
ment sites. [Editor’s Note: For a primer on
legal issues involving PRDs & PUDs, see Issue
#15 of the PCJ]. This provides the opportu-
nity to create some positive examples of
how multi-family can mesh with nearby
single-family housing — while avoiding
later NIMBY battles.

2. Evaluate your zoning standards.
Review your zoning standards to see what is
required for multi-family projects. How
strong are the landscaping requirements?
How liberal are the height and setbacks stan- 
dards adjacent to lower density development?

Many cities’ zoning standards for multi-
family housing do little to buffer a project’s
visual impact on adjacent uses. The face
that multi-family developments show to
nearby single-family properties and to the
street can impact peoples’ perception of the
quality of a project. For example, placing a
two-story apartment just 15 feet from the
rear of a single-family home’s back yard
gives the impression of an invasion of priva-
cy. Yet the same distance might be appropri-
ate if the adjoining use were commercial. 

How apartments are “massed” and
where open space is located (not simply
how much open space is required) are also
important in terms of perceived density —
yet these factors are frequently not
addressed by local zoning standards.

3. Analyze your community’s property
tax policies. Property tax policies and pro-
cedures vary widely from community to
community, and are seldom well under-
stood. Yet these policies can have a 
profound impact on land use and develop-
ment. To give one example, some commu-
nities tax vacant property based on its
current use or original sale price, and not
on its potential use or value. When taxes on
vacant land are very low, there is less incen-
tive to release the land for development.
People are willing to hold out for the big
“land killing” that they hope will come
some day. In the meantime, a site appropri-
ate for a needed multi-family development
may sit vacant.

dle income” America, these places are scary
— they look horrible and must obviously
be centers of crime and despair. One would
think these places rent for dollars a day. In
some places some do, but in many places
you would be shocked at what rents such
projects can command. Many rent for as
much as better apartments rent in nicer
parts of town. 
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W H E R E  H O U S I N G  G O E S

Dealing With the Fearof Multi-Family Housing
by Ray Quay

The “No Apartments In My
Back Yard” attitude of most single-
family neighborhoods is an 
expression of fear. Not a fear of the
unknown, but a fear of the known — a
fear people have that they will lose control
over their environment. Likely your com-
munity has at least one place that people
can point to and say “that might happen
here, next to me!” It is not hard to find
examples of multi-family projects that
have devalued surrounding housing and
created centers of crime. Worse still, most
communities can find existing neighbor-
hoods zoned for multi-family where this
zoning has resulted in neighborhood
decline, even if there are no apartments.

The answer to this fear is to understand
it — and to give people reason to believe
they need not fear. As planners, we must
take concrete actions to change the condi-
tions that have led to problems with multi-
family housing.

THE ROOTS OF TODAY’S
MULTI-FAMILY HOUSING PROBLEM

During the 1970s and ‘80s the nation’s
tax laws created an economic climate that
fostered some of the worst housing condi-
tions that exist within the gleaming growth
cities of the South and Southwest. Managed
as tax write-offs, not for long-term income
potential, apartment projects of all sizes —
from small to massive — were built at
incredible rates. But in a matter of a few
years these places fell into disrepair (repair
provided no tax advantages). Some areas,
like Dallas and its surrounding communi-
ties, ended up with huge empty projects
that went bankrupt when tax laws were
changed in the late ‘80s.

But the story does not end here. Many
Southern and Southwestern communities
are also full of small four to eight-plex pro-
jects, built to minimum standards (some-
times substandard) in the less affluent parts
of our communities. These are the true
“slumlord” places. When viewed by “mid-

MANY CITIES’ ZONING
STANDARDS FOR

MULTI-FAMILY HOUSING
DO LITTLE TO BUFFER A

PROJECT’S VISUAL IMPACT
ON ADJACENT USES. 

Why is this? Many low income wage
earners cannot afford to buy and own a car.
At the same time, in many communities
public transit options are limited. This ends
up narrowing housing options to near
where people work, can get a ride, or catch
what public transit is available. Unfortu-
nately, this is often in areas where new,
higher quality apartments are not being
built. So people take and pay for what
housing they can get.

WHAT CAN PLANNERS DO?

Planners can take steps to foster positive
and successful multi-family developments
— and to improve the condition of existing
problem-plagued projects. This is the best
way to overcome peoples’ fears about
multi-family housing. Here are some strate-
gies your planning or community develop-
ment department might consider.

1. Scrutinize your growth areas. The
best time to create sites for apartments is
before an area is surrounded by single-fam-
ily development. For example, consider
requiring, through your planned residential
development (PRD) or comparable regula-
tions, new projects to include viable apart-



4. Assess your code enforcement pro-
gram. How strong is your code enforce-
ment program for apartments? Three noise
complaints concerning a commercial estab-
lishment would likely result in an aggres-
sive enforcement response. Would the same
be true for three complaints about three
separate units in an apartment complex? If
an inspector is responding to a complaint
about an apartment building’s overgrown
yard, will he overlook an old unlicensed car
sitting nearby just because no complaint
about it has been filed? The only way you
will get answers to these questions is to talk
to your code enforcers. Ensuring strong
code enforcement for multi-family housing
is one important way to reduce fears of
multi-family housing. 

5. Do a community policing checkup.
Does your police department provide train-
ing for and periodically meet with apart-
ment managers? Good management is often
the key to the quality of multi-family pro-
jects. Even the best designed project, if
badly managed, can become a problem. In
many communities police will train apart-
ment managers on how to improve security
— and keep them informed of crime issues
in the area. Managers, in turn, become
another set of eyes and ears for the police. 

Do your police target “problem” com-
plexes and work cooperatively with code
enforcement? In some communities police
departments work closely with code
enforcement, with the police providing
information on building code violations
and junk cars.

6. Do a multi-family zoning review.
While communities should be doing more
to encourage multi-family housing in
growth areas (see point 1), sometimes
multi-family zoning is too widespread in
other parts of the community, especially in
struggling neighborhoods. 

Pull out the zoning maps and see where
your multi-family districts are located.
More than likely you will find that much of

your multi-family zoning is in those places
struggling to maintain neighborhood stabil-
ity. Whole neighborhoods, half built as
detached housing, yet zoned multi-family.
This is your worst enemy. Here you have
detached neighborhoods coping with hous-
es converted into quads (or higher) run by
absentee landlords. Here cheap eight-plexes
can often be constructed under the existing
zoning on vacant lots — lots which were
bought cheap because inappropriate zoning
has depressed land values. 

Neighborhoods struggling in such con-
ditions need a hand. One strategy is to try
to convert at least some areas zoned multi-
family into single-family districts. Commu-
nities can ask residents and property
owners to consider the benefits of such
rezoning. Frequently, property owners will
recognize that single-family zoning may
bring greater stability to the neighborhood
— and, in the long run, increase their prop-
erty’s value. While difficult, a community
can seek to rezone in a “voluntarily” man-
ner by trying to aggregate a number of
properties whose owners agree to the
rezoning. The size of the rezoned area
needs to be sufficiently large to have an
impact on neighborhood stabilization.

SUMMING UP:

By being able to showcase positive
examples of multi-family housing, while
taking steps to address current problems,
peoples’ fears of multi-family housing will
dissipate — and a closer mix of single 
and multi-family housing become more
likely. �
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Change: Winning Strategies for Effective City
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