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Architect to developers: 
There’s big money in small urban infill sites

Sep 9 2009 10:08AM 

By Dave Barista

Kevin Newman sees huge potential in the thousands of tiny vacant lots that dot cities across the U.S. The California-based architect and chairman of Newman Garrison + Partners says the real estate development community too often avoids small urban infill sites because of high land costs, financing challenges, and stringent land use regulations, including parking ratios and open space requirements.

“These small sites are being ignored because of the near impossibility of getting projects financed and developed profitably,” says Newman. In other words, developers feel that tiny urban sites are simply not worth the hassle involved in developing them.

To help make small urban parcels more financially attractive and feasible for developers, Newman’s firm has developed a flexible, sustainable master plan prototype designed specifically for two- to four-acre urban infill sites. Dubbed New Block, the prototype incorporates ample surface parking—a key challenge with urban infill projects—and can be adapted to fit almost any low-rise residential or mixed-use project at a density of up to 45 units per acre.
            
The prototype is composed of three primary components:
1) Active open space
2) Interchangeable, flexible building units (live/work dwellings, retail, townhomes, condos, offices)
3) Surface parking covered with a green roof. 

The prototype can also be scaled up for larger infill sites, such as abandoned big-box retail stores and auto dealership lots, and will work for lower-income housing projects, including market-rate rental, affordable tax 

credit apartments, and senior housing.

For example, a two-acre New Block design may encompass three- to four-story buildings with up to 45 dwelling units per acre, 2,000 square feet of retail, a residents’ clubhouse, a leasing office, fully covered surface parking with 1.5 to 1.8 vehicles per unit, and approximately 19,000 square feet of open space, including green space atop the covered surface parking. 

A four-acre design may include three- to four-story buildings with 180 residential units, up to 4,000 square feet of retail, a residents’ clubhouse, fully covered surface parking at 1.5 to 1.8 vehicles per unit, and ground-level open space in the form of a pocket park, pool, and cabana. 

In both configurations, one- and two-bedroom apartments or condos would range from 650 to 1,350 square feet, with rental or purchase prices below comparable units in the same market area. Depending on the site plan, residential units could also include work/live units and townhomes with up to three bedrooms. 

“These units, as well as the entire community, would be very livable and would be perfect for young professionals who desire the urban lifestyle,” says Newman. He says the firm is currently working with eight developers on applying the New Block concept for projects such as mixed-use retail, affordable housing, and town center revitalization.

Another benefit cited by Newman is that New Block could increase the number of sites that can be utilized for transit-oriented development, adding to the concept's sustainable advantages. This is especially important in California, where new rules will soon require developments to be located closer to transit.
                          
Keeping construction costs down is critical to success with small urban infill sites. The New Block prototype can be built for as low as $13 million—more than a third less than traditional “podium” and “wrap” designs that require large volumes of concrete construction and parking structures. New Block minimizes costs by relying on surface parking and utilizing cost-effective Type V wood construction for the buildings. 

The other cost saver is a modular approach to the design process that allows optimum flexibility in adapting the concept to a variety of urban sites, as well as simplifying the construction process and reducing the need for costly change orders.

“When you are dealing with a smaller site in an urban area such as a city’s downtown, the costs of designing and constructing a project based on tailor-made plans can quickly become prohibitive in today’s market,” says Newman. “We believe there are many sites, including auto dealer lots, that are available for development if only a builder can figure a way to successfully develop the site and earn a return on their investment.”

Newman’s New Block prototype may be the solution developers and cities are looking for. We’ll have to wait and see how the first New Block projects pan out.
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