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Planning with Contingency 
Modes of Urban Planning Engendered by a Community 
Land Trust 
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In the spring of 2003. a design studio examined a selentj-file 
block area of Houston"~ Fourth F ard. The  intent of the studio 
\\as to provide comprehensi~e planning for the area that could 
be enacted b j  a neighborhood organization that initiated the 
studio's inquiry. Gken the size and means of this organization. 
the traditional manners and modes of urban design \\ere not 
applicable. It could ne\er hope to amass the resoulce? to 
implement a master plan. or to enforce a zone o r  code. and 
establish the  Iisual order that both entail. However. a basis for 
dekeloping different urban design approaches \\as identified in 
the mechanism that the neighborhood organization is interest- 
ed in implementing. a communitj land trust (CLT) - a demo- 
cratic non-profit organization that acquires and holds land for 
the benefit of the cornmunit!. 

K hile t he  principal role of a CLT is to proxide and  presene 
long-term access to affordable housing. their practice of 
maintaining oxtnership of the land \\bile selling the built 
structure to  indi\idual ~nembers suggested an untethering of 
the land from its exclusixe senice  to the buildings upon it. 
Typically a long-term land lease to the building owner hides the 
restructured relations betveer1 buildings and lots tha t  the trust 
cleates. T h e  building owner is responsible for the maintenance 
of the leased land. H o ~ e l e r .  the potential for compreherisi~e 
planning deielops through a slight shift in this practice. 4 CLT 
might prolide a guarantee of easements. or  lease poi-tiona of a 
site jet maintain control 01 er other portions in order to prolide 
and suppoi-t other relations that could be unrelated to the 
huildirigs on top of it. In those othei uses site might work in 
conjunction \tit11 other sites to dexelop relations and ronnec- 
tioris amongst lots and bloclis that elaborate on t h e  economic 
link. amongst ploperties that a trust establishes. These other 
links are suggested in the identification of additional role? and 
sen  ices that  a CLT ran ha1 e and pro1 ide n ithiri t h e  cornmurii- 
t \ .  K orlting \tit11 these modifications of a CLT"s practice;. the 
studio de l  eloped ~omprehensil  r planning approaches enal~led 

b! different definitions of \that a community land trust could 
be. 

The approaches to u rban  design enabled b j  a CLT are 
significant for the scale and  rnannei in which the) irnplenlent 
processes that are dynamic. organizational. and operatile. The  
~ o r l c  of the studio reveals that co~nprehensive planning can 
begin b j  pro~iding such relations amongst small and disparate 
sites to describe areas of influence. Those relations can 
subsequentlj change ozer time in iepponse to external condi- 
tions as well as the shifting needs of the trust as it might 
continue to acquire new sites. and introduce further relations 
across a broad spectrum of concerns. These diffuse. scalable 
and flexible aspects of t h e  actile processes and relations that  a 
trust can enable are socially significant. In contrast to the large- 
scale superblock detelopments and enclaves that  are indicative 
of the contemporarj growth of cities. a trust extends the ability 
to engage in comprehensive planning to communities that 
possess limited means a n d  ha1 e rare opportunities to organize 
or initiate significant trarisformatiori~ of their emironment. 

BACKGROLKD OF COMMUNITY LAKD TRUSTS AND 
FREEDRIEK'S TOWN 

Thi le  a trust's distinct form of ownership stresses three priman- 
concerns - acquiring land for a comrnunitj-. increasing opportu- 
nities for homeownership bj- conmuriity residents. and main- 
taining aifordability for subsequent owners - a CLT can address 
a diverse range of the  needs of the cornmunity in which it 
operates. In addition to housing. a trust might provide land for 
parks. communitj- gardens. open space. and commercial space. 
There is no limit on  t h e  lcinds of' economic development 
activities or community services that it might seek to provide 
upon its land except those  that a CLT imposes upon itself. -411 
of these directions have been talien on in 1-arious combinations. 
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in responsc to spec~il'ic local needs. I)! dil'l'i~rent CLTs. sirice the 
iritroduc,tion of' such orgariizatioris in tile 1060s. their p i n  in 
popularit!- during the 1980s. and their greatest increase in 
11uml)er. tripling. between 1 9 8 7  and 19%. In 1996 there were 
84 community larid trusts operating in url~an arid rural 
locations in 31 states of the LS. wit11 23 more irl development 
(from Plnnning- Con1riissior7ers Jozourncll. Issue 23. Sunirner 
1996. 11. 10). 

In urban areas. CLTs. and t h e  projects that the! implement. 
ha\ e dex eloped in response to t n  o general conditions. In high 
growth nletropolitan areas. universit! tommunitie-. and r e ~ o r t  
t ommunitie.~ the) ha\ e M orlted to allel iate rising real estate 
prices due to population growth and economic in~estment. -1 
CLT's purchase oi land perrnanentl! lirnits land costs for 
homeo\+ners on trust property b! eff ectil el! r e m o ~  ing that 
propert! from the speculati~e swings of the market. I s  a result. 
the cost of the land does not appreciahl! enter into the price of 
the purchase of a house. In disinxested communities. a trust 
seeks to not onlj keep housing affoidahle b! reducing the 
impact of land costs on homeoun~rship .  but to increase 
homeol+nership amongst residents in a cornmunit!. and to 
reduce the effects of absentee ovnership which often exacer- 
bates disinr estment. ihsentee o\\ners vill rent properties. but 
rnight let them deteriorate. and  an! e h t s  to improle the area 
h, residents might actuall! increasc thei~  rents if not trigger 
efforts to drise them out. F i th a trust in place. residents reap 
the benefits of impro\ements that  the! rnalte to the area and 
have an amplified x oice for expressin0 their needs and concerns ? 
to larious local and legional agencies. 

Both of these condition; are applicable to Fourth % ard. tthich 
has historicall! been a predorninantl> African American neigh- 
borhood and bas created at t h e  turn of the century b? freed 
slaves. The area reached its height in the pears preceding the 
Depression. but after the Depression. Fourth 3 ard neler fulh 
reco~ered its librancg. It continued intact yet Jowly eroding 
until a series of efforts in the 90s  to redelelop the area. would 
.tart. fail. and intend! the communit!'~ erosion. The area is 
I ieued as prime real estate - gix en it* direct adjacencj to 
dountovn and midtonn and positiori along street corridors that 
connect both areas to an afiluent neighborhood to the weft. 

1 here a himilar studio conducted less than a decade ago might 
hale  rr~iphasized plesenation of a Tait nunibei of shotgun 
housei and two-stor) quadplexes in the area. the predominant 
context during the spring of 2003 Mas \atant  land (figu~e 1). -1 
CLT in the alea ib more likel! to tonri*t of lacant land than 
land \+ith existing buildings. T h e  structures that had filled 
Freedrnan'a TONIL. the historic dist~ict  h a t e d  in this 75 block 
alea. a,  ell as Inan! adjacent bloclis to the south. ~ernairi a 
palpable and defining p e v n c e .  albeit a dimini~hing one. The 
area is a lapidl! changing environment. Just a? the studio 
I~egan. Ye\ era1 blot l\s \+ ere cleared. ha\ ing heen claimed 
through eminent domain b! the  local ~ i l ioo l  district to rnalce 

Ma! for a neI\ peilorrning altb high icl~ool. 411) d e c r ~ a v  in thr  
area's 32% \dcdnc!. at the time of the htudio. is primaril! 
through the auppl! of ricu a h d a b l e  or market rate housing 
that can not acummodate the lo\\- to nloderate-incoine 
farriilies and ir~di~iduala ~ h o  h a ~ e  ]ired there. 

The econornic differences are xisuall! e ~ i d e n t  in the contrasts 
betueen old and new construction. but the aiea is in fart more 
~ a r i e d  than those ~ i s u a l  differences indicate. A stud\ of land 
onnership and ~ a l u e  !ields a cornplex field of prop~rties held 
b! resident oxners. Hou-Tex (a non-profit corporation 01 ersee- 
ing properties dccumdated from a banlwupting land purchasing 
effort), p r i ~  ate developers. area Communitj De! elopment 
Corporations (CDCs). and absentee owners. G i ~ e n  aarious 
economic factors related to each of these kinds of ownership. 
e\ en  1 acant land has a ~ \ i d e  range in ~ a l u e  - i n  part dependent 
on who is seehing to purchase it. 

ECOIYOMIC CONSTRAIKTS, SLT DEFINITIOKS, AND 
SITE SELECTION 

4 morliing asyumption in the studio was that t h e  CLT would 
successfullj enlist the participation and memberslnp of the 
sixteen long-teim residents in the area. as lihely s u p p o ~ t e ~ s  oi a 
rekitalization effort that did not displace theil lemaining 
neighbors. Othel propertj that might be considered in compie- 
hensive planning for the area \ \ o d d  ha\e  to respond to the glid 
of xaried ecorio~rlic textures as uell as the physical emiron- 
ment. 4n  abarned budget equal to the arriount that t ~ o  area 
CDCs had each ~eceixed in pants. offered a constraint. In 
developi~ig plans for the area. the studio members ~ o u l d  ha le  
to w o r l ~  uith \+hat the! could afford to acquire, as uell as what 
properties might be desired gix en diff elent definitionb of the 
CLT's mission. 

Students \+ere asked to reflect on the dixerse cornmunit! needs 
that a trust can address and the range of issues and  concerns of 
residents in Fourth Bard. and to offer a mission and direction 
for t h e  CLT. Initial properties ior acc~uisition were then selected 
hased on a balance betueen affordabilit! and t h e  identification 
of \\hich properties uere the most critical for the r~nphasiz 
indicated h~ the rnission and focus of tlie CLT that each 
student. or group oi students. defined. 

Iason LaRocca"~ criteria - corner sites helow- a certain price 
value - for optimal sites to locate small retail. senice. and 
live/worlt spaces revealed two clusters in t h e  interior of the 
area. Further analysis of the differences in tlie t\vo areas and the 
uses surrounding then1 indicated the cluster to the east to he 
more conduciw to retail and the cluster to t h e  west to more 
conducive to sen-ice (fig. 2 ) .  That service corridor could provide 
a basis for historic preservation I)! creating links amongst some 
of t h e  more significant liistoric structures remaining in the 
area- the yates House on Andrew3 Street. a brick road that 
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ie>itlcnt< I~u i l t  in tlir edih I9OOc.  and the Grrgor! School. I n  
tinic. l i a ~ i n g  a d d l e w d  the internal senice and 1.etai1 need-. the 
t1u.t might seel, to arcpire site- along the south edge of the 
aiea. ldjacent to a ~ n d j o ~  stleet. those propertie< could suppoit 
cortirnerc id1 actik it! that addrebced a rrioi e extenail e public and 
could s e n e  to biing incoinr into the area. The pliaqing 
sequence was important here so as riot to oker stimulate the 
alea and aubsecjuentl\ rliminate oppoi-tunities for the CLT and 
it> constituents. 

An emphasis on housing could utilize land a~ai lable  for the 
louest arnount. tax-delinquent sites or Hou-Tex propert). From 
those properties. Jamie Flatt and Brendan Jlulcahy proposed 
site groupings that permitted through-block configurations in 
order to provide a higher density of housing ~ h i l e  minimizing 
curb cuts a n d  dri\e\+a!s to maintain the pedestrian character of 
the area (f ig 3). 

En~isioning a time in ~ h i c h  thr  area ~ o u l d .  like the  surround- 
ings. be fully built out with new construction. l n n e  Buttpan 
proposed that  the  trust maintain open space in the ward (fig. 4). 
+proaching the  area as a palimpsest in ~ h i c h  aspects of past 
occupation were reappropriated and reused. she focused on 
xdcant sites containing remnants and traces. such as founda- 
tions. roljs of treep along a property line. curb cuts as well as 
trails or other indications of current use. On those sites the  CLT 
might provide small structures that supported different sites. 
construction. and acthities in the area so that those open 
spaces - and the xarious histories they collected - would be- 
come public spaces oler time. 

Fig. 2. 

Fig. 3. 
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1 illimir. ma\irnized the potential of thew three contingent 

INCREMENTAL, DISPERSED, AKD VARIABLE 
EfiVIRONMENTS 

1 ith the undelstanding that the sites selected uithin the budget 
constlaints uere initiators. man! projects incorporated indica- 
tions of other sites that the trust might acquire later in order to 
further develop the defined area of focus ol take on additional 
uses. Building upon the temporal emphasis of this incremental 
process. all of the projects incorporated some acco~mnodation 
of contingent! in at least tx\o other manners. One r+as the 
introduction of kariabilit! in some aspect of the project. B ithin 
the designs fol specific sites there were a lange of efforts to 
permit more than one form of occupation. The open space sites 
nere designed to receixe soil from the construction on 

aspects Irj einphdsi~irig muhp le  reddings of sites tha t  could hc 
disc elned from the corn~nunit!'s \ a iouc  reappropriations of 
>exera1 sites c ontaming small indications of buildings that had 
been located 011 thc land (fig. 5). Those sites ~ i t h  remnant5 of 
old houres currenth appropriated in difierent \ \a?s stimulated 
tllinhiilg about the x \d ja  that electricit!. and plumbing. a* \\ell 
aa the slight \ariations in slab, pier. and block founddtiom 

- 
surrounding sites. and those soil deposits might modif? the 
constructions and their subsequent use. Man\ of the senice and 
retail spaces \$ere designed u i th  the  abilit! to expand and 
contract in response to changes in traffic at different times of 
the da! and the neelt. In the housing and lixehtork projects. 
spaces could be re-partitioned or sub-partitioned in x arious 
wa's to permit supplemental lental or vorl\ spaces. 

\lost of the projects also describe a n  area of influence. rather 
than a distinct and discrete territor!. bj selecting  site^ that are 
dispersed throughout the area of stud) rathel than concentrated 
in one position. This emphasis ma! in part be due to the 
mnstraints of the ploblem. cornprehensi.re planning on a 
limited budget. HOW ex er. it additionall! reflects an understand- 
ing that dispersal enables impact over the whole area a. well a i  
cornplernentar\ - or conflicting - worh and actil ities to he 
implemented h! others. Coritrarq to the efforts in most 
contempora? de\ elopments. including some of the new con- 
struction in Fourth Bard. to create iroldting enclales and 
superhloclts. dispersal creates opportunitieh for extension. 
outreach. and connectiori between sites and with surrounding 
spaces. Through dispersal. the CLT can create a network of 
relations that other sites can plug into. The CLT can operate as 
one of sex-era1 organizers uithin a n  area. 

could provide support for a range of programmatic needs and 
directions that could develop and be negotiated in tirne (figs. 6- 
7 ) .  The three students suhsequentl! provided a definition that 
takes full adxantage of the opportunities of a group acquiring 
and holding propert! for long-term access by the  cornmunit!. 
The  CLT could be a general provider of community resources 
and infrastructures rvith the responsibilit! to prepare and tend 
the land that  it acquires so that the land can more adequate11 
address the  cornmunitj's needs. 

In this tending arid preparation. no one site needs to  be full\ 
determined in its use from the outset. 111 of the sites can hale 
an initial fluidity. AIultiple programs can be  seeded and 
supported upon them. Bit11 the addition of more sites and the 
relatike success or failure of programs actixated o n  a site. the 
form of any one site and/or program can become more 
determined and more formalized. Eight informants and pro- 
cesses u e r e  identified (fig. 8) - 

- acquire land 

- fit foundations and identify programs 

- promote and revise microeconomies 

- apply synthetic and organic materials 

- provide urban fixtures and renovate existing 

- install utility i~lfrastructure and connectors 
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Fig. 7. 

Fig. 9 

The intensit! of each of these acthities nould be generall! 
infornied b! t ~ o  guiding parameters. the \acancj rate and the 
late of new house construction within tlie \$aid. and six critirdl 
construction projects that others might initiate. The project 
thus outlines an internal pattern of gronth as \$ell as a guide foi 
shifts in concern or direction that  might need to occui in 
lesponse to external conditions. 4 cornniunitj galden. foi 
example. might s e n e  a lital need for jeais. but the construction 
ot a groce? store at some point in the future could supersede 
the need for the galden and permit the garden site to be given 
o\ er to different uses. 

Planting and gardening is a significant component of the project 
(fig. 9). The students identified ways that sites could be planted 
nith x egetable gardens. bamboo. or  fruit trees. each indicating a 
dif-ferent length of time before t h e  planted land might be re- 
e~aluated  for other uses. and different gro\\th patterns that 
could inform the implementation of additional uses and 
corlstruction on a site. Planting is a wa! to occup! sites. to 
demonstrate that although the  land is \acmt. the area ip 
inllabited and tended. men if t he  CLT obtained propert! that 
exceeded the needs of the community at an! +en point. 

- equip n~ohile units and build co\ered structures 

- for~nalize envelopc~s arid buildinps 

Of tlie work produced in the studio. this lait project is the 
lightest in its initial iequirernents for irr~ple~nentation. yet the 
most co~nprehenei\e. In essence. the  project is a guide for 
a\>essing the romrnunit>'s needs. and assescing and claribing 
the manner in vfiich the trust can efiecti\elj respond - through 
chiits in the programs and acthities upon the properties it 
21olds, or properties that it should look to acquire. The design 
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o u t l i ~ i ~ <  a ieriei of ploLck.pi arid m r r l ~ a n i ~ r n s  tot the CLT arid 
c.ornmuriit! to ac t i~ate  arid negotiate the area's dexeloprnerit in 
tirnc. Though that emphasis on piocesseq and ~ncthanis~na. 
speculatron aljout .ome questiorii  be^ ond the i t  ope of the 
studio cari occur - 1 hat ib the  srnallest inclement from mllich 
one  Lari iniple~rient ~ornprehensix e planning! Hov iiiuch 
inxectirierlt is needcd to initiate such a plari! 

r 7 l h c  assunled lmdget that the  studio xvorl\-ed \vith is 11iuc11 
higher than the neighl-jorllood association cari hope to initially 
obtain. Ho~vexter a start on a smaller number of sites can be 
inferred from the dispersed. variable. and irlcrerr~erital qualities 
revealed in the projects. especially the last one. Two dispersed 
sites could be just as effective for initiating a comprehensive 
plan that develops in time- the work on those sites could 
enable the neighborhood association to  develop interest and 
membership in the trust as \\ell as complete a small project. 
T h e  uses on those sites could change. Plantirig. or a similar 
light occupation. might work to activate both sites for a season. 
Formulated as a project that the CLT organized. such an 
actirit? and its documentation could provide a basis for the 
CLT to obtain grants and further support to then take on 
greater projects. 

The iolm that thi. outhied pioject ~riigkit genelate uould differ 
from the studio plojec t* piesented here gi\eri time as d I ariahle. 
In the time that  such a project would need to redch a scale 
siinilar to the preberitrd pojecti.  the ihape and character of the 
curl owlding area 13 ould he rnaihedl! dillererit. How e\ er, it ib 
riot the form but the agencj that is of greateqt importance heie. 
T h o u g h  the acces. to d!naniic. organizational. and operatixe 
pioresceb that  the! t a i l  engender upon a range of sites. 
including a collection of small and disparate ones, ecorioniic 
structures s u ~ h  as a cornmunit! land trust can proxide an 
incieased number of alternatixe arid \\idel! accessible \+a j s  for 
the heterogeneous gio~rth of citieb to not onl! be imagined. but 
to be enabled. 
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