INCLUSIVE HOUSING PROGRAMS

AT THE CORE
OF THE
PROBLEM
EXAMPLES OF INCLUSIVE PROGRAMS
TO REASSESS THE CONCEPT OF URBAN
HOMESTEADING

the
importance
of being
homesteader
There’s a story of Homesteading
movement in USA. It’s a story of
important achievements in urban renewal
and redevelopment. It’s a story in which
homesteading programs, issued in many
cities in the States, have been at the same
time a chance for low income families to
achieve their right to dwelling, and on the
other to restore tax productivity in those
neighborhood affected by decline and
abandonment.

Beneath this story, many others, though.
These are made by fights and struggles,
mostly without a happy end. Different
stories, where the protagonists are the
urgency and even the desperation of poor
people in need for a home. Urgency,
because housing issues involve more than
economic aspects of daily life; it deals with
the security and stability required so that
individuals can move beyond focusing on
basic daily survival needs. Desperation,
because this story doesn’t come without
tragedy. The problem of affordable housing
speaks mainly about real people, not
economical financial abstractions. Squatting,
homelessness, vacancy shouldn’t be seen as
the diseases urban homesteading is meant to
solve, but rather as symtomps of a broader
problem unfolding the whole history of
United States.

housing is
not only a
matter of
money
More can be done in assessing more
inclusive and comprehensive goals to each
of the actors involved in such programs.
How can we improve homesteading? Is
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there something we can learn from different
experiences for affordable housing? Looking
to different strategies in different contexts
doesn’t pretend to find solutions ready-touse, because it comes with its limitations
in number of examples, incompleteness of
argumentation and estrangement from U.S.
context. Looking trough these experiences
throughout the world tries to give the chance
to point back the spotlight onto the core
of the problem. Housing problem can not
restrict itself to a matter of economies, but as
well of sustenance and quality of life. Surely
a building can be monetized; a dwelling
can’t, because it embodies a primary basic
need for people’s daily sustenance.
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Land value, tax income or financial models
aren’t enough to circumscribe the topic.
Themes like sustainable models of building,
social mix, health and social services have
to implemented. In this way this short
collection of case studies - awarded by
independent housing research foundations
- gives an overview of several topics, often
underestimated (or completely forgotten)
by the debate concerning inclusive housing
models.
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housing first,
dwelling
then
Another aim of this research is to show
how housing issue can not be delegated.
Communitarian models and social
aggregation should be the actual engine for
solving the problem. The most affecting
and successful experiences are those which
push for a collective dimension among the
individuals involved in the program.

At this point, if a new input has to be given
to Urban Homesteading movement, several
milestones are identified. The core message
is that homesteading model has not to
become a real estate model, and that the first
step to be accomplished is self-organization
and aggregation of the people who needs
housing, as the community can bear
challenges that an individual couldn’t.
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CASE STUDIES |
North America
1 | Sunflower Way 			

| New York City (NY)

2 | Programme de Vivienda

| Xalapa (Mexico)

3 | Walker Landing 			

| Hayward (CA)

4 | 990 Polk street			

| San Francisco (CA)

5 | Street to Homes 			

| Toronto (Canada)

Europe
6 | Poetic Freedom 			
8

| Rotterdam (NL)

7 | Building partnership to Eradicate Poverty
						| Poland (PL)
8 | Lighthouse Wien			

| Wien (A)

					

1. Sunflower Way				
Intention
ContexT		
			
			

USA 4. 990 Polk street
USA
ENERGY EFFICIENT, affordable housing Intention
housing + services For low-income
			elderly with health and mental problems
POP.: 1.400.000
BRONX NEW YORK
Context		
Tenderloin San francisco pop.: 750.000
Sharp decline in population, livable housing, and the quality of
			
			

life in since the 1970’s.

TOpics of discussion
Sunflower Way is a project that is designed to be social and environmental sustainable, and
provides first-time homeowners a long term benefit that goes beyond a subsidized purchase.
It demonstrates how energy-efficient technologies
	can be applied with minimal finances trough high
		performance design into affordable housing.
The project is financed trough the New York City Housing Partnership and NYC
Department of Housing Preservation and Development’s New Homes Program. Nos
Quedamos was the community sponsor – providing an opportunity for a local communitybased organization to be involved in the planning and marketing of the project. Low
mortgage rates have meant that families with low incomes can afford to buy one of these
houses. One of the innovative aspect of this project is the incorporation of three apartments
together, two for rent as well as the owner’s apartment wich provides the owner monthly
rent, what is the base of financial sustainability. The owner can use this rental income to
secure mortgage, enabling the lower income to be a first-time home-owner. More than half
of the available houses included in this project, were guarenteed to neighborhood residents.
An important aspect to prevent exclusion of neighborhood residents that have lived in the
area for decades.

2. Programa de Vivienda Popular
Intention		
Modern urban housing
			community savings

MEXICO
using 		

District with highest crime and poverty rate + many low income
with physical and/or mental health needs.

Topics of discussion
It is difficult for low income to fund their basic needs such as housing, food and medication.
The Tenderloin Neighborhood Development Corporation (TNDC) dedicates their buildings
to the vulnerable , included disables, mentally ill and HIV positive residents. Their program
inludes services, supporting activities and amenities targeted to meet their specific needs,
making urban space and social life more accessible and affordable.
The subsidy for thsis program is based on the premise
	that if homeless people are housed, they will require
	fewer health and other public services, and the 		
	saVings derived there, can be used to subsidize the
	rents.
The task of this program was to put in place an inclusive process involving the most
neglected and vulnerable social strata within the daily social life, avoiding overcrowding
specific structures, such as hospitals and rehabbing community, divorced from the social
context. The inclusivity of the urban context becomes in this manner the actual core of the
intervention. Implementation of retail spaces for small-scale economic activities moreover
gives an ulterior help to promote a more sustainable and inclusive quality of life. The
success of the project led to starts other 12 similar experiences, becoming a pilot-project
assessing broader scales than local.

POP.: 6.000.000
			45% live in the main urban zones, has a high poverty level, and
			
the housing stock is of very poor quality.

5. Street to Homes				
CANADA
Intention
Permanent housinG + support
			to solve homelessnes issue
Context		
Toronto 			
pop.: 2.500.000

Topics of discussion

			5.000 homeless every night, of wich 800 are sleeping on the
			streets.

Context		

XALAPA Velacruz

Community based organization UCISV-VER, developed an incremental housing program
that combines resources from participating families with traditional joint saving schemes
and micro-credit, to help families who have no access to formal credit, to build new houses
or improve their existing accommodation. The families are involved in the design process of
their homes and training is provided in self-help construction methods. Development of the
saving capacity is an important element of the program.
	It is called money pooling. community based
	collective saving.
The program is operates in two parts: the first part is organizing the payment for the
land using savings of several families and the second part for the incremental housing
construction. During the saving period each family designs his/her house in collaboration
with an architect through several community workshops. During these workshops they learn
the basics of construction and self-help. The program sustained emphasis on neighborhood
improvement and social production of modern urban housing using traditional communal
savings. Construction trainings skills and providing micro loans enabled some of the
population to earn an improved living in the construction trade what generates economical
sustainability and social sustainability within the community.

Topics of discussion
The Street to Homes (S2H) program gives the client to choice to choose the most fitting
house for his preferences and needs.

Microcredit is the extension of very small loans to
impoverished borrowers who typically lack collat	
	eral, steady employment and a verifiable credit 		
	hIstory.

	a GREAT EFFORT PUT INTO ENSURING THAT FOLLOW-UP 		
SUPPORT IS AVAILABLE FOR THE CLIENT AND LANDLORD SO
THAT ANY PROBLEM EXPERIENCED ARE ADDRESSED IN THE
EARLY STAGES.

3. WALKER LANDING		
USA
Intention		
affective housing possibilities
			For low-income families
Context		
Hayward california	
POP.: 144.200

S2H has is most innovative feature in being a versatile, custom and tailored-on-clients
program. The process is set up in 7 steps:
1.

			Low number of homeowners, because a lack of affordable
			
housing for low income families and overcrowded rental units.

TOpics of discussion

A not-for-profit housing provider, called Eden housing, setled in california, provides
high quality affordable homes for vurnerable households and helps to improve the life
opportunities of low income residents, by organizing a ‘resident services pogram’. The
Walker Landing project provides 78 affordable dwellings, estabilished on a former pickle
plant. This land was provided for a for-profit developer that was required to provide
affordable housing according to inclusionary housing policies.
	Inclusionary housing policies require market rate
	homebuilders to set aside a specific percentage of
units in a new development for affordable housing.
Taking into account a context affected by scarcity of public funds, the Walker Landing
project is a successful case study for affordable houses to low-income families. As well it
achieves important results in terms of environmental issues, for one of its main purposes
is the converting of a polluted soil into a pleasant and vibrant neighborhood and propose a
sustainable housing typology. Neighbor social activities are implemented and encouraged, in
a way to promote the quality of life, in terms of children education, crime preservation and
social support.

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

S2H staff itself takes the initiative to contact the eligible candidate. In so doing
the Institution has an active important role in recruiting the clients, in a way to
solve immediately the first issue, that is housing the homeless. However the
decision of joining the program is up to the candidate.
Only when the client decide to apply bureaucracy starts. Demographics 		
information are gathered and contact with S2H staff is given.
S2H staff develop housing options for the client.
S2H staff help the client take care of outstanding issues, such as her/his income
support arrangement and outstanding work orders on the housing unit
S2H staff accompany the client to see housing units.
Once an appropriate housing unit is found that the client likes, the lease is signed.
Finally, a joint meeting takes place involving the client, the “street outreach
counsellor” who has been working with the client thus far and the new “follow-up
support worker” who will be providing follow-up support to the client.

Despite of the most of policies and programs that stop their goal in easing and restraining
the issues, Toronto aims high, focusing on finding solutions to rather than dealing with
systematic problems. Homelessness is seen as an issue that doesn’t affect the mere
individual living, but concerns the whole urban society. The mind-set of tax-productivity
first approach is upset. Some community groups throughout Toronto now feel that there
is an adequate response to the homeless issues impacting them and business groups are
increasingly supportive of the approach as they witness concrete results.

6. Klus-houses			
The netherlands
Intention		refurbishment of delipated housing, 		
			based on community building
			effort to increase home-ownership.
Context		
Spangen rotterdam 	pop.: 1.000.000
			
			
			

One of the most poorest urban neighorhoods in the Netherlands.
It become the city’s drug dealing center and was recognized as a
‘no-go’ area a high percentage low income residents.

topics of discussion

In order to address the severe social and economic problems in the neighborhood the
municipality decided to give an old, dilapidated apartment block away for free, on condition
that the new the new owners met the cost of renovation of the architecturally valuable
building and continued to live in their renovated home for at least two years. The apartment
block houses 40 participating households.

The foundation provides several workshops 		
	which provide general education as well as skill
	training, that gives the opportunity to create 		
	employment and serve to improve the environmental
quality and increase biodiversity.
The result of the provided trainings programs is the self sufficiency of each community.
The income to run the house comes from economic activities is carried out by the residents
themselves.
Those who have a steady income pay rent; those who
do not earn an income contribute their labor.

8. Lighthouse wien		
AUSTRIA
Intention		
refurbhisment of buildings 			
			based on environmental 		
			sustainable principles to provide

The buyers are responsible together for the 		
improvement to the level set by an investigation and
	also in an approach of collective contracting.

			housing for vurnerable.

The base is the casco of the building is upgraded to a new building level throughout the
contribution of all households. This collective approach reduces building costs. After having
reached this level, all households are allowed to design their house their own way with the
help of the architect. These ensure that the user want cheap or expensive.

			mental issues.

The project is an example of so called collective
	private assignment.
The collaborative working method developed by the residents and architects in the project
demonstrated that it is possible to renovate a dilapidated block without the intervention
of a housing company. This project shows that a relatively small project can make a big
difference in how an area is perceived and the wider population’s attitude towards it.

Context		
wien			
Pop.: 1.600.000
			City with a high rate of homeless inhabitants with health and
Topics of Discussion
The Lighthouse Wien project has made use of a 19th century building what was I a very
bad state, to provide permanent housing for homeless persons living with drug addiction
problems, HIV and AIDS and/or mental health problems. The building was leased at no
charge by the owner, who did not have the finances to renovate the building. The funds for
the project came from different sources. A subsidy from the Cityof Vienna paid for sound
insulation, adaptations for disabled accessibility and connection to the district heating
scheme, amounting to 28 per cent of the total. The rest was financed by Lighthouse Wien,
loans and the owner of the building. The refurbishment includes the installation of new
windows, heat and sound insulation, refurbishment of the street façade, use of passive and
active solar systems and water- and energysaving systems. Through thoughtful design and
the help of volunteers during the renovation, costs were kept significantly low.
With a focus on the preservation of health through
	substitution and HIV therapy, the project provides
	residents a wide range of medical and social support
	services as well as training opportunities.
Usually, the substantial problems are the main cause of drug addiction. These problems
must first be solved, in order to start a stable life. The project provides solutions by giving
them housing, training opportunities, social and medical support. The beauty of the
residence, trough well designed plans, encourages the clients to stabilize more likely and
take care of it. The energy sufficient and personal approach of the project, led to social and
environmental sustainability.

7. Building partnership to Eradicate Poverty
POLAND
Intention		
house, support and train,		
			destitue and socially marginalized
			people.

Context	 	nationwide.

			
After the fall of the communist system, many individuals
			
were unable to cope with the independent form of living
			
required, what led to alcoholism, extreme poverty and acute
			
social vulnerability. The collapse of the collective system
			
caused neglected and bankrupt farms, land and appartment
			blocks.

Topics of Discussion
The Barka foundation, established in 1990 after the collapse of the communist system
in Poland tries to revitalize neglected and bankrupt former state farms and apartment
blocks, creating places to live and work for socially excluded persons. The foundation
has a broad network that is involved in the development of new projects. This network
consists of private businesses, educational institutions, housing companies, local authority
representatives, social partners and churches and ensures a financial stable and sustainable
foundation and gives them the chance to revitalize the available properties.
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ARGUEING
THE MEANS OF
Homesteading
History is never one-sided. It’s always more
complex than we’re used to think. It’s pretty
easy to understand that for each winner,
there’s plenty of losers; or each achievement, more sacrifices have to be done. Easy
to say, not banal. The history of the homesteading movement is no exception.
Most of the homesteading experiences, even
the most successful, rest on strong - sometime violent - fight for claiming the right
of dwelling. Nevertheless, specially in NY,
still we’re experiencing the greatest wave
of homelessness. According to the Coalition
for the Homelessness (www.coalitionforthehomeless.org) it involves more than 50.000
people, that is the highest level since the
Great Depression. To this has to be added
the number of the low-income families who
are not technically homeless, but nevertheless are about to be, due to the unrelenting
gentrification process and the consequent
unaffordability of dwelling in NYC. It
comes with the paradoxical abundance
of vacant buildings and plots. It’s clear in
this context the problem buys political and
economical connotations, rather than social.
If NYC needs to face this issue and urban
homesteading seems an affordable and
feasible tool, a radical mind sets shift about
themes and topics involved in this debate
has to be done. Surely Urban Homesteading represents an important and strategical
tool to revitalize neglected neighborhoods in
economic and social terms, and as well, they
proved their crucial impact in preventing
several hazards related to vacant structures,
such as crime, homeless roaming, unhealthiness drug issues. But still a more impartial
and lucid critical analysis has to be done.
Not a simple task, though; that’s why a critical overview in a broader contextualization
is so important. Important to better understand the potentialities and the results that
can be achieved through such initiatives.
Important also for identify weak points to
be reviewed. So it is important as well to
understand the urgency for more inclusive
models of programs assessing urban decline
and social degradation. The multiplicity
and the sensitivity of the involved issues
– social, economic, physical and as well
psychological – nonetheless require a deeper
understanding.

In ny we’re experiencing
the greatest wave of
homelessness, since the
great depression.
Homesteading programs are way far to be
a panacea. First of all, whilst presenting
potentialities for rehabilitation of neglected
urban spaces, yet it requires a strong coordination with other supporting programs.
Secondly these initiatives needs a strong and
balanced participation, to avoid demagogic
drifts, that often burdened this kind of inter-

ventions. Indeed, even if the first and most
important assessment of urban homesteading claims to be giving to as many people
as possible the chance to afford the home
ownership, nevertheless the interest in tax
productivity by the public sector is way
stronger.
The importance of a perspective for stable
and safe accommodation lies in many
aspects, both practical and economic, but as
well psychological. Permanent housing provides the security and stability required so
that individuals can move beyond focusing
on basic daily survival needs to addressing
more complex and long-term issues, such
as health, addictions and mental health. Although in institutional perspective it is a tax
productivity and land value issue, housing
urgency is first of all a social need. Homesteading is more important than we can
expect. In those cities who issued programs
in favor to affordable housing for lowerincomes, by the way some problems can still
occur. Yet sometimes the social stability by
these kind of programs, rather means stable
(even growing) tax productivity, than social
stability. Indeed in many cases the process
of rehabilitation have, according to different scales, different timing. It happened
homesteaders, once the neighborhood value
increased, had to give up, for the cost of life
ceased to be affordable. It has to be noticed
how process of renewal - promoted by the
several urban homesteading programs - lead
s to gentrification in favor of new wealthier
families, rather to social inclusiveness for
needy families already settled in the neighborhood.

Even if the first aim of
homesteading is giving
to poor people chance
for home, nevertheless
the interest in tax
productivity by the
public sector is way
stronger.
One solution could be the introduction and
revaluation of tenancies, but it doesn’t fit
with the sweat equity issue, that is the core
of the urban homesteading. The reality is
that the people needs to be more aware and
involved in, and the institutions more favorable and supportive to the issue of affordable
housing.
It would seem, therefore, that the heart of
the matter is people should be more aware of
its role and its possibilities. To make a long
story short, new more participatory models
should gradually take place, in which the
popular initiative is leading. Housing right
is too important to be delegated, also the
reality is that the U.S. laws about institutionalization of the right for housing is still
lacking in many aspects.
Surely the range of proposed case studies is
not without its limitations and incompleteness. One could even argue the choice of
bringing case studies from Europe, that is a
completely different context. European welfare tradition is way stronger and concepts

new more participatory
models should
gradually take place,
in which the popular
initiative is leading.
such as social housing is a standard. But
still, the main argument, remains.
The real problem in facing Urban Homesteading in NYC, is that a radical shift in
mind-set is required. And this shift looks
first of all toward widening the meaning of
housing and dwelling cultures, and then to
inclusivity and participation of different social layers, whether public, private or popular. Regarding the first aim, the case studies
show how affordable housing shouldn’t be
circumscribed in merely deal with sheltering. Topics such as sustainable construction
models and energy self-sufficiency - which
most of times seem to be a sort of desirable surplus, generally matched to posh
interventions for wealthy people - should be
implemented in the debate for low-income
residences. On the other hand the aim
concerning inclusivity and participation suggests that topics such as social mix, should
be another important statement, in a way
to avoid social segregation and exclusion
of weaker social layers. Some of the case
studies put social mix as a necessary goal to
achieve, proving how even the most fragile
and problematic social strata and so-called
‘normal’ social environment can obtain
mutual benefit by collaborating and interacting. Lighthouse project in Wien is a perfect
example in this framework. It goes without
saying this heterogeneity has to be supported
by a collaborative and inclusive elements.
The case studies show that the more different actors were involved the more the
program would claim to be successful. It’s
clear that shared and associated ownership
should be more feasible, as the community
can bear the challenges a family particularly
affected would otherwise be forced to deal
alone with negative results.

Shared ownership
should be more
feasible, as the
community can bear
the challenges a family
particularly affected
would otherwise be
forced to deal alone
with negative results.
A sturdy support from the public is certainly
crucial to ensure basic services, but even
more a greater focus on social sharing is
crucial to create a neighborhood identity and
give an incentive to those aspects and practical psychologists in which an institutional
apparatus in most cases is not as effective, if
not against additional costs.
Has to be said that most of the difficulties
in the emergence for urban homesteading
are due to differences and misconceptions.
Differences relate to the fact that each of
the actors involved – that is public institu-

tions, private owners and developers and
the neighborhood population (whether
homesteaders or not) – aims differently; the
public administration has the main interest
in the economic aspect of restoring a tax
productivity and lowering the maintenance
costs due to vacant or abandoned buildings.
When engaged private show fragmented
interests; realtors generally even collaborate
unwillingly to the programs, for they are
too-small-scale oriented. People directly
involved as well have different interests
and goals; homesteaders are surely the most
active to achieve home ownership; nonhomesteaders are more concerned about the
environmental neighborhood improvement,
whether it means they approve the programs
or not.

Some of the case
studies show that by
developing together,
more knowledge can be
gathered and variety
can emerge.
The misconceptions come from and go back
trough these differences. Firstly the idea that
housing is only an economic and financial
issue. Mostly the public institution see in
housing and neighborhood renewal strategies a chance to improve tax production and
land value. In this way the main promoters
of these programs relegate the user - that is
the homesteaders as potential new income
units. Although the intents are meant to
deal with social equity, the practice doesn’t.
Not surprising most of the homesteaders
entering the program eventually tend to be
more medium-income families, rather than
low-income.
With the rehabilitation of the neighborhood the land value becomes not-affordable
anymore. That means gentrification and by
that exclusion of lower-income people from
the city.
The second misconception is that creativity and the possibilities of common people
as groups and communities is incredibly
underestimated. Some of the case studies
show that by developing together, more
knowledge can be gathered and variety can
emerge. This approach is not only recommended for social reasons, there are also
sustainable components: it offers opportunities to enrich the urban environment, it
promotes independent caring, it promotes
even productivity within the sweat equity
and by that paradoxically promotes private
ownership, for helping each other, everyone
becomes more autonomous.
Surely this needs a longer term of strategic
planning of the interventions in all the social, economical and institutional layer, but
the housing issue has to be dealt with and
hopefully solved as soon as possible, and
at the current state little is done in applying
feasible solutions, way more in just moving
the problem somewhere else. And everybody knows that sooner or later it’ll explode
even more severely.

