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Introduction
Public housing is one of the longest running social services in the United
States, with a history that echoes the racial tensions and movements of the country.
Without public housing, the already high levels of homelessness in cities would most
likely skyrocket. Public housing also fights against gentrification, keeping affordable
housing options within cities while rents around the projects skyrocket. Famously,
during the 1980s, public housing projects became hot spots for gang violence and
drug abuse. To fight against this, the Department of Housing and Urban
Development created the HOPE VI program to change the way public housing
worked, moving from small, fully subsided units to a mixed‐income model.
This paper will explore two HOPE VI funded public housing redevelopment
projects, on in Portland, Oregon and one in Washington, D.C. It will examine the
effectiveness of mixed income housing and determine which of the two housing
projects was most successful.
History of public housing in the United States
As with most public services in the United States, the history of public
housing begins with the New Deal. In 1933, Congress enacted the National
Industrial Recovery Act. Within this piece of legislation, Title II, Section 202 created
the first incarnation of public housing by providing low‐interest loans to public or
private groups for low‐income housing. In 1937, the Wagner‐Steagal Housing Act
solidified the permanent public housing program. However, it placed heavy
limitations on the construction of housing, capping the cost for each unit at $5,000.

Construction began, however, and by 1939 there were 50,000 housing units
intended for public housing use. Support for these projects was widespread as a
means to an end of job creation, a theme that resonates throughout the history of
public housing in the United States.
The public housing program continued to grow with the Housing Act of 1949.
This legislation was created with the goal of a “decent home in a decent
environment for every American.” It expanded the Federal Housing administration
and federal involvement in mortgage insurance, provided the authority and funding
for slum clearance and urban renewal, and initiated construction of public housing
with a goal of 810,000 units. The modern incarnation of federal public housing
policy begins in 1965 with the Housing and Urban Development Act. This created
the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), a cabinet‐level wing of
the federal government that still exists today. The bill shifted the funding from
government‐funded projects to subsidizing privately constructed low‐income
housing. It also created the precursor to the current rent voucher program. Section
23 of the legislation allowed local housing authorities to place individuals who were
on waiting lists for public housing in privately leased units.
The current voucher program, known as Section 8, comes from the Housing
and Community Development Act of 1974. This created subsidies for privately
constructed low‐income housing projects as well as the very popular tenant based
voucher program. This program covers the gap between 25% of the family’s income
and the market rate of the unit, allowing local housing authorities to place families

in privately owned housing. This program has remained so popular that in
Washington, DC, the local housing authority closed the list in 2013 indefinitely
(Inglesias 93).
In 1989, Congress established the National Commission on Severely
Distressed Public Housing. The commission’s report found conditions in several
public housing projects to be deplorable and unfit for renovation, let alone living.
From this came the Housing for People Everywhere program, more commonly
known as HOPE VI. The program was to give grants of up to $50 million to public
housing authorities for the complete demolition and reconstruction of housing
projects. HOPE VI projects were required to implement mixed‐income housing, in
which the units would be a combination of public housing, rent subsidies, and
market rate.
The first grant was given to the Atlanta Housing Authority in 1993. Since
then, 96,200 public housing units have been demolished and replaced by 107,800
new or renovated units, of which 56,800 are intended for the lowest‐income
households. There have been 254 HOPE VI Revitalization grants awarded, totaling
over $6.1 billion. Funding for the program ceased in 2010 when the Obama
administration unveiled the Choice neighborhood program which aims to provide
cradle‐to‐graduation wraparound services for families. Nevertheless, the idea of
mixed‐income housing and the ideologies of New Urbanism and defensible space
continue with the new program.
New Urbanism and defensible space theory

The new constructions were to be based on the ideologies of New Urbanism
and defensible space. These ideas are a departure from the traditional conceptions
of public housing, from the “Garden City” variety with two or three level brick
buildings centered around empty grass squares or the tall, monotone apartment
buildings of the 1960s and 70s that often disintegrated into towers of squalor. New
Urbanism is a modern design movement that promotes walkable neighborhoods
with well‐tended green spaces and parks. These neighborhoods include a range of
incomes, job types, residences, and commercial spaces, with the hope that if the
project looks more like an organic urban area and less like obvious planned
government housing, the residents will feel more ownership and crime rates will
decrease. The Congress for New Urbanism, the organization that promotes this
design concept, states in their charter:
We advocate the restructuring of public policy and development practices to support the
following principles: neighborhoods should be diverse in use and population; communities
should be designed for the pedestrian and transit as well as the car; cities and towns should
be shaped by physically defined and universally accessible public spaces and community
institutions; urban places should be framed by architecture and landscape design that
celebrate local history, climate, ecology, and building practice.

Defensible space theory was developed in the 1970s by Oscar Newman, an
architect and city planner. The theory holds that since crime rates were higher in
high‐rise apartment project than low‐rise apartments, people felt less control over
their surroundings when occupied by so many people. When people feel more
responsibility and control over their home, they will work to preserve both the

physical space and the safety and well being of the community. Additionally, the
theory holds that “certain features of physical settings, such as indication of
territory and surveillance opportunities, can reduce crime” (Ham‐Rowbottom 117).
Research to support this theory has had mixed results, since it is difficult to isolate
the variables that go into a criminal’s decision making.
The two grant recipients that will be analyzed in this paper are New
Columbia in Portland, Oregon and Capitol Quarter in Washington, D.C. These two
cases were chosen because they were granted within the same administration, come
from cities experiences similar gentrification processes, but had much different
crime and drug backgrounds.
New Columbia
New Columbia was originally Columbia Villa, built in 1943 to house defense
workers during WWII. It was originally comprised of 400 units in a low‐density,
suburban‐style development with “curvilinear streets, many trees, and open space”
(Gibson). The public housing project remained a welcoming place to live throughout
the 1960s, referred to by The Oregonian as “beautiful” (Gibson). Unfortunately, the
influence of crack cocaine in the 1980s had negative effects on the safety of the
neighborhood, not to mention the public perception.
In 1993, the Department of Housing and Urban Development granted New
Columbia $34 million for redevelopment. Construction began in 2004, although
many residents deemed the redevelopment unnecessary. One resident quoted by
Karen Gibson found that Columbia Villa “wasn’t bad, it was just old” (Gibson). The

development was ready for living by 2006 and the number of units had increased
from 460 to 850. The public housing project now has both government subsidized
units and market rate homes, parks, a community center, a life‐long learning center,
an elementary school, a produce market, and a coffee shop. The sustainable
landscaping elements make it one of the most progressive developments in Portland
Capitol Quarter
Capitol Quarter is a two‐phase development, incorporating both the Arthur
Capper projects and Carollsburg, formerly a combination of low‐rise apartment
buildings and townhomes with over 700 subsidized apartments. Capitol Quarter is
one of seven HOPE VI projects in Washington, DC. The project began in 1999 and
was finished in the fall of 2012. The project originally was only expected to take 3‐4
years (McKone). It now has 770 mixed income units, 155 public housing, 152
project‐based voucher, 221 Low Income Housing Tax Credit, 140 homeownership,
151 senior and 40 assisted living units. The entire development, which includes a
senior residential building, an apartment building expected to be finished in 2015,
and four new mixed‐income apartment buildings, is projected to have more than
1,500 residential units. This redevelopment is much larger than New Columbia and
involves more varied economic and social groups.
Redevelopment of public housing is a costly and time‐consuming
undertaking. Since the first grant was awarded in 1992, HUD has spent more than
$6 billion on HOPE VI funded projects. With the popularity of the Section 8 voucher
program along with the history of drugs, violence, and concentrated poverty in

subsidized housing, it is important to question whether redevelopment is worth the
time, effort, and money. Additionally, it would be much less expensive to redevelop
the projects into many‐unit, high‐density developments similar to those in
Washington D.C. If the goal were to house as many people as possible, smaller units
in more compact buildings would be the obvious choice.
Is mixed‐income housing a successful model for public housing? Is it worth
the cost, relocation of residents, and inability to house all original residents?
Additionally, between the two case studies, which was more successful? To answer
these questions, I will look at crime, employment, and poverty rates before and after
redevelopment. I will assess from anecdotal evidence whether the public perception
of the projects is positively affected after redevelopment. Between the two cases, I
will compare return rate of original residents as well as number of market rate units
sold to assess whether the projects are seen as desirable living situations.
Findings and discussion
The success of a public housing project depends on a multitude of different
factors, thus isolating where success is derived from is a difficult feat. However,
some aspects of the projects may provide clues to the standard of living of its
residents. The effectiveness of the HOPE VI program itself has more clear ways to
gauge effectiveness.
Cost of redevelopment
The Capitol Quarter project was initially granted $34.9 million through HOPE
VI for redevelopment in 2001. With additions from private and public investors, the

grant grew to over $750 million, making it one of the largest redevelopment projects
in the country (Cisneros 48). Incorporating private investors grew the size of the
project but also lengthened the time to completion. The program in Portland was
given the same amount from HUD, but additional investments grew the budget to
only $150 million. This is a much smaller redevelopment in size and scope. New
Columbia’s 850 units cost approximately $176,500 per unit while in DC, per unit
cost was $500,000. However, while both projects include a community center,
parks, and other services, Capitol Quarter also includes a school and a senior center
(with the accompanying medical necessities).
Relocation and return of residents
Relocation of residents at Captiol Quarter began in 2003, with the
expectation to return in 2006. Most residences were not ready for move‐in until
2012. Many residents were relocated for the duration of the redevelopment and
chose not to return to their previous homes because it had simply taken too long
(Popkin). Capitol Quarter boasts that it is the first HOPE VI redevelopment in the
country to provide one‐for‐one replacement of demolished public housing units,
although this statement does not entirely ring true. While the number of housing
units has increased, the number of fully subsidized public housing units has
decreased. This leaves former residents to rely on the oversaturated Section 8
voucher program to be able to move back to their home.
In Portland, the situation is the same. While the number of units increased
from 400 to 850, only 560 are subsidized and of those, only 267 of those are public

housing. This proves frustrating for tenants who wish to return only to find there
are not enough units, or they must pay a higher rate than they were before.
Relocation is especially difficult on families. In Portland, 46% of families had
to change schools one relocated (Gibson 17). In Washington, DC, this number is
nearly impossible to track since the school system is a lottery system and most
students do not attend their neighborhood school. In Portland, a study done by
Karen Gibson asked relocated residents of New Columbia about their ability to pay
rent in their new homes through the Section 8 program, and while only 9% said no,
24% were not sure. Section 8 is also much less stable housing and families might be
required to move more than once. Only 38% of families said they would want to
return to New Columbia after the redevelopment was finished, citing stability,
specifically with changing schools. Another less tangible issue with relocation is the
loss of community. This is especially important in Portland, which is
overwhelmingly white. The African American communities in North and Northeast
Portland have tight bonds and moving away from that can be detrimental to
standard of living.
Residents that did not want to return offered reasons including crime rates
and the perception. One resident told Gibson she did not want to go back because
“overall my children are happier now‐‐‐they no longer get teased or put down
because of where they live” (Gibson 19). Others cited simply that moving is difficult
and costly. Overall, Gibson found that those residents who were relocated to a
neighborhood they desired were the most satisfied with the relocation process.

Market rate units
New Columbia reports that all market rate units have been sold (Popkin).
Capitol Quarter reports that they only have two market rate units that have not been
sold, however two of the apartment buildings in the development that include
market rate units have not finished construction. This shows that residents in both
cities find the developments suitable places to live.
Crime Rates and Poverty Levels
On June 30th, 2014, a man was shot and killed in New Columbia. This was the
first murder in the neighborhood since 1994. After the crack cocaine epidemic of the
1980s, North Portland saw a gradual decrease in crime until 2012, when there were
63 gang related violent crimes. That number increased to 116 in 2013 (Gibson). This
uptick in crime echoes the rest of Portland but still has residents concerned. In
Washington, DC, crime has decreased all over the city in the last 20 years.
Perceptions of crime in Capitol Quarter show that it has decreased; “Twenty‐two
(22) percent reported that the area was much safer, and another 44 percent
reported that it was somewhat safer. One‐third of neighborhood residents said that
neighborhood crime was unchanged.” In 2000, 61% of residents at Arthur
Capper/Carollsburg were below the poverty level (Crime Incident). In 2010, the rate
was down to 50%, which is still very high. In New Columbia, the poverty rate in
2010 was 43%, only a 1% increase since 2000 (Gibson).
Conclusion

With those statistics in mind, it is hard to conclude whether or not mixed
income housing is an effective model for public housing. In the long term, it may
lead to better upkeep of the developments since more revenue is coming in and
there is more incentive for maintenance. The crime rates in both projects seem to
echo the crime rates of the greater city, which will most likely continue. For the
amount of money that is spent on these programs, it seems as though the private
investment that greatly boosted both redevelopments’ budgets had the greatest
effect. This tactic should be further explored and used by HUD. More research on
mixed income housing projects such as New Columbia and Capitol Quarter should
be done to see if the economic diversity has a lasting effect on the crime and
employment rates of residents.
As for the comparison between the two projects, based on the amount of
money spent per unit and the length of time between demolition and reinstatement
of former residents, New Columbia was a more effective project. The smaller
redevelopment was perhaps a key in this case. While crime rates in Washington, DC
have decreased, the sense of community in Portland is stronger. As the HOPE VI
program moves into the Choice Neighborhood program, a focus on relocation
services, one‐for‐one replacement of fully subsidized units, and shorter
redevelopment times will make for the most successful projects.
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