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Recommendation 6
Adaptive Reuse of Underutilized Property

Design a property disposition program for the adaptive re-use of land and buildings for the
purpose of developing new affordable housing.

RATIONALE: (Local Housing Solutions.org)

Through the adaptive reuse of underutilized land and buildings, which may be privately held,
municipally controlled or county-owned, available for the development of affordable housing, cities,
towns and counties can ensure an increase in the inventory of lower-cost homes in areas with high
land costs and limited development opportunities. Even in strong markets with little or no
undeveloped land capable of supporting residential development, the local government may own
properties that include buildings that are vacant, underutilized, or no longer useful for their original
purpose. These properties (or development rights on these properties) could be made available at no
(or a reduced) cost to developers that commit to specific affordability requirements or redeveloped in
a way that combines a governmental use (e.g., a school or a community center) with affordable
housing. This policy tool can be used effectively in all communities and is particularly important in
communities where vacant land appropriate for residential use is scarce.

The Strength of Adaptive Reuse - additional background and information:

Buildings often outlive their original purposes. Adaptive reuse is the process of adapting old structures
for purposes other than those initially intended. When the original use of a structure changes or is no
longer required, as with older buildings from the Industrial Revolution, architects have the opportunity
to change the primary function of the structure, while retaining some of the existing architectural
details that make the building unique. Adaptive reuse is also related to the field of historic
preservation.

Adaptive reuse reinvents old structures for new purposes to prolong the cradle-to-grave period of a
building. This is done by retaining all or most of the structural system and as much as possible of other
elements, such as cladding, glass, and interior partition. Adaptive reuse, along with Brownfield
reclamation, is seen by many as a key factor in land conservation and reducing sprawl. For those who
prescribe to the smart growth concept, it is more efficient and environmentally responsible to
redevelop older buildings closer to urban cores than it is to build new construction on faraway
Greenfield sites.

There are examples of adaptive reuse of buildings in Westchester County for affordable housing. The
Community Builders adaptive reuse of the former Public School 6 in Yonkers is a wonderful example
of how a blighted building can be repurposed into a community asset. The Community Builders
collaborated with the Municipal Housing Authority for the City of Yonkers on a $63million project to
create 120 units of family housing of a multi-phased re-development project.
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Another example of adaptive reuse project in the Hudson Valley is the Lace Mill in Kingston. The “Lace
Mill” is an early twentieth century (circa 1903) mill structure located in the blighted mid-town area of
the city of Kingston. This historically significant structure is a prominent monument to a once thriving
textile manufacturing activity in Kingston located in an industrial district adjacent to the rails that
stretched from the Strand Gate of the former stockade across the plain to the Roundout shipyards.
RUPCO, a local not-for-profit multi-faceted housing organization, has successfully achieved listing the
property on both state and federal historic registers. The existing building totals approximately 53,000
sf of floor area on a 1.6-acre urban site. The building has a varied history of industrial and warehousing
uses. It has been largely underutilized over the past two decades and presents as a blighted and
forgotten structure featuring boarded windows, presenting no public interface and representing lost
opportunity.

RUPCO, the project developer and managing agent, envisions a historically sensitive and energy-
efficient adaptive reuse of the structure to accommodate artist housing, effectively leveraging private
investments already made in the local and regional cultural economy. The project will create significant
new capacity to enhance the existing and growing artistic community of Kingston and the surrounding
area. The restoration will further benefit the community as an opportunity to remove blight, create
short-term construction jobs, provide necessary housing and act as a catalyst for economic
rejuvenation in this area of the city of Kingston.

The “Lace Mill” now contains 55 units of low-income housing (50-60% AMI) with a preference to those
engaged in the arts as their primary source of income. The unit mix is projected to be five studios, 32
one-bedroom units, 17 two-bedroom units and 1 three-bedroom unit. These units are anticipated as
true artist loft spaces featuring high ceilings and northern light promoting active studio space in a live-
work unit concept. The existing subterranean boiler room will allow for development as community
and gallery space with anticipated amenities that will cater to the arts community. A community
sculpture garden compliments the interior gallery space, offering on-site passive recreational space to
tenants and community alike. The site accommodates ample tenant parking and provide a turnaround
drop off at the building’s main entrance. Operational programming includes on-site services including
financial counseling, pre-homeownership courses and counseling, medical and nutritional services and
youth and senior programming. The project’s location is central to all civic, retail and entertainment
services available in the city of Kingston including public transportation. It also offers proximity to
several art-related businesses and galleries.

Commercial Office Parks

The office parks built in the 1970’s through the 1990’s were once thriving centers of activity and
economic development. As technology advanced, the amount of office space required by tenants
decreased and simultaneously telecommuting became more of a business norm. As a result — many
parks became obsolete and eventually became vacant. These vacant and abandoned office parks are
ripe for adaptive reuse into affordable housing.
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The Westchester County Department of Planning conducted a study in 2008 and re-issued in 2010
called Office Park Housing: Adapting Underutilized Office Parks for Housing. This study examined five
existing sites, which could have lent themselves to expanded use, and determined this expanded use
is feasible for housing. In fact, the study included details of number of housing units, parking spaces
and offered a Model Zoning District Standard to assist municipalities with the conversion. The county
should continue on this track toward the redevelopment of office park land for affordable housing. A
larger study and inventory would be beneficial for increasing potential opportunities for developers.
Municipalities would benefit from the study and the provision of technical assistance to draft more
detailed model ordinances.

BEST PRACTICES: Abandoned Office Buildings to Affordable Housing

Source — www.ggwash.org/view/61871/abandoned-office-buildings-can-become-new-housing

In 2008, the Montgomery County Coalition for the Homeless (MCCH) took advantage of recent
legislation that allowed it to easily purchase and repurpose a former office building on Cordell Avenue
in Bethesda. The building, which also had ground floor retail, was vacant, and many would call it an
eyesore. MCCH’s goal was to provide supportive housing for the homeless (providing housing and

support services to homeless individuals and having them pay 30% of their income) in downtown
Bethesda. This is typically unachievable in a downtown area, but by renovating this property the
agency was able to do so— a coup for the county and its residents. Today, the building is called Cordell
Place.

Cordell Place, before and
after. “Before” image by
Wiencek + Associates
Architects + Planners, “After”
by EricTaylorPhoto.com.

The building footprint was narrow and backed against a larger existing structure, making it unlikely
that it would be redeveloped into offices that are more modern. But the layout translated extremely
well to supportive housing needs, and punched windows bring sunlight into the units and the two end
facades provide large community gathering and support space.
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Also, the ground floor retail was revitalized and returned to its original retail use. All the while, as the
building was gutted and 32 new very affordable units went in, almost no one in the neighborhood was
aware of the significant change-taking place because of extra efforts not to be disruptive. Such a
successful and significant victory for affordable housing would have been impossible if MCCH had had
to buy vacant land and resort to new construction.

EPA headquarters became mixed-income housing

In 2010, another developer, Urban Atlantic (UA), hired W+A to redesign two two 12-story office towers
previously owned by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). The office buildings had developed
sick building syndrome over time, and people who used them suffered from upper respiratory issues
due to inoperable windows and a closed air conditioning system that spread germs and harmful
compounds like formaldahyde.

These two buildings were in an ideal location, adjacent to two newly constructed office buildings and
the Waterfront Metro station, as well as restaurants, amenities, a new Safeway, and the nearby Arena
Stage. They were also within walking distance of the Nationals Stadium and the Maine Avenue
waterfront. UA recognized that there was no need for more office space in this area, and that the over
350,000 square feet of space there could become apartments.

The Lex, before and after. “Before” image
by Wiencek + Associates Architects +
Planners, “After” by EricTaylorPhoto.com.

To create what is now called The Lex at Waterfront Station, we gutted and repurposed both buildings,
creating 535 new apartments with significant amenity space on the first and second floors. It's worth
noting that we worked with the city on a Planned Unit Development, which allows for some zoning
flexibility on things like height and density in exchange for providing public amenities.

Through inclusionary zoning, we were able to make 20% of the units in each building affordable to
individuals making 60% of the Area Median Income, or $65,160 per year, creating 108 new affordable
units in total.
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Converting these 110-foot wide office floor plates to residential use presented a challenge because of
the zoning requirement to bring natural light into living spaces. Typical multi-family buildings are only
60 feet wide.

Unique solutions such as clerestory windows in the bedrooms and sliding “barn” pocket doors to bring
natural light into the more recessed spaces of these “boxcar” units. Recent code changes also allowed
for deep and narrow loft-like units, which are in much demand in the urban market.

These efficient plans allowed for more than double the originally planned plan 235 units. In addition,
smaller unit sizes in efficiencies, many one bedroom, and double master two-bedroom suites allowed
an even higher percentage of units to be affordable to the workforce market.

However, these buildings do not look like the “affordable housing” that many picture. The exteriors
were modernized, the oppressive, unsightly pink-colored precast concrete and smoked glass facades
replaced with a cost-effective full-height glazing system that replicate the look of high-end curtain walls
at a significantly reduced cost. The rooftops are accessible, with new pool houses, pools, and lounging
spaces and provide some of the most spectacular views in the city.

The inside of one of The Lex's apartments. Image by EricTaylorPhoto.com

Opportunities for providing housing that is more affordable exist. Collaborating with developers like
the Montgomery County Coalition for the Homeless and Urban Atlantic have shown us wonderful
examples of how to create and maintain affordable, multi-family housing in the urban core, and are
viable, repeatable models for commercial building repurposing.
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A SERIES OF ADDITIONAL BEST PRACTICES: provided directly from Local Housing Solutions.org

Montgomery County, MD has since the 1980s actively supported the development of mixed-
income housing on county-owned land. Legislation passed in 2013 (Bill 37-12) requires the County
to evaluate the feasibility of including a “significant amount” of affordable housing in proposed
capital improvement projects, including an assessment of the site’s proximity to public transit and
other community services. Projects covered by the legislation as targets for co-location of
affordable housing include public facilities such as libraries, recreation centers, and transit stations.
In 2016, for example, a new mixed-use, mixed-income development with affordable senior housing
opened adjacent to a new County library. See the text of Bill 37-12 here.

Ordinance 12394, passed by King County, WA in 1996, requires any surplus parcels determined to
be appropriate for residential development be sold or leased for development of affordable
housing. The County’s Facilities Management division maintains a property inventory of all County-
owned sites, including the department that has jurisdiction over the land, the estimated value, and
potential uses. Departments are required to provide status reports on all sites on an annual basis;
properties that are designated as “surplus” are then subject to further inquiries to determine
whether they should be transferred to another department or can be considered for affordable
housing. Factors considered when determining viability for affordable housing development include
the site’s natural features, the underlying zoning designation, and existing linkages to utilities. To
review ordinance 12394, click here.

Leveraging Public Land for Affordable Housing in Northern Virginia: A Primer, Northern Virginia
Affordable Housing Alliance (2014) — While focused on how jurisdictions in Northern Virginia can
use surplus public land to create more affordable housing, this report has guidance on key issues
that are likely to be useful to all communities. The report includes examples of developments in the
region.

Washington, DC’s Disposition of District Land for Affordable Housing Amendment Act requires
developers of multifamily housing built on surplus city-owned land to reserve at least 20 to 30
percent of units for low-income households. The specific share of affordable units required is
determined on a case-by-case basis, based on the development’s proximity to public transit service.
(Parcels that are within one-half mile of a Metrorail station or one-quarter mile of a streetcar line
or high-traffic bus route are subject to the 30 percent requirement; outside of these areas, 20
percent of units must meet eligibility requirements.) The Act applies to rental housing and
homeownership units, with rental units targeted on low-income and very low-income households
(with incomes between 30 and 50 percent of area median income (AMI) and equal to or less to 30
percent of AMI, respectively) and homeownership units targeted on moderate-income households
(with incomes between 50 and 80 percent of AMI) and low-income households. To review the
Disposition of District Land for Affordable Housing Amendment Act, click here.
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ACTION STEPS:

This recommendation works hand-in-hand with the creation of a Community Land Bank and its’ Task
Force and leverages other recommendations offered in this section. Overall, the preparations for the
development and preservation of affordable housing heavily rests upon strong partnerships with other
governmental and non-governmental agencies, employers, technical assistance to municipal officials
and staff.

1. Inventory existing county-owned land and buildings

2. Establish or enhance existing disposition policy to include affordable housing language
identified in the above best practices

3. Design disposition policy that incorporates activities of a Community Land Trust and leverages
existing county incentives for affordable housing

4. Identify an early warning system with local assessors, tax collectors and the judicial system to
red flag developable land and/or buildings that may lend themselves to adaptive re-use for the
purpose of affordable housing

5. Establish public-private partnerships with for-profit and not for profit affordable housing
developers and non-traditional housing lenders

a. Create a SWAT team of housing professionals that has the capacity, depth and flexibility
to work alongside the county to quickly assess, secure and advance site development in
order to be competitively positioned to apply for state and federal resources.

b. Utilize existing affordable housing incentives from the county along with new resources
suggested in these recommendations, such as pre-development funds for a holistic
approach toward the development process

6. Create a tracking and monitoring system to measure outcomes
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