
Scan for more resources 
on this topic

ESCAPING THE 
HOUSING TRAP



“The prevailing pattern of development 
is making North American cities and 
towns weak and fragile. 

We seek to change that.”



What can be done to provide 
housing to people in places where 
that housing has become scarce, 
expensive, and hotly contested?







CORE MESSAGE

 Our current path, meant as a 
means of securing prosperity for 

all, has unwittingly trapped us in a 
system that is incapable of building 

lasting prosperity 



CORE CONVICTION

Local and iterative actions are the 
best approach to gradually create 

and sustain local prosperity



CORE PRINCIPLE

No neighborhood should be 
subject to radical change 

No neighborhood should be 
exempt from change



PREDICAMENT

While we mobilize, we will 
seemingly be part of a worsening 
problem and the housing relief 
won’t immediately materialize



NORTH STAR

The traditional development 
pattern offers a reliable path to 

freedom 
from the housing trap



Agriculture Trap



Policy, subsidies, and a flurry of construction resulted in a dramatically simplified 

method of building out cities (the Suburban Experiment)

WE TRADED COMPLEXITY AND 

ADAPTABILITY FOR GROWTH AND 

PREDICTABILITY



Complex Complicated



1870s

Urbanization

Notice the mix 
of sizes & uses 

1. Complexity
2. Lot coverage
3. Incremental 

growth & 
adaptation Lot coverage

Incremental growth

Complexity 



1929-1939



“We have taken 
another important step 
toward the ending of 
deflation which was 
rapidly depriving many 
millions of farm and 
home owners from the 
title and equity to their 
property.”

- Franklin D. 
Roosevelt
Home Owners Loan Act of 
1933 

1933



WORLD WAR II

“Were the war to end suddenly….there would be ushered 
in the greatest period of unemployment and industrial 

dislocation which any economy has ever faced.” 
Paul Samuelson (1943)



Make it easier for more people to 
borrow more money to pay more 
for housing. 

Lending term increased

Land opened up with 
assurances of services 
and deterrence of 
alternatives

Highway spending 
unlinked from local 
budgets



LEVITTON, NY

1947-1951

AN EXCEPTIONAL 
GROWTH MACHINE



1897

FRESNO, CA



1909



1922



1934



1946



1958



1970



1983



1995



2010







Cash Reserves ⬇ ➡ Bonds ⬇ ➡ 
Insolvency
“We have lost sight of what it takes to build 
lasting prosperity”



Scan for more resources 
on this topic



The Traditional Development Pattern
Concentration of activity and 
prosperity-building opportunities

City of Delta Archives - Original Ladner Platte - Used with 
Permission



City of Delta Archives - Aerial Ladner - Used with 
Permission

The Traditional Development Pattern
Ongoing adaptation to local pressure – 
accepting incremental change and ensuring 
greater financial opportunity through proximity



Strangling Exclusion & Rolling Blight
Our neighbourhoods are changing: will they
become more exclusive and expensive or 
inclusive and diverse?



Complex systems have means of correction that 
bring you up and down through the equilibrium 
zone with quite a bit of frequency

The suburban experiment is marked by 
resistance to change, exclusion by class, and 
mandatory car ownership



$3.6 million/acre
601 W Holly St
(0.48 acres)

14,034/acre Annual Property Tax 



$8.1 million/acre
1021 N State St
(0.24 acres)

62,913/acre Annual Property Tax 

VA
CA

NT



$12.7 million/acre
109 W Holly St
(0.06 acres)

49,308/acre Annual Property Tax 

VA
CA

NT



$13 million/acre
702 W Holly St
(0.24 acres)

101,404/acre Annual Property Tax 

VA
CA

NT



$10.5 million/acre
1311 Cornwall
(0.16 acres)

40,792/acre Annual Property Tax 



$2.9 million/acre
1312 Lakeway Dr
(0.33 acres)

11,286/acre Annual Property Tax 



$2.3 million/acre
2410 James St
(2.3 acres)

9,092/acre Annual Property Tax 



$1.8 million/acre
4125 Arctic Ave
(18.62 acres)

6,918/acre Annual Property Tax 



4125 Arctic Ave
    18.62 acres

$33 million site

$1.8 million/acre

109 W Holly St
   0.06 acres

$760,394 site

$13 million/acre

How can we improve a $33 million property to be worth a 
comparable $238 million?   



Complex systems have means of correction that 
bring you up and down through the equilibrium 
zone with quite a bit of frequency



The human body can withstand injury 
because individual cells die easily and are 
replaced; for the same reason, muscles can 
grow stronger in response to stress (the 
point of an intense workout). 

Similarly, an antifragile city is one 
subjected to constant small stresses, one 
whose leaders (both civic and private sector) 
make small experiments that aren’t 
catastrophic when they fail. 

“Fail early and fail often" is the mantra of 
the antifragile.

“In a good organic system,
 things fail early and fail frequently”



Housing as Shelter
- All housing types in 

rapid (fluid) response to local need
- Change increases opportunities

Housing as Investment
- Predictable financial units predicated on 

persistent scarcity to maximize value
- Change threatens bottom line



Hope?



S&P CoreLogic Case-Shiller U.S. National Home Price Index

“Crash”

“Recovery”“Bubble”

“Correction”



S&P CoreLogic Case-Shiller U.S. National Home Price Index

“Crash”

“Recovery”“Bubble”

“Correction”

Complex systems have means of correction that 
bring you up and down through the equilibrium 
zone with quite a bit of frequency



Who benefits from high house prices?
•Local governments

•State governments

•Federal Government

•Existing homeowners

•Banks & insurance companies

•Developers & Contractors

•Land speculators

•Realtors

•Pension Funds

•Renters
•The Poor

Who Doesn’t?





“The development industry is not choosing to 
build only for the rich because that’s better, they 
are behaving exactly the way we would expect 
any industry to respond to an artificial cap on their 
production volume. 

The same thing would happen in the auto 
industry: if we limited Toyota to only 100,000 cars 
per year, they might well choose to keep the 
Lexus and scrap the Camry, even though, at 
volume, the Camry is more profitable.”

Rick Jacobus, “Why Aren’t We Building Middle 
Income Housing?” (Shelterforce, 2017)





Reform zoning laws to allow for a greater 
diversity of housing types and densities, which 
can increase the supply of entry-level housing

Foster a community of incremental developers who 
can build the necessary housing across 
neighborhoods

Local governments must utilize their financing tools 
to support the development of entry-level housing 
units 



LOWER THE BAR OF ENTRY



“This is the building block or ladder of prosperity 
and we've taken that lower rung off”

LOWER THE BAR OF ENTRY



REMOVE AVERSIONS TO 
COMPLEX ADAPTATION

- Mandatory parking minimums 
- Mandatory minimum lot sizes
- Building codes that forbid cheaper 
and better ways of designing 
buildings  
(ex. single stair)

- Design requirements that do the 
same (ex. Low floor-area ratios x lot 
coverage ratios)

- Uncertainty and delay in the 
development approval process



● A minimum amount of regulatory friction to 
increase housing density (9am to Noon)

● Approval to build to next increment OR seek 
permission to skip increments

LEGALIZE  NEXT 
INCREMENT BY RIGHT



Lower the Bar of Entry

LEGALIZE THE NEXT 
INCREMENT BY RIGHT



ELIMINATE PARKING MINIMUMS



ELIMINATE PARKING MINIMUMS



ADOPT AN ADU ORDINANCE.
NORMALIZE LENDING FOR ADUs



ADOPT AN ADU ORDINANCE.
NORMALIZE LENDING FOR ADUs



ADOPT AN ADU ORDINANCE.
REMOVE MINIMUM LOT SIZES



ADOPT AN ADU ORDINANCE.ALLOW RESIDENTIAL IN 
“COMMERCIAL” AREAS



ADOPT AN ADU ORDINANCE.
ALLOW RETAIL & SERVICES IN 
“RESIDENTIAL” AREAS



Reform zoning laws to allow for a greater diversity 
of housing types and densities, which can increase 
the supply of entry-level housing

Foster a community of incremental developers 
who can build the necessary housing across 
neighborhoods

Local governments must utilize their financing tools 
to support the development of entry-level housing 
units 



GROW AN ECOSYSTEM OF 
LOCAL DEVELOPERS



LOWER THE BAR OF ENTRY



REMOVE GUESSWORK



REMOVE GUESSWORK



REDUCE “DISCRETIONARY” 
REVIEWS WITH AS-OF-RIGHT 
APPROVALS



Reform zoning laws to allow for a greater diversity 
of housing types and densities, which can increase 
the supply of entry-level housing

Foster a community of incremental developers who 
can build the necessary housing across 
neighborhoods

Local governments must utilize their financing 
tools to support the development of entry-level 
housing units 



FUND MANY SMALL BETS

Funding and support for contractor 
training

Predevelopment and technical 
assistance. The City partners with a 
community development financial 
institution to help with small 
developers' pre-development costs.

Reduced land price based on 
affordability. Builders purchasing 
from the City land bank get up to a 75 
percent reduced price based on 
affordable housing units provided.







www.strongtowns.org/housing

Questions, complaints, rebuttals?


