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San Diego Sees Too Much of Success In Building
Hotels to House the Poor

By JASON DEPARLE JULY 13, 1993
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Over the last six years, this city has proved unusually adept at building inexpensive

housing for the poor.

Too adept, it now seems, for its own taste.

A few years ago, city planners were winning national awards for replenishing

San Diego's stock of single-room-occupancy hotels, the inexpensive quarters for

the down and out that have been vanishing in many other cities amid lawsuits and

angry civic clashes. Turning Policy Around

As advocates for the poor in other cities fought simply to preserve such hotels

from demolition, San Diego coaxed private developers into building dozens of new

ones.

But after aggressively promoting their policies around the country, San Diego

officials have now made it virtually impossible to build any more of the hotels

downtown.

The shift, which began quietly more than a year ago through changes to the
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zoning and building codes, came after some downtown businesses and residents

complained that the hotels attracted too many undesirable people.

"There was a feeling the downtown already has more than its share," said Myles

Pomeroy of the San Diego Planning Department. The critics, he said, feared that a

further concentration of inexpensive hotels would scare off middle-class housing

and destroy the drive for a varied downtown.

The changes close, for now at least, a celebrated chapter of urban

development, one that mixed profit motives with social goals and added a dollop of

architectural innovation. What began as some tinkering with the city's building

codes inspired tens of millions of dollars of new investment, two academic case

studies and a handful of national awards for architecture and government. City

'Deserves High Marks'

Although advocates for the poor have expressed regret over the recent change,

they say the city has gone farther than most to promote low-income housing.

"All in all, I think San Diego deserves high marks for what they did," said Andy

Raubeson, who heads a not-for-profit development organization in Los Angeles

that specializes in single-room occupancy hotels, or S.R.O.'s. "It was urban

pioneering to make the changes, which gave them what they wanted -- a

substantial increase in the housing stock."

Alan Altshuler, dean of the John F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard

University, praised San Diego's talent for getting private enterprise to address a

public problem. "It's really quite a remarkable accomplishment," he said of the

building boom.

Mr. Altshuler said the San Diego experience showed that local codes could be

changed to make housing less expensive without compromising safety. The direct

relevance of the San Diego example to other cities varies, of course, with local

circumstances. High land prices in New York, for example, would make it

extremely difficult for the city to make S.R.O.'s profitable for downtown developers

just by adjusting building codes.

Single-room-occupancy hotels sprang up in the early part of the century to

house transient workers. But over time, many turned into slum housing for

alcoholics, drifters and the mentally ill. Beginning in the 1960's, urban renewal

destroyed as many as one million such rooms across the country, as developers put

prime downtown sites to more expensive uses.

But many of the displaced people had nowhere else to go, and cities began



looking for ways to preserve the hotels.

In 1985, San Diego put a moratorium on hotel destruction, after

redevelopment had cost the city a quarter of its 4,600 S.R.O. units. But the hotel

owners protested that this illegally deprived them of their rights, and some simply

closed their properties.

Chris Mortenson, a local developer, stepped forward with an unconventional

idea: He would build a new S.R.O., one of the nation's first in 50 years.

To proceed, however, Mr. Mortenson had to find ways around zoning and

building codes that he said discriminated against S.R.O.'s and needlessly added to

their cost. "We wouldn't do it if it wasn't profitable," he said.

He won permission, for instance, to install thinner fire doors in exchange for

putting sprinklers in the ceiling. He was also allowed to install toilets that were

closer to kitchen sinks than the code normally allowed.

Mr. Mortenson's building is called the Baltic Inn, named for the cheapest

property on a Monopoly board. The rooms are simple and small, with a bed, a

toilet and a sink. Showers are off the hall. Residents can cook with microwave

ovens in their rooms, and they use common lounge and laundry areas. Helped by

27 Code Changes

When the Baltic opened to immediate success, other developers wanted to

follow. To encourage them, the City Council in 1987 adopted a package of 27

changes to the zoning and building codes. The changes were designed to

accommodate S.R.O.'s as a unique form of housing, somewhere between an

apartment and a hotel. By waiving expensive requirements to provide parking, for

instance, the code recognized that most S.R.O. residents do not have cars.

A building boom followed, adding about 2,700 S.R.O. units to the city, few of

them publicly subsidized.

Among the intriguing byproducts of the experiment was the work of the Baltic

Inn's designer, Rob Wellington Quigley, an architect with a prominent reputation

but little experience in low-income housing.

Mr. Mortenson said, "We wanted to do it with a name architect, so everybody

wouldn't say we're building a ghetto."

Intrigued by the challenge of giving inexpensive buildings what he calls

"emotional content," Mr. Quigley took on the work at a greatly reduced fee.

Although economy required the Baltic to take on a boxlike shape, for instance, Mr.

Quigley arranged a striking V-shaped color contrast on its exterior to destroy the



monotony. Enlivened by Alternating Colors

Mr. Quigley designed three subsequent S.R.O.'s, expanding on his base of

knowledge as he went. Efficiency requires the buildings to have long, monotonous

corridors, but Mr. Quigley learned to alternate colors on the plastic baseboards:

navy blue, then turquoise, then maroon.

His work has earned Mr. Quigley a fistful of architectural awards, and in 1988

the city won a $100,000 award from the Ford Foundation for offering, through the

code changes, an example of government innovation. Planning officials used the

prize money to proselytize among other cities, and the Kennedy School produced

two case studies of the city's experience.

Most of the San Diego hotels cater more to the working class than to those

living on welfare or disability checks. Only about 500 of the 2,700 new units rent

for less than $280 a month, with most renting in the $400 range and some costing

as much as $525 a month. The Baltic, where rooms rent for under $300 a month,

mixes healthy young workers with the aging alumni of homeless shelters. Richard

Ulmer was living in a shelter in Tucson, Ariz., but moved to San Diego after

learning of its plentiful S.R.O. hotels.

"I read the want ads, and I kind of gathered what the S.R.O. situation was," he

said.

At the age of 59, Mr. Ulmer, a recovering alcoholic, suffers from bone cancer

and multiple sclerosis, requiring him to use crutches and making walking painful.

He gets by on a $683 monthly disability check and says that without the Baltic he

would "probably be on the streets."

Mr. Pomeroy, the city planner, said the hotels had not caused a surge of crime

or disorder. "I certainly wouldn't say San Diego regrets having done it," he said,

calling the latest changes in codes a brake, not a backtrack.

The recent changes began in 1991, when the city adopted a parking plan that

requires new S.R.O.'s to provide one parking space for every five rooms, driving up

the hotels' cost. And a redevelopment plan adopted by the City Council last year

designates several blocks for residential use but classifies S.R.O.'s as commercial.

Mr. Raubeson, the housing advocate, calls the changes an example of the not-

in-my-backyard attitude that hampers low-income housing everywhere. "It's just

the feeling that there's too many poor people," he said, "which is sad."
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