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INTRODUCTION

Growing poverty and its consequences are one
of the most difficult global realities increasingly
affecting contemporary America. Rural Texas has
been familiar with this reality for years. Low-Income
peri-urban development in rural land with limited
access to services, facilities, and infrastructure is
characteristic around several cities in Texas. Known
more for its relationship to the Texas border, records
of this type of development in the US date back to
the beginning of the 20" century.

This paper supports that the effective participation
of professionals of the built environment in
housing the growing poor sector relies in: a) a
better understanding of the issues that stimulate
low-income groups to seek for alternatives to
conventional housing, b) the incorporation of the
strengths of low-income groups to participate in
producing their housing, and c) the need for novelty
and entrepreneurship in the ways strategies can be
articulated to contribute to this process.

BACKGROUND

This paper is based on a larger study on low-income
housing in the unincorporated residential areas
of the Texas border known as “Colonias.” Colonias
are peri-urban settlements developed by landown-
ers and land speculators in rural land without infra-
structure or services in the four border states of the
US. Due to their unincorporated status construction
codes, development standards, and health and safe-
ty regulations that are common to cities have no le-
gal backing and are not enforced in rural land. When

the problems originated by this kind of extra-legal
development became evident, colonias were already
in an advanced state of expansion housing close to
half million people only in Texas. Much has been
done during the last decades to stop the growth of
new colonias and to regularize infrastructure and
housing in the existing ones. However, success of
these efforts is meager and mostly driven by federal
and state legislature and funding. Meanwhile, low-
income families have found in colonias affordable al-
ternatives to housing and home ownership that were
not available to them in conventionally developed
housing. For many years, colonia inhabitants have
improved considerably their housing conditions by
enlarging, consolidating and servicing their homes
as their socio-economic status has also improved.
The study was an assessment on how colonias in
general, and in particular their housing, developed
from their initial stages to their current state.

ARCHITECTURE AND LOW-INCOME HOUSING

There is a longstanding interest among architects
and scholars of the environmental design disciplines
for issues related with housing the poor. In the
United States, contemporary interest dates back to
the early work of Charles Abrams (1946 and 64) on
the problems created by public and mass
subsidized housing production during the first half
of the 20™ century.! Research by social scientists,
anthropologists, planners, and architects about the
effects of rapid urbanization created a momentum
that kept active the housing movement for several
decades. Almost simultaneously, a renewed curi-
osity for contemporary expressions of vernacular
building forms and other “architectures with no
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Figurel: Example of Colonia showing different housing structures at various stages of development (Webb County)

pedigree” became also manifest among architects.
The exhibition “Architecture without Architects” at
the MOMA of New York (1965)? exposed the strong
connection between popular building expressions
of societies and the singularity of this “anony-
mous” architecture (Rudofsky 1964). In a moment
in which conventional modern mass housing proj-
ects were plagued by innumerable administrative,
financial, social, and cultural problems to house a
growing urban population, the idea of a less “for-
mal” housing involving the participation of people
since its creation found ground in professional, ac-
ademic, and economic circles.

Scholars and practitioners around the world turned
their attention to the poor squatters and informal
settlements in the urban peripheries of develop-
ing countries looking for insights that could inform
housing strategies and policies. The work of Wil-
liam Mangin and John Turner on the squatter set-
tlements of Peru initially published in Progressive
Architecture (1968) became turning point.> The
study of the relationships between cultures and
vernacular expressions of housing (Rapoport 1969,
Alexander 1969)* and the development of experi-
mental housing practices emphasizing traditional
technologies and low-cost local materials (Fathy
1973)> found space in the global architectural are-
na. Learnings on the participation of people in the
housing production process found connections with
industrialized construction, participative housing
schemes and user-responsive housing on devel-
oped countries in the work of Habraken’s theory on
“Supports” and the SAR.®

The following decade was fertile for the development
of conceptual frameworks for community participa-
tion and self-help and self-assisted housing (Turner,

J. 1976; Alexander, C. 1977, 1985).” Experiences
were also developed in massive self-help housing
strategies (Caminos and Goethert 1975)% and flex-
ible basic housing programs (Laquian 1983)° for the
developing world. However, the impact of these ef-
forts was very limited (Patton 1988; Hardoy 1989;
Tipple and Willis 1991)!°. In developing countries,
the unstoppable growth of urbanization was far be-
yond the technical capacity to plan and build the
amount of housing needed by new urban inhabit-
ants. International agencies such as AID and the
World Bank moved to alternative strategies by stim-
ulating the economic environment to promote devel-
opment in what became labeled as “urban manage-
ment.” These strategies pushed even further away
architects and urban planners and put economists to
lead a problem that was essentially environmental.

For architecture like for all the environmental de-
sign disciplines, this was a new call to review the
functions to perform in this context. Turner had
already predicted this when he described his own
process of reeducation as an architect as he be-
came more involved in housing the poor (Turner
1972).1* However, for some practitioners the task
seemed beyond the participation of architecture
in low-income housing. The idea of design as the
physical manipulation of space with the ultimate
objective of improving the lives of people, but not
necessarily with clear (or immediate) connection to
an aesthetically pleasing result never permeated
throughout the discipline.

... few architects and few clients in history managed
to connect what architects did or what their art had
to offer to the task of improving the conditions of the
working class. Many architects were far too busy to
notice ‘the humble attempts to house design’ that en-
gaged small builders and self-helpers and were ap-
pearing all over, whether in the growing industrial cit-
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ies or in the plotlands of southeast England (Hamdi,
Nabeel 1991:169)

During the last three decades, a small but consistent
work by a reduced group of architects has increas-
ingly attracted a limited interest from professionals,
both in the developing and developed world. Hamdi
(1991)*? promotes the inclusion of the common ele-
ments provided by research in housing: flexibility to
allow the process of change brought by incremental
construction and progressive development to unfold
ensuring user fit, user participation to reestablish the
connection between people and housing, and en-
ablement which involves designing to allow change
and growth. Others do not ignore the knowledge
that research has brought to the field, but insist
that architects working in housing need to develop
an “advocacy role” by active political engagement
in seeking and promoting funding for low-income
housing by governments and non-profits (Gutman
2001).13 A number of experiences have become
more popular supporting the incorporation of these
notions early in architectural education in schemes
of action-research, design-building, community de-
sign participation, and the like. Such are the cases
of Auburn University’s Rural Studio (Dean and Hurs-
ley 2002)*, Rice University’s Building Workshop
(Neuscheler 2004)*5, the Design Corps at Raleigh NC
(Bell 2004)¢, the Pontificia Universidad Catolica’s El-
emental Housing Initiative in Chile (Murphy 2006)%,
and many others. Payne (2004)'8 has also addressed
governments at all levels offering practical tools to
review regulatory frameworks in ways that both, en-
able the participation of people in the production of
their environment, and guide development preserv-
ing safety and health.

As the flow of old and new ideas becomes part of
our globalized reality, it is important keeping up
with the work of understanding the issues concern-
ing housing for the poor as these issues also be-
come more complex. As poverty keeps transcend-
ing geographic boundaries associated with broader
phenomena that involve cultures and societies as
well as economies and political systems, the chanc-
es to make even a small contribution from the ar-
chitectural perspective also increase.

TEXAS LOW-INCOME SETTLEMENTS:
COLONIAS

Colonias have been on the spot in Texas for several
decades and yet there is no clear definition for them.

A general idea is given by the Office of the Secre-
tary of State, which defines them as “unincorporated
settlement[s] along the Texas-Mexico border that
may lack basic water and sewer systems, electricity,
paved roads, and safe and sanitary housing.” How-
ever, there are inconsistent definitions of what ex-
actly constitutes the border region, indetermination
in what are the standards for services and housing
in rural land, and so on. Twenty yeas of legislation
on colonia assistance have contributed a great deal
to the ambiguity and inconsistency in defining colo-
nias. Most definitions on colonias are simply ‘opera-
tive’ statements that lay out the scope of problems
targeted by agencies involved in colonia assistance.
These definitions are generally descriptive of the
location, characteristics, perceived problems and
needs of colonias. Martinez et al (1999) summarizes
this view stating, “border colonias are defined pri-
marily by what they lack, such as safe drinking wa-
ter, water and wastewater systems, paved streets,
and standard mortgage financing.” *° However,
this type of definitions contribute very little to un-
derstand colonias comprehensively or differentiate
them from other semi-rural low-income setlements
in Texas or other border states.

Because local, regional and federal policy efforts to
isolate and reduce colonias had framed the way co-
lonias in the US are understood and perceived, the
phenomenon still shows aspects insufficiently as-
sessed and unknown. Critics argue that the exces-
sive attention to colonias’ health and safety and the
prevention of colonia expansion has diverted atten-
tion from the more important issue of the shortage
of conventional low-income housing alternatives
for colonia inhabitants, which is what caused co-
lonias to begin with (Davies and Holz 1992; Ward
1999)%°, The consequence is that, despite all ef-
forts, colonias are likely to prevail because no con-
ventional housing offers a competitive affordable
alternative to the poor (Chapa and Eaton 1997)2!.

Consequently, understanding the housing pro-
cesses that operate in colonias can provide rel-
evant information to seek housing alternatives to
improve the living conditions of colonia residents.

BEYOND THE REGIONAL PERSPECTIVE
The need for a better understanding of colonias has

been a good argument favoring their inclusion into
a larger framework of extralegal settlements tran-
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Figure 2: Multifamily compound showing several housing structures built incrementally over a long period of time.

scending regional boundaries within the US and even
other countries. The idea further evolved into the in-
sertion of colonias into new classifications for this
kind of extra legal settlement in the US (Donelson
and Holguin 2001; Harris 2001; Ward 2001; Ward et
al 2001; Koerner 2002). ??> Harris includes colonias
among North American irregular settlements. He
defines these as settlements located beyond urban
fringes “"where land was cheap [and] settlements
were hidden from the public view” developed in the
US and Canada as early as the beginning of the 20t
century. This type of irregular settlements was com-
mon in small and mid size urban centers such as
Peoria in Illinois, Flint in Michigan, and Modesto in
California. But they could also be found in the out-
skirts of big cities such as South Central Los Angeles,
north of Detroit, south and southwest of Chicago,
and north and northeast of Toronto (Harris 2001)23.
These settlements were promoted by land subdivid-
ers as a cheaper alternative than land furnished with
rigid building regulations in exclusive neighborhoods
of cities. Unregulated settlements were very com-
mon all throughout the first half the century until the
rise of suburbia, when these settlements ended up
being pushed well beyond peri-urban areas. These
broader perspectives on colonias helped to define a
new framework for this study.

THE STUDY AND ITS FINDINGS
Research identified, documented, and analyzed

the characteristics and ways in which housing
was produced in Texas colonias over time. The

hypothesis driving the study was that housing
and households go through a process of
incremental construction and change that leads to the
consolidation of initially simple and even temporary
forms of shelter into sound and lasting housing.
Overall, settlements could be improved in this way
up to what can be considered conventional urban
standards (Graham and Pereau 1994; Davies and
Holz 1992)%4. Consequently, any attempt to provide
support and assistance to low-income housing in
the colonias would benefit from incorporating these
notions in their conceptual frameworks.

The research was conducted in a group of 10 se-
lected colonias in Webb County, Texas. Data collect-
ed included periodic aerial images of the colonias
spanning a period of 18 years, information from
the 2000 census on these colonias disaggregated
at the block level, and information from a field
survey and a semi structured interview made to a
random sample of 123 households between Feb-
ruary and June 2007. The data collected included
information about the household (characteristics,
composition, and motivations to build and improve
their housing), and information on how the houses
went from the initial structure built or set on the lot
up to the present house forms. Data was compiled
and analyzed using simple statistical methods and
complemented by descriptive accounts of the ob-
servations collected during the survey.

Findings identified patterns by which house
structures in colonias were initially built, enlarged in
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Figure 3: Example of aerial sequence used in the study showing lots with incrementally built housing in colonias.

covered area, improved in quality and continuously
consolidated towards completion. In terms of the
housing, this research showed that:

1.

Housing was built with identifiable patterns
of successive changes to the initial housing
structure. Small permanent structures that
were enlarged with successive attached or
detached additions, was the most frequently
followed pattern. Prefabricated structures, such
as trailers and manufactured housing, were
also seen, although less frequently. Building
temporary structures to be subsequently
replaced by more permanent ones was much
less common. After building enough covered
area to protect all the members of the
household, changes such as adding internal
partitions to separate rooms, improving interior
and exterior finishings, roofs, and exterior
works such as pathways, driveways and fences
became more frequent.

The process of housing improvement went on
in identifiable stages and usually over extended
periods of time. A small amount of housing
was built immediately after land was acquired,
while about a quarter took between 1 and 5
years to be completed. The remaining two
thirds took between 5 and 15 years or longer
to complete. Almost fourth fifths of all housing
took its current form in 3 or 6 differentiated
building stages. The remaining fifth was built in
1 of 2 stages or took more than 7 stages.
Many lots in colonias remained un-built for
a very long period of time. Sadly, vacant
lots contributed to the stereotyped image of
scattered undeveloped housing that colonias
have making them seem more rural, dispersed
and disorganized that what they actually are.
Vacant lots also prevented the creation of

the economic base to support the provision
of the required service infrastructure and
were a serious limitation to economic and
environmental sustainability of colonias.

Most of the land in colonias was used for
housing and most lots had a main differentiable
structure that housed one household (single,
nuclear, or extended). A smaller number of
lots had more than one main structure with
a household living in each. Some of the latter
were divided into sub-lots in a process of
densification of large lots that could turn out
to be beneficial for colonias development if it
could contribute to create the base for the
provision of infrastructure and services making
infrastructure also more efficient as it could
benefit more households. Any possible negative
consequences of subdividing plots would need
to be managed by developing and enforcing
certain land development standards appropriate
to the dynamics of colonias observed.

There was a small amount of economic and
productive activity in colonias. This activity was
often combined with the residential function
and it was a positive sign of development of a
local economy of services that brought certain
level of autonomy to the residents.

The average household size was just below
4 members even though some reached up to
10 members. There was a number of single
member households left after children grew
up and moved out that was growing. However,
an influx of new young households that found
colonias an option for their housing needs was
also ongoing. Many were sons and daughters of
the original inhabitants of the colonia. As other
residential areas, colonias are also subject to
these demographic cycles.

Households showed preferences in the way the
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house structure was built. Afterthefirst structure
was completed, attached structures were
preferred more frequently. Attached structures
were built to improve the living conditions of the
household or to accommodate bathrooms and
other services or facilities. Attached structures
were also used to accommodate growing sons
or daughters and other family members and,
less frequently, to create outdoor shaded
areas. Detached additions were also used to
accommodate services and facilities, shaded
outdoors, or to set up shops and workshops to
generate additional income to the household.
Trailers were mainly used as initial structures.
Less frequently, trailers could be brought in to
house enlarged households. Only after enough
covered area for the household had been
provided would households spend resources
installing partitions to separate spaces and
bedrooms and further aesthetic improvements.

8. Households also showed concern and sophis-
tication in the spatial quality of their housing.
Their houses showed complex relationships
prioritizing areas of more household interaction
and interesting spatial speculations. Elaborated
staircases connecting second floors in double
high spaces, kitchens connected to open so-
cial areas, and generous shaded outdoors were
commonly seen in the housing built. All these
contrasted with the typical standardized one-
story housing with functional layouts of reduced
areas and minimal outdoor porches character-
istic of conventional low-income housing.

Several equally important additional findings chal-
lenging standard practices in conventional low-in-
come housing have not been included here due to
the limits of the paper. They consistently sustain
that housing incrementally produced as resources
become available and the household gains eco-
nomic stability shows great differences with con-
ventional low-income housing.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PROFESSIONALS IN THE
DESIGN AND PLANNING DISCIPLINES

Although generalizations on these findings should
be made carefully, it is desirable that consideration
of their implications could be pondered to improve
the development of colonias’ built environment and
contribute to the quality of life of their residents.

The process observed was fluid, diverse, complex,
and not without difficulties and unexpected nega-
tive outcomes. However, there were many opera-
tional aspects worth considering that tilted the bal-
ance positively if these were adequately controlled.
This consideration is important because conven-
tional housing development, production, and fi-
nancing, as they currently operate, are far from
competing with the mechanisms that we see go-
ing on in colonias based on individual practices of
self-management construction, capital accumula-
tion and equity building through housing. However,
stimulating the process of construction observed
in these colonias could contribute to turn them in
sustainable built environments. Other authors have
already mentioned that less rigid standards, con-
trols and regulations that give consideration to the
process observed could promote consolidation. In
turn, consolidation would bring a denser and more
developed residential environment that would in-
crease the demand for facilities and services. One
of the most interesting implications that the pro-
cess observed has is that there is great room for
improvement that could come from the participa-
tion of the public and private sectors.

Regional and local legislatures, to begin with, have
the possibility to stimulate the positive aspects ob-
served in colonias by managing the variables that
can promote consolidation. Unoccupied lots under-
mine the tax base to support infrastructure. Plans
for service improvement and even the simple sight
of active housing consolidation have the potential
to attract new residents who would in turn create
the tax base to pay for infrastructure and contrib-
ute to the revaluation of property. Land revaluation
would contribute to build up equity and stimulate
higher construction standards. Preventing the sale
of vacant lots alleging their lack of services affects
the overall development of colonias. Legislature
could have a main role unlocking this process.

Local governments and counties can also con-
tribute to colonias development through policies,
programs and projects that stimulate housing con-
struction. Again, developing infrastructure would
be a positive sign of development. Policies that aim
to improve and develop colonias ought to priori-
tize community needs in a similar way that housing
is improved in colonias. That is, needs should be
matched with resources, programs, and projects
addressing these needs.
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Figure 4: Housing incrementally built and consolidated.

The housing industry has also room to participate
in colonias well beyond the market of second hand
trailers currently available to colonia inhabitants. For
instance, the manufactured housing industry could
incorporate incremental construction notions to de-
sign and supply innovative housing systems that fol-
low the patterns of the phased process observed in
colonias. Housing was rarely built at once. Afford-
ability in colonias relied on a close match between
resources available and needs. Economic resources
played a part in this equation, but there were other
factors equally relevant such as the cost of labor, the
household’s management of the process, the cost of
materials, etc. Designers and engineers of the man-
ufacturing industry have a role proposing feasible
alternatives to participate in this process. An open
scheme of house parts identified by this study could
be produced off- site and purchased when needed.
Housing sections or pods that could be incorporated
into the existing house form by small crews of work-
ers could have a high impact in the development
of colonias. Innovation in design strategies of this
type could find base in the work that began in the
1970s with Harbraken’s SAR in housing and that has
evolved more recently into newer concepts adapt-
ed to more contemporary problems, such as open
building strategies (Kendall 2000)2>.

The private financial sector could also contribute
to colonias designing financial products and pro-
grams based in the type of small, short-term loans
that characterize the incremental construction ob-
served. The lower risk of smaller loans would be at-
tractive to colonia inhabitants who would be more
willing and able to meet short time financial com-
mitments. NGOs and private development agencies
-such as CDCs, would have more flexibility to im-

plement this kind of financial programs than con-
ventional financial entities and banks. Successful
experiences from other countries, such as the Gra-
meen Bank, could also serve as models on micro-
financing for colonias (Muhammad 2007).

Joint participation between private and public sec-
tors have also space in improving colonias housing.
For instance, small-scale builders have a relevant
participation in the construction of housing in co-
lonias. Training forces of small-scale builders in
meeting construction codes and regulations in im-
provements made in colonias housing could have
a relevant impact in increasing construction stan-
dards. Both public and private educational sectors
can organize and coordinate training programs for
local construction workers around the importance
of meeting construction regulations and safety
codes. Alternatives to rigid standards could come
out of combining the accumulated local experience
and the objectives of building standards.

Any of the previous suggestions for improvement
is a broad invitation for the participation of profes-
sionals from the environmental design disciplines,
particularly architects and planners. There are no
established paths or formulas for this kind of work.
Like in any work, professionals working in this type
of housing will require the capacity and technical
knowledge to make proposals that can effectively
work in these low-income environments. But there
is and advantage to work with engaged communi-
ties with demonstrated capacities to assume their
role as stakeholders. These professionals will need
to understand these communities as potential cli-
ents with particular needs for specialized expertise
and technical knowledge, but with the managerial
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skills and local know-how to take an active part in
the responsibilities involved in building their housing.
Professionals like these will have a leading role in
organizing the housing demand of these communi-
ties and seeking connections between the informal
mechanisms of these low-income communities and
the formal institutions working in housing. Legisla-
tion, funding and financing, planning and develop-
ment, infrastructure, innovation in building technolo-
gies and systems, community building and organi-
zation are some of the areas that can contribute to
create these connections. Work in any of these areas
will require novelty and creativity in devising these
connections, and a great deal of perseverance and
resourcefulness from professionals in getting them
to work well and efficiently. It is a great challenge
and an exciting opportunity.
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