small Lot Subdivision Ordinance, first adopted by the city in 2005 and

amended in 2016, was touted as a solution to increase affordability in

a tight market via infill housing. The ordinance included reduced setback

requirements and lot sizes. Building more units—in the form of detached

townhouses—on a lot zoned multifamily or commercial was meant to target

first-time homebuyers, although it is arguable if this plan was truly suc-

cessful. In early 2022, two-bedroom, two-bath units at Canyon Drive were

sold for around $1.4 million each. Although the price is conceivably

less than a ground-up, single-family home on the same lot, the units sold for

considerably more than the $1 million average home price in Los Angeles.
The authors of the ordinance recognized that increased
density and potentially bulky massing indicative of multifamily

sowioy Ajiwre)-a|Buis sjquiesel

¥o/dwi0o Buisnoy SPAGPIOBIE HUN-T 5,2IMOSYYOIY 10356 §0 SBUIPIING O ONOTE WO POMAIA

4 “$224K Grantfrom  housing would set off alarms, so a series of design guide-
Planters Bank and Trust i N i ; N

and FHLB Dallas Creates 42 lines dlct?tes specific articulations of fac:{dgs, eptryvyays,
Homes;” https:/www and rooflines to prevent blank and boxy edifices ill-suited to
businesswire.com/news ; -

‘Jhome/2018061500 the surrounding context. At Canyon Drive, for example,

5840/en/224K-Grant-from  €ach unit has a unique identity. LOHA inflected the roofs of

Plantere Bank and Tust _ the townhouses so that each facade resembles a mid-

-42-Homes. century-modern A-frame perched atop the garage podium.
Similarly, in Greenville, Mississippi, the pitched roofs and shaded front
porches that characterize the 42 townhouses of The Reserves at Gray Park
suggest that individuation is neither simply an appeasement to NIMBYs
nor a market strategy, but also a way of establishing identity and dignity for
residents. Composed of one-, two-, and three-bedroom units, the afford-
able housing project by Duvall Decker with the Greater Greenville Housing
and Revitalization Association serves low- and very-low-income renters.
It's the city’s largest single-unit housing development in more than 30 years.
Here, disguised density works to deflect the stigma historically associ-
ated with affordable housing, while demonstrating that an alternative to a
detached single-family home might offer more than the suburban ideal.
What if the American Dream was not about individual ownership and
agreen front lawn but, as illustrated at The Reserves at Gray Park, found in
shared public spaces designed to foster community interaction and sus-
tainable site planning?

4

27 Mimi Zeiger
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5 “Construction
of Santa Monica Apartment
Building Appealed” https:/
www.surfsantamonica
.com/ssm_site/the_lookout
/news/News-2015/January

-2016/01_23_2015_Con
struction_of_Santa_Monica

_Apartment_%20Building

_%20Appealed html.

In many ways, disguised density is a study of aesthetics and
perception: both a design exercise in vernacular typologies
and a strategic game of hide-and-seek. But camouflage can't
always ward off NIMBY critiques. Opponents of the Ashland
Apartments in Santa Monica accused Koning Eizenberg
Architecture of “shoe-horning too much building into the site”
and brought concerns about increased traffic to Santa
Monica's Architectural Review Board.® The opponents were
large neighb Santa Monica h rers concerned
about the project’s direct impact on their quality of life and
property values. Considered a “preferred project” by the
City of Santa Monica, the 10-unit development on a terraced
hillside reflects higher density than normally allowed under
code but was given an exception to incentivize more family
housing to the area. Studios and two- and three-bedroom
apartments are divided among four structures. According to
the architects, the project achieves a density of 30 units/
acre by bridging scales between a residential neighborhood
(the source of the complaints) and a high-density, mixed-
use development along Lincoln Boulevard to the west.

Then it buildings of the i plex cluster around a shared courtyard and In 2019, the same year that Ashland Apartments opened, Architecture
porking arow, Australia ran an article about architects Hank Koning and Julie Eizenberg,

6 “Smart, Generous
and Empathetic’ The
Housing Projects of Koning
Eizenberg Archi A

describing their work as “smart, generous and empathetic,”® which is

best embodied at Ashland in the abundance of private and shared outdoor
spaces that allow residents room to socialize and take advantage of
Southern California indoor-outdoor living.

Ashland Apartments sits on a previously unbuilt lot in the
center of the block and is edged on three sides by the
backyards of adj; properties. With no street frontage

https://architectureau
.com/articles/hank-koning
“and-julie-sizenberg/.

of its own, the other houses in this highly desirable
neighborhood mask its overall density. A long, narrow (and
contentious) driveway connects from the curb to the under-
ground parking lot. The multiyear clash was, literally, a
skirmish over “not in my backyard.”

Although density triggers fears of “too big,” “too much,” or “invasive,” at the
heart of these kinds of fights is a battle over the continued viability of single-
family zoning in neighborhoods, cities, and states where homelessness

is on the rise, affordable housing is out of reach, and sprawl is no longeran
option. As a paradigm, single-family zoning was built on pastoral fantasies
and systems of social and racial exclusion. Bursting the fever dream of
individual homeownership and the loose-fit urbanism it produces is bound to
provoke conflict. During an event hosted by Laboratory for Suburbia that
questioned what “house” means—both as a spatial product and as home—
Gustavo Arellano, an Orange County-based journalist who writes on issues

The inflected roofs of the townhouses in Lorcan O'Herlihy Architects' Canyon Drive project are of politics, race, and suburbia, suggested we shatter our collective intoxi-
déclgniod to'avoks the Acfraime homa dealgns that weok popular i iy, cation, using language that verges on revolution. ‘[l have to] throw this rock
28 Disguised Density 29 Mimi Zeiger
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An aerial image shows the change in density between the low-density suburban context of
Greenville, Mississippi, and the townhouses of The Reserves at Gray Park.
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Although The Outpost appears larger than its single-family neighbors, the building conceals
an experimental approach to multifamily living.

30 Disguised Density 31
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into the windows of the dream | have, and other people have, about whera
wematrlghtnaw’hesald,mldmgupa inted rock from his childhood.”

<ihe session3:  The sanctity of the American Dream is now 8

Hwn Crisis; https:/

mﬁ:yfm e guably radical, even heretical, change. Across the US, shtes
/583. are rethinking the primacy of single-family zoning, which

makes it possible to build multifamily housing in resi-
dential neighborhoods—with or without stealth, gentle, or
disguised density. Oregon passed legislation eliminating
s “SenateBill olsthe  EXCIUSIVE single-family zoning in 2019. California followed in
Product of a Multi-Year 2021 with SB 9: The California Home Act, which allows for
Adcress Calfornil Housing up to four units on a single-family parcel and promotes
Crisis; hitp: infill p ® Its passage was not free from pushback.
GV ooy GenerarUNdeT SB 9, landmarked and historic districts are exempt,
Bonta Puts City of Pasadena 50 the City of Pasadena, a place known for both beautiful

m, ""YM"‘,:,,&" craﬂ:sman homes and racist histories of redlining, proposed
rel declaring the entire city a landmark

Jattorney-general-bonta

iitoit ks enotics dlstrlct, amove that garnered critical media attention

~violating-state-housing-laws. and a warning by California Attorney General Rob Bonta.®
The Outpost, a four-story, 16-unit project in Portland, Oregon, takes
advantage of the state’s higher-density policy and sets a new pamdlgm for
both preservation and how we live together. Beebe Skidi
preserved an existing nineteenth-century home on the property and worked
with real estate developer Owen Gabbert and co-living platform Open
Door to build a mini-tower: two handsome board-and-batten-clad cubes

stacked with a twist.
From the outslde, The Outpost’s density doesn't appear
particularly disguised. Its y design display

tropes of oontextuaj sensitivity, like pitched roofs or ver-
nacular overhangs, even though the other house on the site
has both. What is concealed, however, is an experiment
in communal living. Shared spaces include the kitchen plus
dining and living areas. The project also offers a greater
lesson, as disguised density asks us to question the sanctity
of the single-family home. As reported by Jay Caspian
Kang, suburban neighborhoods are more diverse than our
y.20 Existing homes contain multiple
t:‘m,”w i M generations, older single people, or groups of TikTok influ-
the Suburbs Is Wrong” encers. Designing multifamily housing within single-
mmmmm family neighborhoods challenges the notion of the nuclear
/suburbs-poor-diverse.html.  family as the default resident.
Designing with disguised density gies allows housing to dto
shifting social and urban planning realities. But is it enough? We||-d95|gnad,
dense, “missing-middle” housing is y to add y and
ffordability; our I; houldn’t hide the urgency. Disguised density
may yield too much agency to NIMBY anxieties and, in doing so, favors mod-
esty over the true need for larger, multiunit buildings.

32 Disguised Density
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Small and Skinny

158

There exists big value in building small. Whereas the market pushes

both suburban homes and multifamily housing to grow only larger in scale,
we have identified many skinny homes, townhomes, odd lots, and small
urban infill projects that disregard these norms. In response to exor-

bitant land costs in some markets, developers are increasingly turnlngto
oddly shaped, narrow, or otherwise L lots and challeng;
designers to maximize their livability. One immediate benefit of desngnlng on
smaller lots is that it creates more attainable rental and h

ership opportunities from sheer smallness. While the average home has
grown over the past few decades, the typical household has shrunk,’
creating an inverse reality in US cities, whereby those with less money must
pay to live in homes that are larger than necessary. Finally, small homes—
especially those with common walls, such as townhomes—use less ener-

gy than large, detached dwellings. These proj which weave a common
thread of less-is-more, show that typical zoning and regulatory stand-

ards do not meet the moment. Less space and less energy use at a better
price point is often preferred but not provided.”

For both overlooked urban lots and underused suburban parcels,
small and skinny designs have offered alternatives to vacant lots. Some
city agencies have partnered with architects to generate ideas for small lots
that developers typically overlook. In 2021, Only If Architecture com-
pleted work on its Narrow House project, originally a finalist in the “Big Ideas
for Small Lots NYC” competition jointly run by New York’s Department
of Housing Preservation and Devel it and the A Institute of
Archi Other notable proj; of the type in recent years include
the Black Street Development by Module, Habitat for Humanity's Oxford
Green by ISA, and the Pittsfield Tyler Street Development by Utile.
Allimagine new typologies that both ref their historic context and
anticipate a denser urbanism in the future—designing smaller spaces
for the long haul. In her essay, Inga Saffron examines the rowhouse through
both p | and architectural di fi g on one of the
natlon 's meccas of the skinny typology: Phlladelphia

“Whatever Happened to the smterHomaTTheNm York Times, https://www.nytimes.com/2022/09
/25/upslwt/shn‘r home-prices.|
'What Happened When annpoﬁl Endod &ngc F:m‘ly lonhg' Hoomb«g, https://www
gl
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Houslng Statistics, Infoplease,
htps://wwwinfoplease

by Inga Saffron

My Philadelphia rowhouse began its life shortly after the Civil War. It was
originally three rooms stacked vertically like children’s blocks, with a cooking
areaand privy located in the yard. Such tiny houses are known as “Trinities”

in Philadelphia, and they were built as cheap shelter for immigrants and the
working class. Because Trinities were often purchased on an installment
plan, their owners could expand their properties as their circumstances im-
proved, a practice that Jane Jacobs dubbed “unslumming.” My Trinity was
probably enlarged in the early twentieth century when an addition was put
on the back, creating a second room on each floor. The owners no doubt
used the occasion to install indoor plumbing and gas heating. In the 1980s,
a loft-like fourth story was added. Today, the former Trinity is a four-
bedroom, two-bath house, the vertical equivalent of a modest rancher. Yet,
the entire property, which includes a cozy, tree-shaded patio, could prob-
ably fit within the confines of a typical suburban driveway.

If you were to look out from one of Philadelphia’s downtown
skyscrapers, you would see block after block of similar
red-brick rowhouses, stretching for miles across the pancake-
flat landscape, some 400,000 in all. Philadelphia certainly
didn’tinvent the form, but it has embraced the row like

no other American city. Attached houses, which are typically
16 to 20 feet wide in Philadelphia, account for about 60
percent of the city's housing stock.! They come in a variety
of sizes, with the Trinity being merely the starter version.
The larger rowhouses are sometimes jokingly called Quaker
mansions because their facades are so plain. There are

also ornate Victorian examples, dripping with gables and
gingerbread and clocking in at 4,000 square feet. But
whether they are glorified ter ts or miniature pal S
all rowhouses share party walls with their neighbors.

This intimacy sets the pattern for our daily lives: how we
move through the streets, how we socialize, how we arrange
our civic relations. People of all classes and races live

“Philadelphia, PA,

.com/us/census/pennsylvania ; o,
philadelphia/housing in rowhouses. That makes the rowhouse the city’s most

-statistics.

democratic residential form.
Philadelphia takes pride in being a city of homes—single-family homes, to
be technical about it. Yet it remains one of the densest, and most affordable,
big cities in America. How can that be? From everything we've been told
about America’s growing housing crisis, single-family zoning is the enemy of
affordability. If we hope to create enough housing for everyone, advocates
say, we must build more apartment buildings, more microunits, more ADUs,
more SROs. They are not wrong. But they also tend to underestimate the

Inga Saffron
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Philadelphia’s ubiquitous rowhouse typology may offer solutions for a growing housing

density issue.
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potential of the humble rowhouse. Packed together on small lots, these com-
pact homes can yield densities that rival some apartment buildings.
The rowhouse can make our communities more affordable, sustainable, and
walkable. There’s another word | would add to that list, one that has been
less in vogue these days: neighborly.
The social changes brought on by the pandemic are likely
to only increase the appeal of the rowhouse. Now that more
people are able to work remotely, they can, theoretically,
live anywhere. Although many professionals have decamped
for the suburbs, others have discovered that the supply
of moderately priced houses and starter homes is actually
quite limited, especially in inner-ring communities. As a
result, many young families are forced to choose between
living in the exurbs or remaining in a cramped city apart-
ment. For low-income workers, there are even fewer options
for decent housing.
This is where the rowhouse can offer a middle ground. With a rowhouse,
you get the privacy of a single-family home, along with access to a yard, but
generally at a lower price point. It's spacious enough to set up a home
office or makeshift classroom and accommodate a washer-dryer. Yet, it's
environmentally superior to a free-standing house. Its compact form
and shared party walls mean a rowhouse requires much less energy to heat
and cool.
Philadelphia’s dense rowhouse districts are also the model
for the sustainable 15-minute neighborhood that is now
the subject of so much buzz. The city’s rowhouse neighbor-
hoods are typically arranged around a commercial street
lined with stores, restaurants, and, maybe, an elementary
school, which means you don’t need to get in a car for
your basic needs. After | began working from home during the
pandemic, | was surprised to discover the busy weekday
world outside my front door: The steady parade of people
walking dogs. Daycare workers marching their charges to
the playground. The chatty USPS delivery guy who wanted to
talk about my columns in the Philadelphia Inquirer. In the
evenings, my neighbors drank “Quarantinis” on their front
steps, and we toasted each other from our socially dis-
tanced perches. | lly felt more ted during those
early, scary months of 2020 than ever before.
Of course, rowhouse neighborhoods aren’t unique to cities. Plenty of
suburban communities have welcomed townhouse developments into the
mix. Compared with stand-alone houses that sit on half-acre lots, these
developments can be quite dense. But they have nothing on the tradi-
tional Philadelphia rowhouse block. Thanks to the preponderance of tightly
packed rowhouses, Philadelphia has the smallest average lot size of any
American city: 1,100 square feet. My four-bedroom house occupies just

Inga Saffron
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2
Cities in t!

Population 2023" World

980 square feet of the Earth, garden included. That works out to about
40 houses to the acre. Philadelphia may not be as dense as New York,
but it's virtually tied for density with Chicago and Miami—two cities known
for high-rise living.2

“The 300 Largest  Suburban townhouse developments rarely achieve

he United Statesby  phjladelphia-level densities for one obvious reason: parking.

Population Review, https:/  The space allotted for streets and grass also tends to be

yorldpopulationreviewcom - more generous. Once you make room for those amenities,

3

in USS. Cities Data and
Map;” Governing, https://www

governing,

“Vehicle Ownership  you're lucky to get 18 houses to the acre. Because
Philadelphia has remained faithful to its Colonial-era grid,
i ial streets in its older neighborhoods are rarely

-ownership-numbers-of i ¢
vehicles-by-oity-maphtr. wider than 35 feet, and some are just 10 feet across. More

important, most rowhouses built before the 1950s have
no dedicated parking. Although Philadelphians are just as
obsessed with their cars as other Americans, they have
learned to make do with street parking. A third of the city’s
households still don't own cars.® The concentration of
rowhouses is what allows Philadelphia to sustain one of the
most extensive transit systems in the country.
Still, today’s rowhouse is not Ben Franklin’s rowhouse. During the late
twentieth century, when Philadelphia's economy was in decline, almost no
new housing was built. The market began to revive in the early 2000s,
after the city introduced a generous property tax abatement aimed at en-
couraging the middle class to buy homes in the city. Construction has
pretty much been nonstop since then. Tens of thousands of new rowhouses
(as well as thousands of apartment units) have been built across the city, and
many more have been renovated. Since most new construction is
infill, and replaces buildings that were lost during the long decline, the new
houses are simply fitted into the empty space. But although the modern
rowhouse occupies the same footprint as its predecessors, it has been ag-
gressively adapting to modern tastes and technology.
It’s safe to say that no one is building Trinities in Philadelphia
anymore. Most new rowhouses are now four stories, 3,000
square feet, and squarely aimed at middle-class professionals,
with prices often exceeding $400,000. (By contrast, my
expanded Trinity is still less than 2,000 square feet.) We've
also seen the rise of a new luxury format that | call the
McRowhouse, five stories and more than 5,000 square feet.
One way to fit all that square footage on the same row-
house lot is to build up—one reason the average rowhouse
has gotten significantly taller in recent years. A cluster
of 65-foot-high McRowhouses just went up in my neighbor-
hood, with prices starting at $2 million. Elevators are now
standard in such developments. I've toured McRowhouses
that come with media rooms and rooftop dog parks. But
even the 3,000-square-foot versions boast amenities that

Small and Skinny
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The 1,250 square foot single-family home glows at each of its five levels. While mindful of
setbacks, it fills the site boundaries to achieve an elegant but efficient form.
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4

are considered standard in the suburbs, including kitchen

islands, home offices, 10-foot ceilings, and, increasingly,

dedicated parking.
When Philadelphia overhauled its zoning code a decade ago, it briefly toyed
with the idea of prohibiting parking in all new rowhouses. In the end, the
city decided to leave the up to the developer. And since off-street
parking is a highly desired amenity, virtually all new rowhouses today come
with a dedicated parking spot of some kind. But Philadelphia planners
did manage to insert a clause in the new code that prohibits garages that
front onto residential streets. Today's garages are usually tucked in the
back of the rowhouse and accessed through a common driveway or alley
street. The arrangement works particularly well when the developer
controls alarge site and can arrange two rows of houses around an internal
courtyard. Besides providing access to the garages, the drive aisle often
doubles as a communal play space or a venue for cookouts and neighborly
get-togethers. Since the dri ys are collectively maintained, they

idi to work theras a ity to keep them

ly force
in good shape.
As new rowhouses have gotten bigger, so have old ones.
Across the city, owners are adding an extra floor to
their nineteenth-century rowhouses. These overbuilds are
primarily concentrated in neighborhoods populated

by affluent professionals. In the past, this demographic

Philadelphia Hous- - mjght have headed for the suburbs once they started

ing Market;” Redfin, . :
https:/wwwredfincom/  a family. Being able to add another bedroom or two toa
:’;’Qf:_?:a’, '::{P“"“"”‘“" 1,400-square-foot house makes it easier to raise child-
“QuickFacts: ren in the city. Planners are deeply torn over the trend.
Philadelphia City, : ili
Pennsylvania,- United States They want mlddle—cla§s families to put down roots and pay
Census Bureau, https:// taxes. But the overbuilds can transform former work-
WWW.Census.gov [ — & : o
Jauickfacts/philadelphiacity N8 class ho,.l'ses into luxury properties that can easily
-pennsylvania sell for $1 million.

Overall, Philadelphia remains one of most affordable big cities in the US.
You can still buy a decent-sized rowhouse for under $250,000, according to
Redfin.* That price is actually less than what it costs to build a new home
these days. Philadelphia still has hes of aband where you can
find a vacant shell for under $80,000. But planners worry the city won't
stay a bargain much longer. Philadelphia is a conundrum: It has the highest
home ownership rate among Northeastern cities, 53 percent. Yet it re-
mains the poorest of America’s 10 largest cities, with a poverty rate hover-
ing around 22 percent.® Surprisingly, many poor families own their homes,

thanks to a tradition of passing down Trinities to children and grandchildren.

But that doesn't make those residents immune to displacement.
As in other cities, the grinding process of neighborhood
change is transforming many old rowhouse neighborhoods.
Over the past two decades, Graduate Hospital, a formerly
Black neighborhood on the edge of Center City (downtown),
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In Austin, Texas, Habitat for Humanity is investing in building higher-density housing through
the rowhouse model. Mueller Row Homes, designed by Michael Hsu Architects, gives a dynam-
ic massing and elevation movement to the traditionally staccato housing type.

Utile's modular housing model takes on infill housing as a repeatable and scalable model for a
variety of site conditions.

i‘L
|
i

=

e e

168 Small and Skinny 169

JOINT CENTER FOR v
The Persistently Missing Middle: The State of Housing Design and Development in New England JCHS. HOUSING STUDIES BSA
_—



The Philadelphia rowhouse has survived, in large measure, because of its
adaptability and efficiency. A simple rectangular box, punctuated by win-
dows, the rowhouse can be gutted, rebuilt, and turned into exactly the
house you want. And then you can remake it all over again. As Philadelphia’s
historic preservationists like to say, the most environmentally friendly
house is one that already exists. If you recoat the roof and patch the mortar
every few years, a rowhouse will pretty much last forever.
10 “The Informal When you think about it, the Philadelphia Trinity is a lot like
e en"® the houses built by residents in the world's informal set-
Teddy Cruz Shares 5 Projects” tlements. Those structures usually start out as one or two
mﬁ;?’ww::u rooms. They're expanded as the owner's family and income
-shares-5-projects/. grow. Ina 2014 TED talk, the San Diego-based archi-
tect Teddy Cruz suggested that such an iterative approach
could b amodel for housing in the US.*°
Of course, many favela resid do their own i
something that is unlikely to happen widely in the US.
But what if developers offered starter Trinities on lots that
allowed for expansion? We know that many single-family
ities in America are deeply resi: to apartment
buildings. Perhaps the rowhouse, which is also a form of
single-family housing, would be an easier sell?
So much of the national conversation around housing and climate change
has focused on getting people to accept smaller living quarters. Housing ad-
vocates tend to get most excited about the boutique solutions—the
microunits and ADUs. But we shouldn’t dismiss the real yearning of ordinary
Americans for a place of their own, a patch of yard, and a community of
neighbors. Because it offers both privacy and affordability, the rowhouse
is an attractive option. It won’t solve all of America’s housing needs, but
the rowhouse might be the best hope we have to convince large numbers of
people that they can live both sustainably and comfortably in cities.
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Legalizing Single Stair
Housing in Massachusetts
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Total Housing Units Built in Greater Boston
by Number of Units in the Building (2001-2022)
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Share of Total Housing Production by Building Unit Count
as a share of all units built per year
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About the Missing Middle

Triplex:

Multiplex: Stacked

Townhouse e

Cottage
Court

Courtyard A
=

Fourplex:

Duplex: Buildin e
N - ; Stacked 9 5 - —
Side-By-Side + .
Detached Single-Family \ N Stacyked M’lssing MIdd‘e Housing
Houses N\ e ——— =

Missing Middle Housing is “a range of
house-scale buildings with multiple
units—compatible in scale and form with
detached single-family homes—Ilocated in a
walkable neighborhood.”

https://missingmiddlehousing.com/
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https://missingmiddlehousing.com/

About the Missing Middle

Common missing middle housing types in New England.
Created by Union Studio as part of “Case Study: Housing on
Cape Cod. Missing Middle”
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Introducing our Panelists

Sam Naylor Hansy Better Jonathan Evans Theodore Paige Roosa
Barraza Touloukian
Moderator Panelist Panelist Panelist Panelist
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12,662 SF - 2 PARCELS
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CONTEXTUAL TYPOLOGIES
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: Octagonal | Octagonal |
4 Bay Porch | Bay |

Bay

Balcony

Comice. ___ \

Triple Decker
]S};Irﬁl)nﬁ Single Family
artment
2} Story Single
Family Residence
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11 NOTTINGHAM STRE!
2112 Story Single Family Resh

15 NOTTINGHAM S
2 172 Stoty Single Family Res

23 NOTTINGHAM STREET 21 NOTTINGHAM STREET 17 NOTTINGHAM ST

Proposed 3 Story 6 Unit Apartment Proposed 3 Stery 6 Unit Apartment

27 NOTTINGHAM STREET
2142 Story Single Famil

31 NOTTINGHAM STREET
3 Stery 6 Unit Apartment

3 Story 6 Unit Apartment

11 NOTTINGHAM STREET
2 172 Story Single Family Residence

15 NOTTINGHAM STREET
2 112 Story Single Family Residence

17 NOTTINGHAM STREET

2,172 Stay Single Family Residence

21 NOTTINGHAM STREET

23 NOTTINGHAM STREET
Proposed 3 Story 6 Unit Apartment

GHAM STREET
Proposed 3 Stery 6 Unit Apart

Unit Apartment
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27 NOTTINGHAM STREET

Unit Aprtment
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SUSTAINABILITY IN MIDDLE HOUSING Lu2

ARCHITECTS

ENVELOPE: LEED CERTIFIABLE

Air Tight Triple Pane  Super Insulated Thermal Bridge
Construction Glazing Envelope Free Construction

ENERGY
LANDSCAPING
Solar Panels

High Albedo
“Cool Roof"

Energy Star

Appliances Drought Tolerant
landscaping
Mini Split Air
Source Heat Pump
WATER
High Efficiency Storm Water
LED Lighting Collection
ERV Ventilation Permeable
Pavement
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PROJECT SUMMARY

—— HOME OWNERSHIP UNITS

(6 UNITS PER BUILDING)

NOTTINGHAM STREET
LEVEL 2 PLAN
Program Breakdown:
UNIT TYPE UNIT SF UNIT COUNT
1 BEDROOM 610 1
B 2:cor00 750 - 820 7
B 3 scoroom 1060 - 1110 4
B ccress ToTL 12 —]
B v

“ nlul |
L7y Il Ilnumwd?

Lot Size:
12,662 SF within 2 parcels

Zoning District:
Dorchester Neighborhood

Zoning SubDistrict:
3F-5000 Three-Family Residential

Zoning Overlay:
N/A

The Persistently Missing Middle: The State of Housing Design and Development in New England

Occupancy Classification
Residential Use Group R2

Construction Type
Construction Type VA
Any Materials

All Wood Framing

Gross Square Footage: 14,185 SF

Ground Floor 4,130 SF
Second Floor 5,027 SF
Third Floor 5,027 SF
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Jonathan Evans
MASS Design Group
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Theodore Touloukian
Touloukian Touloukian Inc.



108 Dorchester Street

South Boston, MA

Do B I
Bay View Liquors

FOR DELIVERIES CALL 617.268-7612 OR 617:268-5039
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CO-CREATING BOSTON'’S
FUTURE-DECKER

Request for [Innovative] Proposals

‘ Housing



PROJECT OVERVIEW BSA G )] rowing

Co-Creating Boston’s Future-Decker was a two-phased Phase I
initiative 'where teams were %nwted to propose new Request for Ideas (REI) is released,
multifamily housing (6-15 units) that can efficiently be inviting residents, advocates,

. . . designers, and all who are
built on Small’ infill sites. interested to share ideas for

multifamily housing across 4 Boston

neighborhoods.
Future-Decker
e ek
I : Phase II
: I B e
/A fmarapupieal ! ,
E8 : W ue . 5 bl o S Request for Proposals (RFP) is
Sxi=s HupeiagiiauyE . -
FEE R \{-“ I re_leased with the goal of receiving
- : = pilot proposals that experiment with
I w design and construction
Two-Family |  Three- Row- 12-15 Unit | 15-30 Unit nmeeth((i)edssgto ireate i
Home I Decker Houses Buildings I Building p
I

housing models on small
city-owned sites.



THE CHALLENGE BSA B @) sowing

What'’s Boston’s next iteration of
the triple-decker, an affordable*,
replicable, and adaptable housing

Elements of a Triple-Decker: typology that fits contextually

L Three floors with a range of site, zoning, and
2. Flat Roof (typically) . o 0

3 Made of Wood neighborhood conditions?

4. Decks & Porches

5. Carefully Placed Windows *Affordable to households earning 80-120% of AMI

(S110,650 to $138,300 annually)
NOTE: Boston’s “future decker” may not look like the
traditional triple deckers throughout Boston today!



THE SITES

379 GENEVA AVENUE

ZONING: DORCHESTER 2F-5000 Any other Dwelling or Use &

Front Yard Setback: 15' or modal alignment
Side Yard Setback: 10 (Building Code Min. 5')
Rear Yard Setback: 30"

Lot Width & Frontage: 50, 50'
Height: 35', 2.5 stories

FAR: 0.5

Lot Area: 5000; NA for each add'l
Open Space: none sf/ unit
Parking: tbd

569 RIVER STREET
ZONING: GREATER MATTAPAN 2F-4000 Other Use

Front Yard Setback: 15' or modal alignment 5%
Side Yard Setback: 10 (Building Code Min. 5') 0
Rear Yard Setback: 30'

Lot Width & Frontage: 45', 45'
Height: 35', 2.5 stories

FAR: 0.8

Lot Area: 5000; NA for each add'l
Open Space: 800 sf/ unit
Parking: tbd

HOUSING .
BSA iS5 (BY)] nousing

Address

Parcel ID

Square Footage

Assessed Value | As-Is Appraised Value

Combined Appraised
Value

379 Geneva Avenue

1500843000

7,647

$164,400 $315,000

569 River Street

1801709000

6,884

$164,800 $350,000

$665,000




THE OUTCOME

Proposal Team

Athena Real Estate Development,
LLC

Hacin

Kaplan Construction

‘ S il e LA ] i .

>

6 proposals, using on-site, panelized, and volumetric modular construction methods
$603,765 /unit median total development cost (not including land)

$313,293 /unit median additional public subsidy requested

Check out the
story map!

Proposal Team I Proposal Team
Avanru Development Group, Ltd. —_— Norfolk Design & Construction
Sampson Architects Neighbor Architects

AR e




KEY TAKEAWAYS BSA B () Housin

(1) Even with heavily discounted land and REQUEST FOR INFORMATION
the use of offsite construction
methods, public subsidies are needed
to achieve a price point affordable to
middle-income households

Offsite Construction for Housing
Development on Urban Infill Lots

(2) Offsite construction has the potential
to minimize the gap between what it
costs to build and what a CITY OF BOSTON T,

. . HOUSING INNOVATION LAB . —4-H ‘|
middle-income household can afford _ EI; 1
ISSUE DATE: September 10, 2024 it ad

RESPONSE DEADLINE: October 11, 2024

(replicability and scale matter)

Michelle Wu, Mayor
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Upcoming Events

Legalizing Single Stair
Housing in Massachusetts

/AReport on the Impact of Allowing Mid-Rise

Development in Greater Boston and Beyond.
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BSA Designing Just Futures Summit Single Stair Report Release The 2024 Ivory Prize Housing
Innovation Summit

@ BSA and across Greater Boston @ The Boston Foundation @0Online & Harvard GSD
September 19th and 20th, 2024 October 10, 2024 Eriday, October 25
All Day! 9am-10:30am 12:30-5 pm
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Contact Us:

jchs@harvard.edu

bsa@architects.org

Thank you for joining!
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