
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



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



1870s

Traditional Development

Notice the mix 
of sizes & uses 

1. Complexity
2. Lot coverage
3. Incremental 

growth & 
adaptation Lot coverage

Incremental growth

Complexity 



“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



2010







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



What have 
we done? 
We have traded a robust 
incremental approach 
for a complicated and 
fragile pattern of 
suburban-style 
development



Is your place a good party?



Suburban 
Experiment

Traditional 
Development Pattern



The Suburban Experiment
A radical departure from the traditional 
development pattern

Perpetual adolescence



The Suburban Experiment
Entire neighbourhoods built all at once 
to a finished state



Growth Ponzi Scheme

The costs of existing housing
Low taxes and user fees in ‘good 
years’ results in inadequate reserves



Traditional Development Pattern
Assemblies of (increasingly) 
independent neighbourhoods



Traditional Development Pattern
Incremental responses to local 
pressure capitalizing on proximity

City of Delta Archives - Aerial Ladner - Used with 
Permission



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

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



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



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



We have traded a robust incremental 
approach for a complicated and fragile 
pattern of suburban-style development

Expectations
- water, sewage, 
garbage, fire, police, 
schools, bussing
- easy (rapid) access to 
amenities and substitutes in 
home (gym, coffee bar, pool)

Political Demands
- low taxes per acre
- “equal” services



Change in 
Development Pattern
“We have lost sight of 
what it takes to build 
lasting prosperity”

State Street Must 
Serve as a Platform for 
Building Wealth
Concentration vs. 
dilution has massive 
impact



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



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



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

•Homeowners

•Banks & insurance companies

•Developers & contractors

•Land speculators

•Realtors

•Pension Funds

• Renters
• The Poor

Who Doesn’t?





Reform zoning laws to increase the supply of 
entry-level housing

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

Use local government financing tools to support the 
development of entry-level housing units 



REFORM ZONING LAWS



REFORM ZONING LAWS



REFORM ZONING LAWS
Perpetual adolescence



“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

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

Perpetual adolescence



● 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



ELIMINATE PARKING MINIMUMS



● Road (and stroad) expansions encourage 
greenfield development.

● Prioritizing walkable spaces and reducing road 
projects drives infill development.

MATCH TRANSPORTATION 
GOALS WITH HOUSING GOALS



ADOPT AN ADU ORDINANCE.
NORMALIZE LENDING FOR ADUs



ADOPT AN ADU ORDINANCE.
REMOVE MINIMUM LOT SIZES



GROW AN ECOSYSTEM OF 
LOCAL DEVELOPERS



LOWER THE BAR OF ENTRY



REMOVE GUESSWORK



REMOVE GUESSWORK



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



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?


