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Living Closer Together: The Good Neighbor Formula

By Bill Kreager

"Little boxes on the hillside,
Little boxes made of ticky-tacky,
Little boxes, little boxes,
Little boxes, all the same."





Pete Seeger, 1963

Pete Seeger made California's high-density, cookie-cutter houses infamous in 1963 when he recorded "Little Boxes."  The song's "ticky-tacky boxes" described the rows of identical houses that covered the hills around San Francisco like cheap wallpaper. Since then, California has been the unfortunate poster child for the wrong way to accommodate a growing population's demand for homes. 

Now Washington is confronted with the daunting task of accommodating a million more people over the next ten years.  The Growth Management Act requires every community in our state to absorb a share of that new growth. We should learn from California's history and not repeat their mistakes — and we don't have to.  If we increase the number of homes per acre of land, housing price drop and opportunities for home buyers by increase. Living closer together doesn't mean we have to step on each other's toes.  We already know the Good Neighbor Formula for improving the quality of life for all by both protecting open space and providing homes everyone wants to live in.

Good Neighbor Formula ingredient number one: looks.  People are visual creatures. Housing that looks crowded or institutional, looks unwelcoming. New homes should complement the proportions, roof forms, details, and even vegetation of the existing neighborhood.  That means incorporating the architectural detail that gives character to the homes there. Warm brickwork, dormer windows, and front porches help make a house a home. Forget "blank sides" development. The homes should be visually appealing on all exposed sides.  

Putting homes closer together often means that the new home isn't a detached, free-standing building. But people still prefer detached homes you say. No problem. Builders can attach homes to each other in such a way that the combined units appear detached or assume the appearance of a single large home. How? Innovative site planning, careful attention to architectural character and detail, and new design concepts.  Here are two examples.

Heritage Court on Cougar Mountain is an attached neighborhood of duplexes in Bellevue. The location of two past Street of Dreams events, the new community treats each two-unit building as a single large home, with double garage doors tucked off-street to the side. The result is a charming old-fashioned larger home that complements the character of the neighborhood. On Malden Avenue in the heart of Seattle's Capitol Hill neighborhood, The Threshold Housing Partnership built 10 new homes that appear to passersby to be two lovely old homes typical of the neighborhood. The wide front porches and "old Seattle" charm disguise the presence of 42 new homes, most of which enjoy small private gardens and a generous off-street deck area for neighborly gatherings or quiet private activities.  

New residents get the privacy, security, and good looks they're after. Their neighbors get beautiful new homes where once run-down buildings stood. And they get new neighbors -- new friends and co-workers -- who make the area more diverse, more prosperous, and simply a better place to live.

So what's all this going to cost you?  About three percent is the difference between an attractive well designed home you'd want to live in and Pete Seeger's ticky tacky. And affordability is paramount. Not just for low-income house seekers.  The median home price in King County is now over a quarter of a million dollars. It's double that in Seattle. That fact was driven home in a personal way for me when my daughter and her husband decided to return to the Northwest from the east coast.  They brought with them good jobs and good credit. But they weren't prepared for the sticker shock that greeted them.  No one wins when inflated home prices drive young families and middle-wage earners like nurses, cops, and firefighters out of our communities.  

The formula for making density desirable isn't really a secret.  You need the right people, the right resources, and the right ideas.  The right people are visionary community leaders and planners who will support new ideas. They can clear the way to make things happen, and they aren't afraid to innovate. 

The right resources include land that is ready for building. Infrastructure and amenities are in place. Development is governed by fair and predictable regulations, and a dependable permitting process.  Community leaders and property neighbors have thought about the disposition of buildable land and are ready to support its use.

The right ideas? Well that starts with a comprehensive plan for how a community will grow. A business plan. A blueprint. It's a picture that describes how the demands of a growing population will change the face of a community for the better.  It's something that leaders and citizens have really thought about, so it reflects community priorities like parks, efficient transportation, and easy access to entertainment, employers, and shopping.

For too long we've been living with a false choice: that we had to settle for high-priced homes or undesirable housing. We can have more reasonable prices and provide beautiful homes that offer privacy, appealing aesthetics, and character.  But it will take the right people, the right resources, and the right ideas.  
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