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Figure 5.8: House on lot 11. 

5.9: Houses on lots 15,16, 17, and 18. 

Lots 6, 7, 12, 13, 14, 19,20, and 21 are currently vacant. These properties represent over 1/3 

of the lots on the block. The effect of having so many of the lots vacant is that the fabric of 

this block is largely deteriorated. This situation can be reversed by inserting new housing into 

the vacant lots and by planting several new trees along the east side of the street. This will 

restore the street to a more uniform room with walls represented by the similar masses of the 

houses that line the street and capped with a canopy provided by the shade trees. Figure 5.10 

shows the proposed look of the street (shown are lots 18 to 22) with the new housing 

installed on lots 19, 20, and 2l. The houses on lots 19 and 20 are side - by - side split two 

85 

Figure 5.8: House on lot 11. 

5.9: Houses on lots 15,16, 17, and 18. 

Lots 6, 7, 12, 13, 14, 19,20, and 21 are currently vacant. These properties represent over 1/3 

of the lots on the block. The effect of having so many of the lots vacant is that the fabric of 

this block is largely deteriorated. This situation can be reversed by inserting new housing into 

the vacant lots and by planting several new trees along the east side of the street. This will 

restore the street to a more uniform room with walls represented by the similar masses of the 

houses that line the street and capped with a canopy provided by the shade trees. Figure 5.10 

shows the proposed look of the street (shown are lots 18 to 22) with the new housing 

installed on lots 19, 20, and 2l. The houses on lots 19 and 20 are side - by - side split two 



86 

family houses that share the same floor plan (20 is a reverse of 19), and the house on lot 21 is 

a stacked flat two family house. Figure 5.11 shows the site plan of the three houses. Figures 

5.12 through 5.19 show the plans and elevations of the individual units. The two houses that 

are presented in this chapter are designed to be prototype houses that can be bui~t on the 

various vacant lots in the neighborhood. Presented is a configuration for this particular block 

and these particular lots. Chapter 6 will discuss tlie adaptation of these two prototypes to 

other sites within the neighborhood. 
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Figure 5.10: West Elevation lots 18 to 22. 
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Figure 5.16: House #2, View from the street. 

8 "" Z 10 •• - . 

93 

Figure 5.16: House #2, View from the street. 

8 "" Z 10 •• - . 



94 

North Elevation 

East Elevation 

Figure 5.17: House #2, Side and rear elevations .. 
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CHAPTER SIX: DESIGN INTERPRETATION 

The demonstration project presented in Chapter Five represents the application of the goals 

and interventions developed in this thesis to a particular block in the River Bend 

Neighborhood. The project suggests the implementation of several interventions to the 

existing housing in the block and presents the design of two prototype houses that can be built 

on the vacant land that is within the block. The design is intended to not just provide 

affordable housing and use up vacant land but to strengthen and revitalize the' neighborhood 

by respecting, repairing, and building upon the positive elements that give the neighborhood 

its character. 

The two houses contain a total of four housing units. The first house is a side by side split. 

Unit A consists of an 810 square foot, two story, two bedroom unit with one full bathroom. 

Unit B is a 1088 square foot, two story unit that contains three bedrooms. and one and a half 

bathrooms. Botnunits contain a full kitchen, living room and a space for dining. Unit B also 

contains a small family room. These two units are placed side by side and share a common 

wall. Unit A is set 6' father back from the street than unit B and different roofforms are 

utilized to allow some visual separation of the two units. A common porch, similar windows, 

trim, and siding materials are used to tie the house back together into a single entity that fits 

the massing and character of the rest of the street. The second house is in a stacked flat 

configuration. Unit C, on the first floor, is a 923 square foot single floor unit with 2 

bedrooms and 1 bathrooms. This unit is configured in such a way as to make it accessible to a 

handicapped person. The kitchen and bathroom in the house are designed to accommodate a 

person in a wheel chair (Figure 6.1) and a ramp is designed into the floor plan to allow access 

to the house. Unit D is on the upper floor of this house. The entryway to this unit is on the 

first floor of the house and is accessed from the common front porch. This unit also contains 
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923 square feet. It has 2 bedrooms and two bathrooms. As with house number 1, both of the 

units in house number 2 contain full kitchens, living rooms and space for dining. 

Both houses are designed to fit in with the houses that are around them. That is not to say 

that they are meant to look identical to the existing houses. The two houses are different in 

design but share many common materials and details. Both houses are to be built of wood 

frame construction and covered with wood siding: Both houses share similar steep roof 

pjtches and have wood trim and window details that are the same. Both of the houses are 

designed to be prototype houses, that is they are meant as examples of a house that can be 

built in the neighborhood to fit the character of the neighborhood, and provide for affordable 

housing for the neighborhoods residents. The houses are shown on three sites in the 

neighborhood but could be built on many different lots in the area. The houses can be 

reconfigured so as not to all look identical by altering roof forms, removing (or adding or 
:0 : 

changing) selected porches, by reversing the floor plans, and by altering the architectural 

detailing. Unit C could also be built with or without the handicapped accessible features as 

required by the potential tenants. Figure 6.2 shows alternative elevations of the house. 

The program for the design of housing for this neighborhood that is discussed in Chapter 

Four considers the variables of size, occupant type, affordability, and architectural fit and 

character. This design addresses these program requirements as follows. 

Occupant Type 

The four units are designed to accommodate several different occupant family types. As 

these units where not designed with a particular client in mind the plans have to be adaptable 

to fit many different types of residents. Table 6.1 shows the types of households that could 

occupy the various units. 
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Table 6.1: Occupant Types 
No. of 

Unit Bedrooms Occupants Types 
A 2 Couple or single parent with 1 or 2 

children. 2 single adults. 
B 3 Couple or single parent with 2 or 

more children. 
C 2 

D 2 

Couple or single parent with 1 or 2 
children. 2 single adults. Handicapped 
adult or child. 

2 single adults, or parent with adult child 

The size of the units, while minimized as much as possible to keep costs down, are 

primarily detennined by the types of spaces required to fulfill the privacy,.hygiene, and 

comfort needs of the intended residents. This translates into separate rooms in the unit that 

are dedicated to the functions of living, sleeping, and bathing. Cooking and dining functions 

are combined in the units and in some of the units they are combined with or connected to the 

living areas. The sleeping areas in the units are separated into private bedrooms and bath 

areas are shared but private. The room sizes in the various units vary but in general are small 

to keep down construction costs. Unit A has a total of 810 square feet. The living room is 

11.5' x 14', the eating area is 7' x 9' and the kitchen is 8' x 8'. The bedrooms in this unit are 12' 

X 9' and 10' x 9.5' with one 5' x 9.5' bath room. Unit B consists of 1088 square feet. The 

living room is II' x II' with a 15' x II' family room, a 6' x 9' eating area, and a 8' x 9' kitchen. 

The bedrooms are 12' x 9.5', 8' x 9', and 10' x 9'. This unit also has one 5' x 9' bathroom 

upstairs (adjacent to the bedrooms), and one 4' x 4' half bathroom on the lower level. Unit C 

is a one story unit that has 923 square foot on one level. The living room of this unit is 12' x 

14', there is a 8' x 8' dining area (off of the living room) and a 8' x 9' eating area (combined 
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with the kitchen), an 8' x 9' kitchen, two 12' x 9' bedrooms, and one 8' x 5' bathroom. Unit D 

also contains 923 square feet. The living room is 12' x 18' with an eating area that is 9' x 9' 

and a 7.5' x 9' kitchen. This unit has one 16' x 10' bedroom and one 12' x 10' bedroom. One 

bathroom is 5' x 10' and one bathroom is 7' x 6'. 

Affordability 

Several factors contribute to the affordability of the new housing units. The layout of the 

units have been simplified to reduce the number and complexity of interior partitions and to 

keep hallways and circulation space to a minimum. Exterior forms have been kept simple and 

floor spans are short when possible. These design features help to hold down the cost of the 

units by simplifying the process of constructing the units. The cost of the units are greatly 

reduced by the utilization of free land. The houses would be built on vacant land that is 

owned by the county. The cOUlity is willing to give the land free to persons who agree to 

build affordable nousing on it. Further cost savings can be obtained by taking advantage of 

zero percent construction financing and low interest mortgage loans from the Neighborhood 

Finance Corporation. Table 6.2 shows the estimated construction costs of building the four 

units. These figures are based on an estimate of $65 per square foot construction cost. A 

project of similar construction complexity was completed in the spring of 1992 for a similar 

amount. 

Table 6.2: Construction Cost of Proposed Units 
Unit Sq. Ft. Cost of Construction 

A 810 $52,650 
B 1088 $70,720 
C 923 $59,995 
D 923 $59,995 
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According to guidelines put forth by Stockard & Engler in their report to the city on 

affordable housing Des Moines, the income levels needed to afford to purchase these units 

would be as shown in Table 6.3 (assuming that the land would be provided free of charge). 

Table 6.3: Ownership Affordability 

Unit 
A 
B 
C 
D 

Cost of 
Construction 
$52,650 
$70,720 
$59,995 
$59,990 

*Source: Stockard & Engler 1989 

Income Required 
for Purchase* 
$24,690 
$33,170 
$28,140 
$28,140 

Table 6.4 shows the income levels for different size families in the city of Des Moines. 

80% of median income is considered moderate income. 50% ofmedian"income or below is 

considered low income. 

Based on the figures in Tables 6.3, and 6.4, most families below 80% of median income 

would need some form of assistance to purchase one of the units. Financial assistance from 

the NFC and or one of the other programs active in the area would need to be provided for 

most of the people who would potentially benefit from this new housing. 

Table 6.4: Median income values 
Family Median 80% of 
Size Income Median 
I $28,450 $22,760 
2 $32,550 $26,040 
3 $36,600 $29,280 
4 $40,700 $32,560 
5 $43,200 $34,560 
6 $45,800 $36,640 

Source: City of Des Moines 1991. 

50% of 
Median 
14,225$ 
$16,275 
$18,300 
$20,350 
$21,600 
$22,900 
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Architectural Fit and Character 

In order for the new housing to perfonn the function of strengthening and revitalizing the 

neighborhood, it must respect the existing fabric of the neighborhood. The River Bend 

neighborhood has a distinct fabric that is established by the type, size, massing, and placement 

ofthe housing. Figure 6.4 shows a map of the neighborhood with the fonns of the housing 

shown in black. The fabric of the particular blocks differ from one region of the neighborhood 

to another, but within each region there is a consistency to the alignment of the streets, the 

setback of the houses from the street, the size of the houses, and the spacing fonn house to 

house. The relatively unifonn faces of the houses along both sides of the street fonn a wall 

that defines the space within. This is the fabric of the street and helps to establish the 

character of the neighborhood. 

In its current condition, the neighborhood contains a large number of vacant lots. These 

lots once contained houses that supported the fabric of the neighborhood. As the houses were 

demolished this fabric was damaged. Removing the houses from the street effectively 

punched holes in the fabric. As the number of holes increases, the neighborhood is in danger 

of losing the character that fonns its identity. 

In order for the new housing to help the neighborhood to preserve and enhance its 

character it must work to repair the fabric by remaining consistent to fonn of the 

neighborhood. This involves inserting new housing of similar size and massing as the existing 

houses. It also involves using similar spacing and set backs. Figure 6.5 shows how the new 

housing can be integrated to the site in such a way that it repairs the fabric of the block. 

The new housing benefits the revitalization effort in several ways. The new units provide 

affordable housing that is attractive and meets the needs of the people who live in it. The 

housing helps to repair the fabric of the neighborhood by "plugging the holes" that where left 

by housing that was torn down. The construction activity of the new housing shows 
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confidence in the future of the neighborhood and encourages existing residents to invest in 

there own property. 

As was discussed in Chapters Four and Five the design of new housing for the River Bend 

neighborhood is just one part of a large effort that must be made in order for the 

neighborhood to revive and become an asset to the city of Des Moines. The revitalization of 

the neighborhood involves constructing new housing, rehabilitating and upgrading the existing 

housing, the installation of a network of support in the form of services such as financing 

information, design and construction information, tool rentals, and cooperative material 

purchasing. These efforts together allow the residents to gain the confidence in the 

neighborhood that is needed for them to want to upgrade and perhaps more importantly gives 

the residents the confidence that they can upgrade the neighborhood. The programs 

associated with this effort then give the residents the physical and financial means to carry out 

this change. 

108 

confidence in the future of the neighborhood and encourages existing residents to invest in 

there own property. 

As was discussed in Chapters Four and Five the design of new housing for the River Bend 

neighborhood is just one part of a large effort that must be made in order for the 

neighborhood to revive and become an asset to the city of Des Moines. The revitalization of 

the neighborhood involves constructing new housing, rehabilitating and upgrading the existing 

housing, the installation of a network of support in the form of services such as financing 

information, design and construction information, tool rentals, and cooperative material 

purchasing. These efforts together allow the residents to gain the confidence in the 

neighborhood that is needed for them to want to upgrade and perhaps more importantly gives 

the residents the confidence that they can upgrade the neighborhood. The programs 

associated with this effort then give the residents the physical and financial means to carry out 

this change. 



109 

CHAPTER SEVEN: REFLECTION 

This thesis attempts to address two problems that effect our society today, 

neighborhood blight and the need for affordable housing. Both problems are significant in 

and of themselves. The both are complex in nature and involve numerous contributing 

elements. In the neighborhood that was chosen for this study (as is the case in many cities) 

these conditions, causes and even the potential sotutions to these problems are intertwined. 

The neighborhood deteriorated over time as the residents who could afford to moved 

on. In there place came residents oflower socio-economic status. People with less resources 

available to them (both economic and political) to maintain and improve there neighborhood. 

This process has continued over time in this neighborhood to a point where the neighborhood 

is in poor physical condition and the residents are poorly equipt to maintain and restore the 

neighborhood themselves. The neighborhood is now a large provider of affordable housing 

in the city, but the housing it provides is substandard. The solution to this neighborhoods 

problem at first glance seems glaringly simple. Fix the houses. Add large quantities of new 

wood, brick, and mortar to patch all the holes. While this solution would obviously improve 

the neighborhood, it is not necessarily economically feasible (where would the money come 

from) nor would it necessarily reverse the neighborhood's downward slide. The solution to 

improving this neighborhood does rely heavily on the architectural improvement of the 

physical environment that makes up and defines the neighborhood, but it also must involve 

much more than that. Specifically, it must involve the residents. The residents must be 

empowered in such a way that they can improve there own neighborhood. This involves 

helping the residents to develop political power by forming a neighborhood association that 

can look represent, protect, and promote the needs, wants, and desires of the residents. It 

involves providing the resources that the residents need to improve the physical condition of 

the neighborhood and housing. This includes wide ranging items such as financial help to 
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home owners, financial help to renters and to landlords in the area, opportunities for renters to 

become home owners and counseling/assistance programs to help residents improve their 

homes. Most importantly it involves a well planned approach to the physical improvement of 

the houses, businesses and infrastructure. Many of these items are already in place. Financial 

programs allow for residents to obtain financing, although awareness and access to the funds 

and programs needs to be improved. The area has a well organized and well respected 

neighborhood association that has been able to amass a considerable amount of political clout. 

Many local charitable groups have active housing programs in the area, and several homes 

have been improved. 

Much of the progress that has been achieved can be attributed to the actions that the 

city took as a result of the recommendations that where provided by Stockard & Engler in 

their report to the city in 1989. The Neighborhood Finance Corporation and the formation of 

strong neighbornood associations were both a result of recommendations in that report. 

Another significant aspect of that report was that it identified the River Bend neighborhood 

along with several other neighborhoods within the city as being important to the long-term 

growth and improvement of the city. Specifically it points to this neighborhood as important 

to the city as a provider of affordable housing. The goals set forth in this thesis fit well with 

the recommendations ofthe Stockard & Engler report in that while that report look at the city 

as a whole, this thesis goes another step further by concentrating on a specific neighborhood 

and by going deeper into the specific issues ofthe neighborhood to develop a neighborhood 

specific solution. 

The solutions that are presented in this thesis have the potential to bring about real 

change in the River Bend neighborhood because they involve the people who have the most at 

stake in the neighborhood, the residents. By empowering the residents, and then providing 

them the tools and resources they need, the residents can improve their own situation by 
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improving their own neighborhood. The weaknesses of this solution is provided by the fact 

that it involves so many different players. Input of both finances and manpower must be 

provided by the city and while the city is committed to improving its inner city neighborhoods, 

this is only one of a long line of items that the city must deal with and its level of commitment 

varies. This plan also involves large commitments on the part of the residents. Empowerment 

is a great concept, put in reality it is difficult to achieve. The individual residents of the 

neighborhood each have different agendas. In fact many of the residents might rather work 

hard to improve their own socio-economic status and move out of the neighborhood than to 

work hard to improve the neighborhood. 

This neighborhood has a great potential as a provider of a good, safe, affordable place 

to live. It has great assets in the form of architectural character, good location to the city and 

services, a strong neighborhood association, a large base of charitable support, and available 

financial assistance. Through the implementation of the ideas presented in this thesis this 

neighborhood could be improved by empowering the residents to help themselves, 

strengthening the architectural character of the neighborhood by restoring the fabric of the 

streets, and improving the identity of the neighborhood by identifying and marking its 

boundaries. This would allow the neighborhood not only to improve but to reverse the 

downward, declining trend that has defined the neighborhood for the past years. 
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