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DEFINING HOUSING
AFFORDABILITY

The Canadian Mortgage and Hous-
ing Corporation consider housing is
“affordable” if it costs less than 30%
of a household’s before-tax income.
This definition encompases all forms
of housing tenure: rental, ownership,
co-operatives, temporary and perma-
nent housing.

This column summarizes the key
themes and findings and provides
recommendations based on the
article Squires, G., Hutchinson, N.,
(2021). Barriers to affordable housing
on brownfield sites. Land Use

Policy, 102. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
landusepol.2020.105276.

UNDERSTANDING THE IMPORTANCE OF
AFFORDABLE HOUSING ON BROWNFIELD
SITES

By Rebecca Tomm®

Brownfield sites are already perceived to be financially risky for development
due to the costs of environmental assessment and remediation. As a result,
the possibility of including affordable housing in brownfield redevelopments
is even more challenging.

However, many cities are redeveloping previously industrial sites in response
to urban growth and large-scale brownfield sites provide an opportunity to
increase the supply of affordable housing for a community. This is particularly
important in cities that are currently experiencing a housing affordability
crisis. For example, the City of San Franciso has experienced a high market
demand for housing, but the city adds a relatively small supply of affordable
housing each year.

Graham Squires and Norman Hutchinson, two researchers from Massey Uni-
versity and the University of Aberdeen, have developed a conceptual model
that explains the economic barriers and concerns from the perspectives of
the developer and local community that prevent affordable housing on large-
scale brownfield sites.


http://www.linkedin.com/in/rebecca-tom-4459a5179

Affordable Housing and Brownfield
ST 5 o Development
Economic Viability and Sustainability
«Supply of affordable housing - at different levels of
«Environmental Justice affordability
*Gentrification Process «Adequate housing for extremely low-income
«Trading Cost-Quality-Health Risks households
*Wider Area Renewal and Economies of Scale « Clarity of Liability and Clean-up Standards
cing Needs of Incumbent and New Residents using subsidy considerations
field Alternatives. uation of city housing market where site is
«Greenspace Quality —Strong-High/Low-Weak
«Smart Growth Benefits utional power and objectives — Commercial
«Valuation Risk - Including Percepti on
«Muttiple Institution Partner Su
«strength of Market s eighbourhood quality
ol Dy e et R ea R ne and new neighbourhood environmental risk
vision, integration *Level of Contamination
e ahtvisedonibrownfisld «Land Use Change — Residential having more public
eed for positive planning rpgt doxdl . o o
« Dealing with neighbourhood disadvantage sbrivate developersihaying toretein fapllity:an

R mitigate environmental risk
NEoERsingwithiresicent inproximity « Complex financial model as public funds are

| available
«Interest relief and tax benefits for home-ownership

«City Centre to Periphery Migration Ove rcoming *Direct housing assistance
*Urban Sprawl F . . | d +Regulatory intervention — at various levels such as
*Bid-Rents |nanC|a an Federal/National
«Structural Socio-Economic Clustering = = Spatial planning integration
«Gentrification Economic Barriers « Priority development areas
*Neighbourhe Quality *Transit oriented affordable housing
< New spaces for contemporary industrialisation and to Affordable « Inclusionary zoning

globalisation pro «Institutional multi-stakeholder agreements

«Urban Growth and Decline Housing on Large- S
«Site Quality for Infill or Renewal Scale Brownfield «Direct project funds from tru:

*Edge City and Core City Development «Creation of bonds — for future value capture

Sites

Intervention and Policy Tools
The Economic Geography Rationale ¢ Y

Source: Norman and Hutchinson (2021)

CONCEPTUAL MODEL OF THE BARRIERS TO
AFFORDABLE HOUSING ON BROWNFIELDS

Squires and Hutchinson first developed this theoretical model and then tested the model by apply-
ing it to three large-scale developments in San Francisco in which their total number of new units
consisted of at least 30% affordable rental units. Their model is organized into four subthemes.

ECONOMIES OF SCALE

Brownfield sites are already often more difficult to make economically viable compared to green-
field sites, even without affordable units unless they are located in the downtown core or close to
desired amenities, such as public transportation hubs or employment centres.

The larger the size of the brownfield site, the
more intensive and costly it will be to reme-
diate. Without a sufficient profit following the
remediation process, it may not be feasible

for a developer to include affordable housing
unless significant density is permitted for better
economic return.

FINANCIAL VIABILITY

Developers are often driven to obtain brown-
field sites for redevelopment based on market
demand but are then stalled by applications
for affordable housing and remediation fund-
ing from government and non-profit partners.

“When the market rate is ready to go, it needs
to go. You can’t sit around; the market is vol-
atile. Whereas on the affordable side, a lot of
times we have to wait for tax credit
allocations.”

- Affordable Housing Developer from an
interview with Graham and Squires (2021)




In addition, private developers are disincentivized to build affordable housing if they
must continue to retain liability after construction for affordable housing tenants.

ENVIRONMENTAL AND COMMUNITY SUSTAINABILITY

The potential concerns of the local community are also another notable barrier to
consider. While a brownfield redevelopment can improve the livability of a neigh-
bourhood, these projects can potentially lead to gentrification and price out existing
disadvantaged residents in the surrounding area, particularly if the site is located in a
low-income, racialized community.
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Developments should include a range of housing units that fall along the spectrum of
affordability, including purpose-built affordable rental units and deeply affordable
units in order to suit the needs of a variety of household types

Based on this conceptual model, it is clear that affordable housing on brownfield sites is finan-
cially challenging, given that developers often need to finance the remediation and
assessment costs. The possibility of including affordable housing is highly dependent on the
potential profits derived from the future site.

RECOMMENDATIONS AND REFLECTIONS

Several recommendations and partnership options based on this conceptual model can be drawn for practi-
tioners in the private, public and non-profit sectors to increase the viability of these projects.

The use of multi-stakeholder and inter-agency agreements for affordable housing on brownfield sites is vital but
lacking in many municipalities. City planning departments should explore partnerships with other municipal
departments (i.e., public transportation service agencies, parks and recreation) and the regional and national
government to increase the mix of financial tools at both the scale of the unit and city-wide. These funding and
policy partnerships should also be established proactively as this is one of the main barriers noted by develop-
ers.

Brownfield sites that are being converted to residential uses will often include more public input, particuarly if it
is a site that is heavily contaminated or in a location with strong market demand. If the brownfield site is located
in a low-income neighbourhood, the ability for existing residents to have public participation and input in site
design should be a top priority for planners involved in the development project.
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