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OF L.A. COUNTY RENTERS
ARE RENT-BURDENED

Here is a thought experiment: What would
California’s great cities be like if they had built
housing at density levels commensurate with

the state’s economic trajectory over the past 50
years? According to Eduardo Mendoza, a senior
researcher at the pro-housing group California
YIMBY, San Francisco would be the Manhattan

of our time. Los Angeles might be a towering
megalopolis on a par with Asian behemoths like
Tokyo or Shanghai. As for Palo Alto, well, instead
of being a quaint Spanish-style town, it could have
morphed into a dizzying city as future-forward as
the town’s tech industry. Instead, that future was
put on hold, exiled to video games and cinematic
fantasylands like Bladerunner or Her, while In
Real Life voters on the West Coast have sought

to maintain a lifestyle more akin to The Brady
Bunch, maintaining the suburban domestic ideal,
constraining infill development, pushing cheaper
housing to the exurbs, causing house prices in
jobs-rich centers to escalate (median house

price in Los Angeles: almost $1 million; in Palo
Alto: $3.5 million), and regular workers to flee
California cities and the state in search of cheaper
homes. The result has been disastrous both

for economic, community and environmental
sustainability, as ceaseless sprawl compounds
commutes, workers’ wellbeing and pollution along
with reducing habitat and biodiversity.

Within this picture, however, you find a sector

of housing production that has attempted

to alleviate these conditions: “Capital A”
Affordable Housing—low-income, government-
subsidized multifamily rental housing, built

by mission-driven developers with high social
and design ideals, and modeling sustainability

in terms of proximity to mass transit and jobs,
durability and energy conservation, as well as
providing economic and emotional well-being
for residents. What follows is the story of this
movement and how it produced a legacy of
housing that is quite different from the bungalow
in the garden that defines the California Dream—
and arguably a lot greener.
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Starting in the 1960s, voters and their elected
officials in the powerhouse cities of San
Francisco and Los Angeles, as well as many
other municipalities, put the brakes on the
production of housing. They downzoned

entire neighborhoods and commercial
thoroughfares. They used seemingly well-
intentioned environmental laws like CEQA
(California Environmental Quality Act), the
Coastal Commission and tools like historic
preservation overlay zones to thwart the
development of new homes in economic centers
like L.A’s Westside. Numerous other factors
have also reduced affordable residential options,
including, depending on your perspective,
historic exclusionary zoning and disinvestment
in public housing; Proposition 13, “locking in”
older homeowners in large houses better suited
to young families; the razing of Single Room
Occupancy (SRO) dwellings, the phasing out

of boarding houses; the 2008 recession, which
saw hundreds of thousands of foreclosed houses
bought by real estate investors; and the advent
of Airbnb, causing the loss of thousands of rental
units. Then there is the growing gulf between
wage levels and housing costs, high priced
materials and labor, and a highly regulated and
time-consuming construction approvals process.

The result of all this is that up to three-fourths
of renters in L.A. County are “rent-burdened,”
as in paying 30 percent or more of their income
on rent or mortgage payments. Young people
increasingly cannot live in the neighborhood
they grew up in. Those who are rent-burdened
include the working poor—hotel and restaurant
workers, care staff, shop assistants, preschool
teachers—and the workforce in the “missing
middle:” teachers, bus drivers, firefighters,
cultural workers, hospital orderlies and more.
Then there are those squeezed out through
various circumstances into living on the
streets, and now numbering some 72,000 in
L.A. County.
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“What could have been a worthy but
architecturally uninspired branch
of housing became a canvas for
architectural aspiration.”
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A growing cohort of elected officials and young
housing activists are pushing for laws and
incentives to speed up housing production in
cities. They are believers in a brave new state

in which cities become more pedestrian and
mass transit-based with denser, taller buildings.
Manifestos like Abundance by Ezra Klein and
Derek Thompson are book club favorites that
have galvanized and split Democratic factions.

To achieve these outcomes, officials favor

a combination of approaches to solve for
affordability: Some simply want to increase

the supply of housing at all income levels, on

the trickle-down theory of housing economics,
through zoning and other changes. These include,
most recently, and dramatically, the passage

of SB79, upzoning areas close to mass transit;
and the overhaul of CEQA, making it no longer
possible to use the environmental law to stop
infill housing. Many want to stabilize rents in
existing affordable rentals. Some dream of large-
scale social housing, akin to that of Vienna,
Austria (and once tested in public housing in
America in the New Deal years), while many
strategize ways to create more achievable home
ownership options, from community land trusts
to greater availability of condos.
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While this plays out, voters have tried to solve the
problem, not with runaway private development,
but by intervening in the market to create
subsidized, “Capital A” Affordable housing
developments. This started in the 1960s, with the
drop in Federal investment in public housing,
picked up steam in the Reagan 1980s and has gone
full-bore in the last few years, with the advent of
new laws and taxes aimed at providing funding
streams or incentives for Affordable Housing
(including the City of L.A’s ED1 and Measure
ULA, L.A. County’s Measure HHH, as well as
Transit Oriented Community incentives and
inclusionary zoning with density bonuses).

For several decades this type of housing was
largely produced by nonprofit developers, a
good number of which are deeply mission-
driven; some religious in origin, others secular
progressives. They typically use Low-Income
Housing Tax Credits (LIHTC) and other funding
streams to provide dwellings that are then
“deed-restricted,” at subsidized rents for some
55 years (in California). Nonprofit developers
earn a “development fee” rather than paying
themselves through profits. They are typically
not answerable to shareholders. The homes
have long been aimed at households earning
between 30 and 80 percent of Area Median
Income (AMI), though that range has increased
in some expensive cities up to 120 percent.
Typically they are in complexes containing 100
percent affordable homes. Sometimes they are
the “affordable,” or “inclusionary,” piece of a
market-rate development, in which you might
find from 10 to 30 percent of units set aside

for low-income tenants. They can be aimed at
specific demographics, like veterans or seniors
or the unhoused. Sometimes these developments
come with wraparound “supportive services,”
for people with mental or physical disabilities or
other needs.
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The tax credits and other funding streams come
with constraints and conditions—on unit size and
type of household, accessibility, prevailing wages
for labor, energy performance and more. Plus,
most new affordable housing structures are built
using a construction typology known as Type V or
4- or 5-over-1: several stories of wood or “stick”
frame over a “podium” of concrete, containing
parking and other uses. This “podium and wrap”
typology can result in expediently built, formulaic
designs. Yet what could have been a worthy but
architecturally uninspired branch of housing

in aregion denoted by the experimental single
family home, became a canvas for architectural
aspiration, producing a legacy of multifamily
housing with design flair and social ambition.

Los Angeles has arguably been a leader in the
Affordable Housing movement. Starting in the
early 1980s, scrappy, grassroots organizations
came into being in the basin’s costly Westside:
Community Corporation of Santa Monica
(Community Corp), in the newly incorporated
city of West Hollywood, West Hollywood
Community Housing Corporation (WHCHC),
Venice Community Housing (VCH), Hollywood
Community Housing Corporation (HCHC),

and many others. Their managers teamed

up with a young generation of Los Angeles
architects who had cut their teeth in the formally
experimental ’80s, some even working in the
offices of Frank Gehry and Morphosis. A good
number were connected to the school now called
UCLA Architecture and Urban Design that was
advancing social ideals. The outcome is buildings
that are eclectic in style but united in core values:
architecturally aspirational dwellings close to
jobs, with a free flow of light and air, and a strong
sense of community; in sum, buildings that are
“sustainable” by many metrics.
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Ahumada’s choice of Maslow’s Hierarchy of
Needs (from the basics—food and clothing—
through, finally, self-actualization) as a means

to understand sustainability is provocative.

It goes far beyond meeting basic needs to the
fullest realization of human potential. And it is
in that realm that Affordable Housing meets an
inherent limitation. The best of it provides for
most of Maslow’s needs, starting with shelter;
some developers even tackle food insecurity,
through donations and through community
gardens where residents grow their own food. But
it is by definition paternalistic—well-intentioned
but institutional—and managers can impose
rules like banning pets or limits on how much
aresident can decorate their own environment
(just as happens in the private sector, and
usually due to maintenance costs). This adds

up to aloss of personal autonomy—and it is the
desire for personal autonomy that is part of the
appeal of home ownership. Designers conducting
post-occupancy surveys in Affordable Housing
complexes have, however, found that seemingly
small measures like providing residents with
their own door key make a large difference in
personal well-being.
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The team behind 701 MacArthur Avenue
endeavored to address this. The complex consists
of 11 one-, two- and three-story apartment
buildings containing some 120 permanent studio
and two-bedroom units, located on the West Los
Angeles VA North Campus adjacent to Westwood
Village. Residents share a laundry, fitness

center, computer lab, library, lounge (including
piano and billiard table), a lush garden and an
outdoor barbecue area. It was designed by the
late Frank Gehry and his partners and the noted
designers Elysian Landscapes, in collaboration
with Thomas Safran & Associates, a prominent
developer of Affordable Housing in Los Angeles,
whose Veterans Collective is building or
retrofitting 1,200 homes for veterans.

The team set about creating a habitat that is
“green” in the conventional sense, but also tries
to imbue a sense of personal control. The project
was especially meaningful for Gehry, himself a
vet. After all, this is a group that falls, lamentably,
between the cracks in housing. At least seven
percent of people experiencing homelessness

are veterans, a number that has thankfully fallen
from past heights but is still too high.
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Many of the dwellings at the VA campus are

in 1920s-1940s buildings in an imposing if
somewhat institutional Mission Revival style.
MacArthur Avenue is instead a complex of
low-rise, cream-colored apartment buildings,
simple in design though incorporating “my
house” signifiers like personal front doors with
projecting overhangs, and a garden path to

each building. Dana Bauer, partner at Elysian
Landscapes, explains that the team worked
together to translate “ideas about autonomy and
dignity and pride” into basic design elements.
The path connects to outdoor staircases and
walkways—in place of dismal, enclosed, double-
loaded corridors—amplifying the sense of
connection and outdoor living. “Gehry Partners
envisioned buildings that were human scale,
domestic, and approachable, embedded in an
unexpected park-like setting,” says Bauer.
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To that end, garden paths lead into a flowing
courtyard that blends through landscaping into
a shared garden, which is no second thought. It
is expansive and lush, with some 11,000 plants
and 160 trees, planted over many months of
work. They are a mix of natives and non-natives
close to the buildings—providing year-round
interest—and become all native at a distance,
where the land merges with the arroyo. The

vets can make their own mark on the landscape,
growing their own plants and eventually, hope
the designers, further develop the “horticultural
therapy” provided by the landscape to include
programming where residents learn about
gardening, perhaps even leading to a career path.
In sum, says Judy Kameon, founder of Elysian
Landscapes, the design contains “this idea of
restoration, both of the ecology and within a
community that is also looking for restoration
of humanity.”

701 MACARTHUR AVENUE
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