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The Urban Ghetto... 

What comes to mind when you hear the term 
“urban ghetto?”... run-down buildings, trash 
on the streets, drugs, crime, poverty, maybe 
even African Americans? 

These modern associations with the word 
“ghetto” are no accident. The dictionary 
defines ghetto as, “a section of a city, esp. a 
thickly populated slum area, inhabited 
predominantly by members of an ethnic or 
other minority group, often as a result of 
social or economic restrictions, pressures, or 
hardships.”1 Many in society only seem to 
focus on the first half of this definition. They 
ignore the social or economic restrictions 
portions. The word ghetto is an evolution of 
the 17th century word which described a 
portion of the city to which Jews were 
restricted. Ghèto is the actual name of a 
Venetian island where Jews were forced to 
live.2   

This simple etymology suggests the need for a 
new perspective. It implies that the ghetto is 
not just an area of low-income minorities, but 
a place where the general society sequesters 
its undesirables. 

This understanding will drive my investigation 
into the strategies used to further urban 
renewal efforts. I will combine lessons learned 
from other revitalization efforts with a first-
hand evaluation of the city’s historical and 
current conditions to evaluate and challenge 
Cincinnati’s tactics in the downtown 
neighborhood of Over-the-Rhine. I ask, “How 

can Cincinnati revitalize its most impoverished 
neighborhood without gentrification3?” 

Growing Community...Shrinking City 

Cincinnati, Ohio is a medium sized Midwestern 
city that is suffering the effects of suburban 
sprawl. While the areas surrounding the city 
have been steadily increasing in population, 
the number of households within the city 
limits has been shrinking. The 2000 Census 
showed 1.6 million residents living in the 
greater metropolitan area with 331,000 living 
within the city proper. This represents a near 
9% increase from 1990 numbers for the 
Greater Cincinnati area while the city itself 
suffered an almost mirror image decrease 
over the same time period.4 This trend and 
the corresponding loss of tax revenue have 
been of great concern for city leaders. In an 
effort to reverse these numbers, Cincinnati 
has devoted significant attention and 
resources to the revitalization of the urban 
core.  

A large focus of investment is in the 
neighborhood of Over-the-Rhine (O-T-R). O-
T-R is a low-income area just north of the 
city’s central business district. Its prime 
location and historic housing stock has made 
it the target of several revitalization efforts 
that offered little more than bricks and mortar 
solutions, focusing on rehabbing buildings into 
bars, art galleries and condominiums. 
Centered on attracting higher income young 
people to the neighborhood, those efforts did 
little to address the circumstances confronting 
the existing residents. Therefore, this recent 
influx of money and attention leaves the 
current residents worried about gentrification. 
To diminish these fears the city has been 
touting the principles of mixed-income 
development, claiming that the renewal 
efforts will help increase the city’s tax base 
while improving the conditions for the current 
population. The general hypothesis is that 
enhanced neighborhood conditions, achieved 
through mixed-income strategies, will broadly 
benefit both the existing low-income as well 
as the newly arriving market-rate residents.5  

Local History 

During the 19th century, Over-the-Rhine’s 
population was predominately working class, 
German immigrants. The neighborhood has a 
long history of subsidized housing for low-



2                    Curt Sparks                            Graduate Thesis                         Miami University                             14AUG2010 

income residents. A portion of O-T-R’s 19th 
century Italianate building stock was originally 
financed by building and loan associations that 
pooled money to make housing available to 
community members. Residents would 
contribute 25-50¢ per week towards the 
purchase of a new home. When the collective 
funds reached the needed level, members 
would draw straws to see who could build 
next.6 

During the first half of the 20th century, as 
the German population gained more affluence, 
they began to move out of the densely 
populated O-T-R and into the surrounding 
suburbs. African-Americans and people of 
Appalachian decent filled the vacancies. 
Throughout this change, one constant was 
that O-T-R was a place of transition. Much as 
the German immigrants did in the 1800s, 
these new populations came looking for a 
fresh start and new opportunities. But due to 
housing policies and social issues of the mid-
twentieth century, O-T-R became less of a 
place of opportunity and more of a holding 
tank for low-income and minority residents. 
By the end of the 20th century it was widely 
considered Cincinnati's most infamous ghetto.  

O-T-R has unique factors that make it 
challenging for both poverty amelioration and 
renewal efforts. It was registered as a historic 
district in 1983.7 This designator, while saving 
the late 19th century architecture, increases 
the expenses and limits the architectural 
options of building uses. The designation also 
requires buildings to be deemed structurally 
unsound before consideration for demolition. 
Another issue is O-T-R’s population has been 
steadily declining for the last century. O-T-R 
reached its height of population in 1900 with 
over 44,000 residents, a large percentage of 
who were German immigrants. By 1960 the 
population had dropped to under 28,000 of 
which 10% were African-American. Just ten 
years later, the population had dropped by 
almost half while the percentage of African-
Americans rose to over 30%. This 
demographic change was partly due to the 
clearing of low-income neighborhoods in 
Cincinnati’s West-End in preparation for 
expressway expansions and O-T-R’s low rental 
rates. By 1990 the population had dropped to 
9,500 with over 71% African-Americans and a 
median yearly income of only $5,000.8 As of 
2000 the O-T-R Chamber of Commerce listed 

the population as only 7,638 of which over 
half (4,354) were below the poverty level.9 

Federal Housing Policies 

The federal government has considered 
housing for the poor to be a social (rather 
than individual) problem since the Great 
Depression. From the Housing Acts of 193710 
and 1949 to the recent HOPE VI11 initiatives, 
the United States has attempted many 
strategies to provide safe, quality housing for 
the poor. From the modernist high-rises of 
Pruitt-Igoe12 to the defensible spaces of Oscar 
Newman13, the design strategies for low-
income housing have been continually 
changing.  

The latest tactic to battle issues of poverty 
and housing is mixed-income developments. 
This involves creating communities with a 
diverse range of income levels. This strategy 
came about as a response to the failures of 
previous low-income housing efforts that were 
often “characterized by hyper-segregation and 
the extreme concentration of poverty.”14 From 
a purely pragmatic point of view, a 
concentration of poverty lowers property 
values and in turn the municipal tax base. 
With this in mind, mixed-income 
developments attempt to de-centralize 
poverty with the goal of increasing property 
values while providing lower income residents 
with a community that is conducive for 
economic growth.  

Mixed-income developments are meant to 
reduce the incidence of social ills by breaking 
the “culture of poverty” and exposing 
impoverished children to “mainstream values” 
and a “culture of work.”15 These goals are to 
be accomplished seemingly through osmosis 
by simply living amongst middle-class 
residents. It is also thought that these 
communities will improve because more 
affluent residents will often have more 
political pull and be less likely to tolerate the 
conditions currently found in many low-
income neighborhoods. What these theories 
fail to address is the negative effect that these 
strategies can have on the lower income 
communities. These economically integrated 
developments are designed to leave the 
dominant group relatively undisturbed while 
requiring the disadvantaged to conform, 
leaving the onus for success firmly on their 
shoulders.16 This both devalues the 
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impoverished and frees the rest of society 
from accountability.   

These descriptions are not meant to disparage 
the usefulness of mixed-income housing. I 
merely aim to highlight some of the 
shortsighted thinking that persists in the 
theories. On the positive side, economic 
diversity could provide the opportunity for 
more people to become aware of the obstacles 
that confront the disadvantaged. It could help 
to spur financial and political investment in 
the neighborhoods. It could facilitate a greater 
network of contacts and opportunity for 
people looking to better their circumstances. 
Overall, increased investment could lead to a 
more inviting urban core, an improved 
impression on visitors and more tax-revenue, 
providing more funding that could be 
reinvested to help alleviate the problems of 
poverty that the initial strategies were meant 
to address. To be ultimately successful the 
city (and in fact the nation) must ensure that 
these renewal strategies give as much 
attention to poverty amelioration as they do 
to revitalization efforts. While dual goals can 
be complimentary when approached together, 
the proper balance of energies is crucial. 
Revitalization that further oppresses the 
disenfranchised simply perpetuates the cycle. 

At the federal level Hope VI (Housing 
Opportunities for People Everywhere) is the 
latest program to promote and support low-
income housing efforts. It focuses on creating 
mixed-income communities as the major 
catalyst for providing better housing and 
opportunities for the poor. Prof. James 
Fraser17 of Vanderbilt University, who has 
written extensively on low and mixed-income 
housing, gives five primary reasons why Hope 
VI and the mixed-income approach have 
gained popularity: 

1.Mixed-income developments can reduce the 
incidence of social problems related to concentrated 
poverty while providing opportunities for low-
income households to gain access to better 
neighborhoods. 

2.It has been used as one mechanism to address 
86,000 of the nation’s 1.2 million public housing 
units that were identified as “severely distressed” 
by the National Commission on Severely Distressed 
Housing in 1989. 

3.It can actually have the effect of building new 
affordable housing units that are integrated into a 
diverse neighborhood. 

4.Cities benefit from neighborhood revitalization and 
economic development outcomes associated with 
mixed-income housing development. 

5.They can play a role in creating a foundational 
environment in which other poverty amelioration 
strategies can be more successful.18 

Although mixed-income strategies can 
theoretically generate these positive 
attributes, it takes a thoughtful, all-inclusive 
approach to realize the possibilities. Mixed-
income housing developments cannot simply 
be approached as “add market rate housing 
and stir.”19 There is no current evidence that 
these policies on their own achieve any 
substantial improvement for the poor. They 
must be just a portion of a greater all-
encompassing approach to poverty 
amelioration in order to hope to see any real 
long-term benefits.  

Can Mixed-Income Housing Work in 
Over-the-Rhine? 

Guidance from HUD states, “mixed-income 
housing is only successful when there is a 
demand for market-rate units, as well as 
affordable units...site selection for mixed-
income housing is driven by marketability 
rather than revitalization goals.”20 At first 
glance, this last part of the statement would 
seem to rule out Over-the-Rhine as Cincinnati 
has unsuccessfully attempted to revitalize the 
area for some time. However this may not be 
a completely accurate assumption. While the 
long-term numbers express a dwindling 
population for Cincinnati, a United Way study 
shows the city itself experiencing a slight 
growth over the past few years.21 Additionally, 
the uniqueness of the community and the 
proximity of amenities (within walking 
distance is the central business district, three 
major sports venues, Music Hall, the Aronoff 
Center, the School for Creative and 
Performing Arts, Findlay Market, and more) 
are what have made it desirable. If mixed-
income is used as just one tool (and not the 
only catalyst) it could be feasible in O-T-R.  

One of the major concerns with the current 
revitalization efforts in O-T-R is displacement. 
The low-income residents who currently live in 
the community are in fear of being pushed 
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aside for higher income residents. This in fact 
is happening. In May 2010, the Cincinnati 
Center City Development Corporation 
(3CDC)22 gave eviction notices to 230 low-
income residents in a building that they plan 
to convert into a hotel. In a recent interview 
Stephen Leeper (president and CEO of 3CDC) 
acknowledged that not all the tenants would 
be relocated within the community. He claims 
that there simply aren’t enough low-income 
units available in the area to prevent 
displacement.23 Yet when trying to get funding 
for new rent subsidized units, the city cites 
the local impaction ordinance that does not 
allow for new low-income housing in “overly 
saturated” areas. These policies, and the 
resulting displacement, go against stated 
goals of the city approved Over-the-Rhine 
Comprehensive Plan of 200224. The end goal 
of this plan is to have 15,000 residents living 
in 7,500 units in O-T-R. In order to prevent 
gentrification, the plan calls for one half of the 
15,000 residents to earn less than 60% of the 
area median income (AMI).25 This results in 
7,500 residents that fall below 60% AMI, with 
another 3,750 earning between 61% and 
100% of AMI. Using the city’s own plan, the 
desired goal by 2022 is to have over 11,000 
residents earning less than the AMI. This is 
well over the total current population of O-T-
R, yet residents are being displaced (and told 
there is no housing available for them in the 
community) so that a developer can build a 
hotel. These forced eviction practices, 
combined with limited relocation options build 
upon the already existing mistrust between 
the “haves” and the “have nots.” They 
enhance the perception that the new 
investment in the neighborhood is not meant 
for the current residents. Displacement 
devalues the already disenfranchised.  

The Over-the-Rhine Comprehensive Plan also 
calls for “central management of the process 
in the community by a development 
corporation that has as its membership the 
many stakeholders that have been working in 
the neighborhood for years, both for profit 
and non-profit, residents and business.”26 The 
Cincinnati Center City Development 
Corporation (3CDC) is filling this role. 
Unfortunately, the governing board does not 
reflect the stated intent of the 2002 plan. Of 
the thirty-five board members, thirty-two are 
governing officers of major local (for profit) 
corporations. One is a vice president with the 
Greater Cincinnati United Way. One is the 

president of the University of Cincinnati. The 
final board member is a city council member 
with ties to a local development company.27 
There are no long-term residents, no local 
small business representatives, no local non-
profit housing agencies, and no community 
activists on the board. The city needs to 
reevaluate the 2002 plan and replace 3CDC 
with a development corporation that reflects 
the original intent. This would go a long way 
towards ensuring that O-T-R’s future reflects 
the needs of all concerned parties. 

Learning from Others 

Cincinnati is not alone in its struggles 
attempting to revitalize its urban core. Around 
the country, cities are attempting to balance 
the revitalization of neighborhoods while 
reducing the risk of displacement for low-
income residents. In 2006, The Urban 
Institute (UI)28 completed a study of six urban 
communities in various stages of 
revitalization.29 These case studies show the 
techniques being used by municipalities and 
non-profit organizations to enable 
neighborhood improvements without 
gentrification.  While every area has its own 
particular set of circumstances, and each city 
had both successes and failures, one stuck out 
as relevant to what is going on in O-T-R 
today. 

Atlanta, Georgia is much like Cincinnati in that 
the large majority of regional residents live 
outside of the city. The poverty rate in the 
urban core is significantly higher than the 
surrounding suburbs. The UI study focused on 
the neighborhood of Reynoldstown, just East 
of Atlanta’s central business district. Much like 
Cincinnati’s more recent efforts, Atlanta began 
revitalization efforts with police crack downs 
on drugs, prostitution and petty crimes like 
loitering in order to make the area more 
attractive for investment. With streets cleaned 
up and buildings rehabbed, new residents 
began to move in. While low-income African 
American families had predominantly 
inhabited the area, the new residents were 
typically childless couples or single 
professionals with a diversity of races and 
sexual orientations. Even with the influx of 
investment and new residents, the community 
did not face the large scale tensions over the 
changing community identity or fears of 
displacement that are seen in Cincinnati. This 
was accomplished through a “current 
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residents first” approach to neighborhood 
revitalization. The Reynoldstown Revitalization 
Corporation (RRC) conducted a needs 
assessment survey six years before any new 
homes were built. They focused on 
rehabilitating 300 units for current residents 
before developing housing for new 
transplants. The RRC was committed to 
proving that they were dedicated to the 
current community before attempting to 
attract new residents.30 

This is a major area of oversight with 
Cincinnati’s efforts in O-T-R. To date, current 
residents are bombarded with community 
improvements meant to attract new, more 
affluent residents while seeing little to no 
changes in their personal housing situation. 
Advocates of the revitalization efforts in O-T-R 
tout the first of its kind, brand new performing 
arts school in the neighborhood, the upcoming 
renovation of the area’s largest park, and 
improved streetscapes as proof of the city’s 
commitment to the neighborhood. Long-term 
residents see two community schools closed 
while the city wide performing arts school is 
built, two community pools closed, a park 
renovation that serves the “desired” residents 
but not the existing ones, and laundry mats 
and convenient stores disappearing and being 
replaced with art galleries and expensive 
furniture stores. Current residents in O-T-R 
have a real fear of being devalued and pushed 
out. 

Another recent study released by the UI 
shows the success of revitalization efforts in 
England that both include and value the 
current residents.31 The United States and 
England have vastly different approaches to 
housing and healthcare, but the Castle Vale 
housing estate in Birmingham, England offers 
some important strategies that could be easily 
adapted for use here. 

Castle Vale has several similarities with Over 
the Rhine. Both are urban communities, with 
Castle Vale being slightly larger at 1.5 square 
miles. Both suffered crime, blight, and a 
feeling of isolation from the city at large. At 
the time of revitalization, both had only a 
fraction of their designed population density. 
Castle Vale used this vacancy rate to its 
advantage. During the periods of demolition 
and construction, residents were offered the 
choice to move outside the estate or to 
relocate on-site while waiting for a renovated 

unit. This devotion to people and attention to 
place is a lesson that Cincinnati can learn 
from.  Existing residents were valued 
throughout the process. From strategy 
meetings, to steering committees, to an 
eventual managing board (made up primarily 
of residents), community members were part 
of the entire process. 

Cincinnati could emulate both the anti-
displacement policies and the community 
involvement strategies used in Castle Vale. 
Over-the-Rhine can become a thriving mixed 
income community. The relatively low 
population of O-T-R (which was designed as a 
high-density neighborhood) creates a unique 
opportunity for mixed-income developments. 
It creates a situation where larger, nicer 
dwelling units can be created and more people 
can be brought into the area without 
displacing anyone. Some city leaders and 
business advocates argue that O-T-R has a 
disproportionate amount of low-income 
residents. There is a desire to spread O-T-R’s 
concentration of poverty into smaller pockets 
throughout the city. The theory of dispersing 
high concentrations of low-income residents 
has a couple of major flaws. First (and most 
importantly) it treats the poor as if they are 
mere pawns on a chess board (somehow less 
than human) to be moved around as society 
sees fit. Second, as Harvard Fellow Alastair 
Smith reported in his 2002 evaluation of 
mixed-income housing, “It can be more cost-
effective to offer supportive services to a large 
concentration of clients with similar needs 
rather than serving clients over a larger 
area.”32 Virtually every evaluation of mixed-
income housing stresses the need for well-
planned, long-term services to assist lower-
income residents to overcome the multiple 
barriers to their economic independence. O-T-
R already has many social service agencies 
located within the area. So creating the 
opportunity for the low-income residents to 
remain in and participate in the new Over-the-
Rhine is both fiscally and socially responsible. 

Architecturally, O-T-R is unique because of its 
historic district designation and the design of 
the buildings that make up the area. While the 
narrow floor plans of many of the buildings 
make them difficult to divide into modern 
apartments, they do create some interesting 
opportunities to investigate alternative 
housing types such as the shared housing33 
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model that has been used by people such as 
Teddy Cruz.34  

In the community of San Y sidro, California 
(along the Mexico border) Cruz, along with the 
non-profit developer Casa Familiar, has 
implemented shared housing strategies to 
increase density while lowering expenses for 
low-income families. Balancing private space 
and shared areas (such as kitchens) has 
proven to be a successful way to improve the 
living conditions for families while limiting 
expenses. With this approach, population 
density is approached as “social 
choreography” rather mere bulk.35 

The urban environment and mixed-use nature 
of O-T-R make it compatible with the micro-
business approaches of Michael Pyatok.36 
Pyatok Architects has been involved in many 
low and mixed-income developments in the 
Oakland, California area. The designs include 
small street-front spaces that can be used by 
residents (at minimal expense) to foster new 
income possibilities. This often includes zoning 
changes that allow for “rich mixes of land 
uses, not just within the same district or 
block, but even the same building and 
dwelling.” Pyatok writes, “The intimate mix of 
these uses --- rental and homeownership, 
single family with industrial or light 
manufacturing, etc.--- is critical to the 
survival of lower-income households because 
the sources of income can be as much at the 
level of the family as at the level of the 
neighborhood or region. This mixing reduces 
dependency on the larger economy for 
employment, and on transportation to get 
goods and services, a critical savings for 
households with limited income.”37 These 
tactics address not only housing, but 
economic and social equality issues as well. 
We must empower social and economic equity 
in the neighborhood to ensure that low-
income families have opportunities to 
participate in the hoped for success of the 
region. 

These lessons from other revitalization 
attempts show that community involvement 
and an all-encompassing approach are vital to 
the success revitalization goals. One 
shortcoming of the less successful attempts at 
mixed-income housing is a lack of this 
community involvement. The current 
population must be given real empowerment 
from the outset to promote positive 

neighborhood effects.38 Community coalitions 
must be developed and given real authority to 
guide the direction of their neighborhood. 
Neighborhood representatives need to be 
included from the very early stages of the 
planning process. Their role and their power 
must be very clear from the outset. 
Community meetings held after the fact are 
unproductive and often prove to show the 
residents how little their input really matters, 
furthering a sense of non-control over their 
environment.  

Cincinnati began on a path of community 
involvement with the inclusion of many 
residents, activists, non-profits, and business 
leaders in the planning process of the 2002 
comprehensive plan. This was quickly 
sidetracked when this plan was completed and 
implemented without giving the community or 
contributors an opportunity to vote on it. The 
resulting plan gives the community no real 
authority over its direction and the 
implementation strategies are vague. A 
microcosm of this type of incomplete 
involvement can be seen in planning process 
of Washington Park (the largest community 
green space in the area). The city, through 
3CDC, hired a planning firm to come up with a 
redesign of Washington Park. There were 
invitations for community input, but when a 
design was finally prepared it lacked the 
features most important to the community. A 
meeting to review the design turned into more 
of a protest than a consensus building 
exercise. In the end residents left 
disheartened that they could have any real 
say in the process. If a panel was created 
from the outset, made up of residents, 
business leaders and city representatives, 
with each given real power, a design could 
have been realized that addressed everyone’s 
needs and left the residents knowing that they 
had an impact on the future of their 
community.  

Conclusions 

The Over-the-Rhine Comprehensive Plan 
needs to be updated and treated as policy 
rather than mere guidance. It needs clear 
benchmarks where community and business 
leaders can convene to evaluate the 
neighborhood’s progression and direction. As 
circumstances change, the path of the 
neighborhood can be adjusted to meet current 
conditions. This would also create 
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opportunities to monitor the success of 
strategies and ensure that the community’s 
progress is consistent with the intent of the 
plan. 

Over-the-Rhine has a rich history of people 
and buildings. The latter makes revitalization 
more difficult due to the expense of rehabbing 
historically registered structures. Difficulty is 
also increased by the country’s current 
financial situation and a long standing distrust 
between the community’s low-income 
residents and local government. However, 
these obstacles should be seen as an 
opportunity to show how best practices from 
around the world can be combined to create a 
complete vision for O-T-R.  

A multifaceted approach is necessary to 
achieve an equitable, financially viable 
neighborhood. Housing cannot be addressed 
independently. It must be coupled with social 
and economic opportunities to achieve any 
real success. A current residents first, zero 
displacement approach must be adopted to 
heal the wounds of disenfranchisement within 
the community. If followed by inclusionary 
planning, implementation and oversight 
policies, the residents can be empowered to 
guide the vision for not just neighborhood 
revitalization, but community rejuvenation.  
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organized by Tom Dutton from Center for 
Community Engagement at Miami University that 
featured James Fraser and Michael Nelson (Authors 
of “Can Mixed Income Development Ameliorate 
Concentrated Poverty). 

20 United States, 2003, p. 11. 

21 United Way, 2008, p. 18. 

22 3CDC is the acronym for Cincinnati Center City 
Development Corporation. 3CDC is a 501(c) 3, tax-
exempt, private, non-profit corporation. Its stated 
mission and strategic focus is to strengthen the core 
assets of downtown by revitalizing and connecting 
the Fountain Square District, the Central Business 
District and Over-the-Rhine (OTR). 
http://www.3cdc.org 

23 Leeper, 2010. Information obtained from an 
interview with Stephen Leeper aired on the program 
“Impact Cincinnati,” broadcast on the local NPR 
radio affiliate on 11FEB2010. 

24 The Over-the-Rhine Comprehensive Plan is 244 
page document created to guide the future 
revitalization of O-T-R. It was accomplished through 
a collaboration of residents, city officials, and 
community and business leaders. 

25 City of Cincinnati, 2002 p. 49 

                                                                      
26 City of Cincinnati, 2002, p. 1 

27 Information obtained from the 3CDC website. 
http://www.3cdc.org/who-we-are/board-of-
directors/ 

28 The Urban Institute is a center that conducts 
independent nonpartisan analysis of the problems 
facing America's cities and their residents. The 
center was created in 1968 upon the 
recommendation of a commission of that had been 
put together by President Johnson in the mid-
1960’s. 

29 Levy, 2006 

30 Levy, 2006, p. 33-42 

31 Levy, 2010 

32 Smith, 2002, p. 25 

33 Shared housing is a situation in which two or 
more unrelated persons live together as a "family of 
choice" where each has some private space (usually 
a bedroom) while sharing common areas such as 
kitchen, living and dining rooms and outside yard 
areas. 
http://extension.missouri.edu/publications/DisplayP
ub.aspx?P=GG13 

34 Teddy Cruz is currently an Associate Professor in 
public culture and urbanism in the Visual Arts 
Department at UCSD in San Diego. Teddy Cruz has 
been recognized internationally in collaboration with 
community-based nonprofit organizations such as 
Casa Familiar for its work on housing and its 
relationship to an urban policy more inclusive of 
social and cultural programs for the city. 
http://visarts.ucsd.edu/node/view/491/321 

35 Cruz, 2005 

36 Mike Pyatok has been an architect and professor 
of architectural design for more than 40 years. 
Since starting his practice in 1984, Mike has 
designed more than 35,000 units of affordable 
housing in California, Washington, and Arizona, as 
well as master planning communities in Hawaii, the 
Philippines, and Malaysia. 

37 Pyatok, 1996 

38 Fraser and Kick, 2007, p. 2369 
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Revitalization Without 
Gentrification: A New 
Housing Paradigm 

 

The Process 

The journey from the thesis paper to the 
thesis project was an eventful one. After 
presenting the paper, a major question was, 
“How can you address this architecturally?” 

The predominant theme from successful 
revitalization efforts highlighted in my thesis 
was one of “current residents first.” I used 
this a catalyst to direct my design project. I 
thought it most appropriate to design housing 
to meet the needs of the current residents to 
counter-balance the influx of housing for the 
city’s desired, higher-income residents. I 
chose to seek housing needs that were not 
currently being met by existing affordable 
housing in the region. When investigating the 
current available housing, I saw a need for 
both multi-generational and shared housing 
models. 

Housing types being decided, I sought a site 
located within the current zone of 
gentrification. This was important to help the 
current community retain of foothold in its 
own neighborhood. With the available sites in 
this zone, a large site (bordered by Race St. 
and Pleasant St. on the East and West, and 
15th St. to the South) offered the greatest 
possibilities. 

Early design efforts focused on maximizing 
the possible density on the site. These design 
attempts featured as many as 50 units with 
up to 120 bedrooms. In order to accomplish 
this density the development would have been 
four stories tall with a parking garage. Race 

and 15th Streets would have retail on the 
ground level. 

While working on the design details of this 
solution, I ran into difficulties maintaining 
equitability between units. My high-density 
plans required double loaded corridors. This 
gave some units street views and some 
courtyard views. This discrepancy led to 
designs that eliminated internal hallways and 
double loaded corridors. Now all units would 
have both street and courtyard frontage. The 
downside was that this new system required 
many more stairs and elevators, driving up 
the cost. 

When dealing with the frustrations of these 
design dilemmas, I walked the neighborhood 
for inspiration. What I found was 
discouraging. Neither the size nor density of 
my plans fit the context of the area. After 
taking a closer look at the surrounding 
building typologies, I chose to spend a couple 
of days creating a completely new design 
solution for my site. What I ended up with 
was a series of townhouse type units that 
addressed the differences between the 
context of Race and Pleasant Streets.  

This new design eliminated the need for costly 
parking structures and elevators and matched 
the density of surrounding buildings. The new 
design went from 50 units to 17 units, and 
from 120 bedrooms to 57 bedrooms. Worried 
about the efficacy of reducing my originally 
planned density, I did some basic cost 
comparisons. I found that the new design 
would be less than half the cost of the original 
plan. Per unit and per bedroom it was 
significantly more cost effective also. With all 
of these aspects leaning in favor of the new 
proposal, I decided on the lower-density 
option. 

The Final Design 

Pleasant St. is a narrow, primarily residential 
street. My proposal positions multi-
generational, ADA accessible units along this 
lower traffic street. The ten two-story 
townhouses fronting Pleasant St. are set back 
from the street a few feet further than is 
typical. This setback allows for generous 
stoops and small planting areas that delineate 
public from private spaces. 
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Race St. features larger scale, four bedroom, 
shared housing situated atop small retail 
spaces. The first floor retail fits the context of 
the busier Race St. and creates income-
generating space for the development and 
possibly tenants. The two story living units 
above the retail each have private entrances 
on Race St. The open plan living areas in 
these units feature generous proportions as 
they are designed to accommodate two small 
single parent families each. 

Both Race and Pleasant St. units feature 
access directly to the parking court in the 
center of the site. Pleasant St. townhomes 
feature small back porches and semi-public 
backyards. Race St. units have 200sf decks on 
the rear of the units to offer private outdoor 
space for each unit. 

I anchored the southeast corner of the site 
with a four-story office building. The first floor 
provides office space for the housing agency 
that would run this development. There is also 
a Laundromat to service both tenants and 
other residents of the neighborhood. The 
second and third floors offer spec office space 
for rent. The top floor would be used as a 
community meeting space that features a 
generous terrace that overlooks the 
community. 

The Review 

The review process highlighted some 
deficiencies in my plan. My proposal allowed 
for a green space on the southwest corner of 
the site, intended to allow a small swath of 
green for the community and neighbors. It 
came to light that this gesture needed more 
planning and consideration. 

There were also concerns with my parking 
court. Reviewers did not seem confident that 
this court could serve the dual purpose of 
parking and play area as currently laid out. 
Possible solutions varied from simply adding 
more trees to providing covered parking with 
patios above.  

Another point of contention was the aesthetics 
I chose and the types and placement of 
fenestrations. I approached these aspects 
through the lens of the historic district 
guidelines. I followed the guidelines’ 
parameters for material selection and window 
types. I then carefully chose where I would 

push the envelope. While I felt the buildings 
successfully related to the surrounding historic 
buildings without mimicking them, the 
reviewers seemed to prefer a less contextual 
approach. It has been suggested that I could 
have started “way out there” and pulled back 
designs to meet the districts guidelines, 
verses beginning with the guidelines as I did. 
In the end, you have to pick and choose 
where you are going to challenge the local 
regulations (parking, density, unit types, 
funding, aesthetic choices). If I fought all of 
them, there would have been a critique for 
ignoring the realities. Even though I tried to 
strategically pick when and where I would 
create challenges, you always run the risk 
that others will disagree with your choices. 

Where to go from here 

If I were to continue this project, I would 
investigate ways to enhance the parking 
court. I am still of the belief that this can be a 
dual purpose space. I would also give extra 
attention to the green space on the southeast 
corner. This needs added consideration to 
become more than just a swath of grass. 

I would also like to focus more on the finances 
of what it would take to build and fund this 
project. I specifically designed it in a way that 
could be built in phases and by smaller 
construction firms. The majority of the project 
is two or three stories allowing for either wood 
or steel framing. It could possibly even be 
used as a training site help local residents 
learn construction trades. 

I learned a great deal during this final school 
project and hope to bring the lessons learned 
here into my professional career. It was a 
great (albeit often frustrating) experience! 
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