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Abstract 

 

Exploring Adaptive Re-use in Abandoned Industrial Spaces: A Possible 

Future for Affordable Housing  

 

 

 

April Dawn Geruso, M.S.C.R.P. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2006 

 

Supervisor: Elizabeth J. Mueller 

 

In light of the increasing need for affordable housing in cities, and because many 

city centers, especially older US city centers, are home to abandoned industrial buildings, 

this paper explores the potential for creating affordable housing through the adaptive re-

use of such structures. Through a study of the current literature of both the current needs 

of affordable housing and the availability of the transition of adaptive re-use, this paper 

answers the questions of where this type of conversion has already taken place and 

explores what funding is available to make such a conversion financial possible. The 

paper then looks to three case studies in the United States to attempt to begin to answer 

under what local conditions adaptive re-use for affordable housing can succeed.  

Ultimately, this paper finds that under compliant circumstances, there is indeed a place 

for the adaptive re-use of abandoned structures to be developed into affordable housing. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Chapter 1:  Intentions of Research 

 

 SPECIFICATION OF CENTRAL FOCUS 

In his report on the Affordability of Urban Housing, Zhong Yi Tong concludes 

that in 9 of the 11 major urban areas he studied and in the United States as a whole, 

people earning the average wages of a schoolteacher, a police officer and the like can not 

afford to put a 10 percent down payment on the purchase of a home (2004). The problem 

of affordability does not end with homeownership. A janitor in the United States can not 

afford to live in a one-bedroom apartment in the city in which he is employed. There is a 

crisis of affordable housing in the United States.  

Separate from affordable housing concerns, cities are going through an additional 

struggle. In many US cities, where a vast expanse of abandoned industrial buildings now 

lies, once use to be a thriving commercial district. During the US Industrial Revolution in 

the early 1900’s, many US cities quickly found a niche in specialized manufacturing and 

would center the city’s activities on the production of a small set of products. As time has 

progressed, changing technologies, “just-in-time” delivery, and outside trade have 

eliminated the need for these specialty cities, their workers, and specifically for the 

specialty cities’ warehouses and factories. As a result, many city centers have become 

abandoned; they are areas filled with no industry, with no economic base, and ultimately 

with no people (Gause, 1994).  

There is a great need for affordable housing within central cities. In addition, 

there are a plethora of abandoned industrial structures within many US cities waiting for 
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a second chance at life.  Affordable housing and abandoned warehouses, although very 

separate in constitution, have the great potential to come together as one. In light of the 

increasing need for affordable housing in city centers, and because many of those same 

centers are home to abandoned industrial buildings, the intention of this report is to 

explore the possibilities of developing affordable housing through the adaptive re-use of  

abandoned industrial structures.  

QUESTIONS TO BE ADDRESSED 

In line with this paper’s central focus, I address the following three questions: 

o In which locations has the adaptive re-use of warehouse space into 

affordable housing already taken place? 

o What funding is available to create an affordable housing site within a 

warehouse? 

o Under what local conditions can adaptive re-use for affordable housing 

succeed? 

METHODOLOGY 

In order to answer questions concerning the history, financial background, and 

practicality of industrial warehouse space being converted into affordable housing, a 

literature review of the background, locations of the needs, and financial possibilities 

within each subject was performed. The literature reviewed for this report is intended to 

give an accurate account of the present state of both affordable housing and adaptive re-

use. Consequently, I present findings that are relevant to the timeframe of this report, 

2005-2006. 

In addition, to explain how local examples of adaptive re-use for affordable 

housing succeed, case studies were examined. Due to the dearth of research on this topic, 
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the cases included represent those for which the most complete information was 

available. While these cases are likely to be among the most successful examples, 

without knowledge of the characteristics of all cases, we cannot know for sure.  

Despite their success, each case presented in this paper faced challenges that they 

faced. Because each case was so publicized and considered a success, it is assumed that 

the challenges. These challenges, and how each case overcame them, are an important 

part of the story. In effect, while each case study differs in location and architectural 

specifications, they do provide various conditions and solutions that come up in real-life 

situations. This relatable quality makes the cases universal not in terms of specifics, but 

in lessons learned for the future growth within this field.  

CHAPTER OUTLINE 

In this report, six chapters are divided into the following four sections. The first 

section and its accompanying chapter is an introduction to the report and identification of 

central focus. The second section and its associated chapter is an overview and 

background of national affordable housing needs as well as adaptive re-use and historic 

preservation. The third section, encompassing chapters three, four, and five, contains case 

studies that represent examples of adaptive re-use of industrial buildings in the form of 

affordable housing. The final section and accompanying chapter include conclusions of 

the future applicability of this specific form of adaptive re-use based on both the 

background research of the subject matter and the related case studies. 
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OVERVIEW AND BACKGROUND 

Chapter 2:  A Review of Affordable Housing & Adaptive Re-use and 
Historical Preservation 

In order to understand the applicability for abandoned industrial structures to be 

adapted into affordable housing, we must first review the need, availability, and future of 

affordable housing and adaptive re-use. This chapter is an attempt to go into such detail. 

The first section will discuss affordable housing needs in the United States, and financial 

structures in place to meet those needs. The second section is dedicated to describing the 

historical background of abandoned industrial buildings, the reasoning behind their 

abandonment, and the resulting factors of the future for such abandoned industrial 

structures. The final section is an attempt to perceive where the two fields can come 

together by considering in which locations and market conditions adaptive re-use is most 

feasible for affordable housing.  

AFFORDABLE HOUSING NEEDS IN THE UNITED STATES 

In a time where there is a great need for affordable housing, housing stock is 

being lost. In this section of the paper, an attempt will be made to define the ongoing 

affordable housing crisis in the United States, and to explore the causes and location of 

the crisis. In addition, this section will delve into the availability of affordable housing 

stock, national policies that are present to assist in the alleviation of that need, and the 

future for affordable housing as it stands now. 

Note: In this report, affordable housing will be measured in terms of the 

Department of Housing and Urban Development’s (HUD’s) definitions. HUD defines 

affordable housing as total housing costs that total no more than 30 percent of the 



 5

household’s income. In addition, this paper will use HUD’s definitions for income limits. 

HUD defines these limits in the following manner: 

o Low Income (LI) households are those earning not more than 80 percent 

of area median income (AMI), 

o Very Low Income (VLI) households are those earning not more than 50 

percent of AMI, and 

o Extremely Low Income (ELI) households are those earning not more than 

30 percent of AMI. (“Affordable Housing Needs,” 2005) 

This section also details the “worst-case needs” for LI, VLI, and ELI populations. 

As defined by the report generated by HUD entitled, “Affordable Housing Needs: A 

Report to Congress on the Significant Need for Housing,” the term “worst-case needs” is 

determined to mean, “households with unassisted renters with VLI who pay more than 50 

percent for housing or live in severely substandard housing,” (2005). 

The affordability crisis 

The United States is going through an affordability crisis. In 2000, 12 million 

Americans experienced worst-case housing needs (“Affordable Housing Needs,” 2005). 

Affordable rental housing needs for that population exceeded the supply by 1.8 million 

units. In 2003, 5.18 million VLI households were in a worst-case needs scenario, with the 

proportion of total American families living in a worst case needs situation resting at 

nearly 5 percent. While almost two-thirds of ELI households were in the worst case needs 

category, nearly one-fifth of VMI renter households experienced worst-case needs, and 

approximately 7 percent of LI households experienced severe burden due to their rent.   

Affordable housing needs do not merely end with the lowest end of the income 

spectrum. It is estimated that in 1999 there were 3.7 million working families who were 

paying at least 50 percent of their income for housing. Additionally, due to patterns of 
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increasing rent prices, approximately 3.8 million adults between the ages of 25 and 34 

were still living with their parents (“Affordable Housing Needs,” 2005). Area service 

providers – teachers, police officers, firefighters, restaurant workers – cannot afford to 

live where they work on their current salaries. Although evidence shows that the majority 

are fully employed, there are still severe needs for affordable housing from the very poor 

to the median income families. 

Causes of the crisis 

So what is generating this vast gap in housing affordability? It is a common 

misconception that land constraint is the leading cause for the lack of housing 

affordability in growth management policies. In the article, “The Link between Growth 

Management and Housing Affordability: The academic evidence,” three general 

conclusions are made regarding the causes of housing in-affordability (Nelson, Pendall, 

Dawkins, and Knaap, 2002). The first suggests that market demand, not land constraints, 

is the primary driver behind the need for affordable housing. The second conclusion 

states that both traditional land use regulations as well as growth management policies 

have the ability to raise the price of housing. Conventional zoning policies customarily 

include requirements such as “low-density zoning only” policies that limit the supply and 

accessibility of affordable housing, thereby excluding low-income households. Growth 

management policies, although often allowing for the improvement of supply and 

location of affordable housing, additionally generate the desirability of that area by all 

incomes, thereby decreasing the future affordability of housing in that area. Finally, the 

report concludes that if housing prices may increase in any land use environment, then 

the decision is between good and bad regulation of growth management policies and 

traditional land use management to improve housing choice. In this assessment, major 
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changes to increase affordability can be altered through differing land use and growth 

management policies.  

Location of Crisis 

Although the demand for affordable housing affects all parts of the country, the 

affordable housing crisis is particularly apparent in urban areas. In central cities for 2004, 

over 33 percent of VLI households were in worst-case needs situations (“Affordable 

Housing Needs,” 2005). In 90 percent of the largest metropolitan areas, workers making a 

janitor’s wages could not even rent a one-bedroom apartment in that same city 

(Rypkema, 2002). Without that level of affordability, homeownership for people in these 

vocations is out of the question.  

Tong’s study concludes with similar findings about urban centers (2004). Nine 

out of the 11 major urban areas studied in the United States showed that people earning 

the average wages of a schoolteacher, a police officer and the like can not afford to put 

even a 10 percent down payment toward the purchase of a home. Of the 2.3 million 

lowest income households who actually could afford that down payment and could own 

their own home, 73 percent are paying more than 50 percent of their income on housing 

costs. 

In 1999, for every three households moving back to cities, approximately five left 

them for the suburbs (Tong, 2004). With the falling demand for urban living, central 

cities have either seen selected neighborhoods either decline or evoke trends of 

gentrification1. With the exodus crisis, city centers often end up plagued with 

disinvestment or displacement. 

 
1 There is an ongoing dispute regarding the true definition of gentrification. In this report, gentrification 
will be defined in its most universal definition, when working-class and/or inner-city neighborhoods being 
converted into more affluent middle-class communities, resulting in increased property values and in the 
displacement of the poor. 
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Available affordable housing stock  

Not only can families not afford the housing that is available to them, but in 

addition, the total amount of the nation’s available affordable housing is dwindling. The 

mid 1990’s saw the loss of nearly 170,000 assisted homes (Belsky, 2001). If current 

trends hold, most of the Section 8 contracts that are up for renewal in the near future will 

not be renewed, and that housing will be instead priced for higher-income families 

(Belsky, 2001). As it has been the trend in past decades, rapid income growth at the upper 

end of the income distribution will further tilt the new home market towards the 

production of units for higher-income residents. The shortage of affordable housing for 

VLI and ELI households in 2003 was especially severe. For every 100 ELI and VLI 

households, there were only 78 rental units affordable to that population. Only 44 of 

those units were actually available for these households because the remainders were 

being occupied by higher-income households (“Affordable Housing Needs,” 2005).  

Policies improving affordable housing stock 

The federal government has made strides in increasing and improving the 

available affordable housing stock. Community Development Block Grants (CDBGs) are 

grants distributed according to formula through the Department of Housing and Urban 

Development (“Community Development,” 2006). Established in 1974, one particular 

CDBG program, Entitlement Communities, provides annual grants through a formula 

basis to entitled cities and counties. The money is provided to develop viable urban 

communities by providing decent housing and a suitable living environment. In addition, 

state administered CDBGs require that the state ensure at least 70 percent of its funding 

be used for activities that benefit low- and moderate-income persons over a one-, two-, or 

three-year time period (“Community Development,” 2006). 
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Another federal program geared toward the development of affordable housing is 

the HOME Investment Partnerships Program. Created in 1990, the program was a 

response to the housing needs of states, urban counties, cities, and to specially-authorized 

jurisdictions (“Expanding the Nation’s,” 2006). The first block grant specifically for 

housing, its funds are granted to state and local governments by formula, allowing those 

jurisdictions to fund four types of authorized program activities, including: 

 (1) The purchase, construction, or renovation of rental housing; (2) renovation or 
construction of for-sale housing and assistance to individual buyers of housing; 
(3) rehabilitation of owner-occupied housing units; and (4) tenant-based rental 
assistance.  States and localities must observe the Federal requirements that 
pertain to each activity. (“Expanding the Nation’s,” 2006)   

HOME limits the cost to acquire and develop HOME-funded units, and regulates the 

income levels of those who may reside in their designated units and the rents that may be 

charged for the units. The HOME program gives local officials the ability to make their 

own funding decisions.   

The Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) is another affordable housing 

program initiated by the federal government and administered by the Internal Revenue 

Service and the Department of the Treasury. This program was enacted by Congress to 

generate equity capital for the construction and rehabilitation of affordable rental housing 

(Rypkema, 2002). But because the low-income housing tax credits by themselves are 

often not a sufficient method to significantly reduce the developer’s debt burden; 

additional subsidies must be sought out for most LIHTC-funded projects. Although 

allowable, the combination of LIHTC and HOME funds is difficult due to technical 

differences in the programs.  
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ADAPTIVE RE-USE AND HISTORICAL PRESERVATION 

The following  quote is taken from the 1966 book produced by the U.S. 

Conference of Mayors. 

 If the preservation movement is to be successful, it must go beyond saving bricks 
and mortar. It must go beyond saving occasional historic houses and opening 
museums. It must be more than a cult of antiquarians. It must do more than revere 
a few precious national shrines. It must attempt to give a sense of orientation to 
our society, using structures and objects of the past to establish values of time and 
place. (“With Heritage so Rich,” 1966, p. 207) 

In truth, the quote is timeless. Today’s city planners seek to receive what has 

already been thrown away. Countless numbers of older and “historic”2 industrial 

structures stand abandoned in the United States. While visions of “smart growth” and 

“new urbanism” dance around in heads of planners today, they need only look to those 

existing abandoned structures around them that achieve the same altruistic goals: transit 

orientation;  grid street patterns; walkable live, work, and shopping. While not every 

abandoned structure is worth saving, communities that stay appealing places to live are 

those that have preserved their historical structures and streetscapes. 

This section deals with the formation, adaptation, and implementation of 

historical preservation and adaptive re-use. Within the section, the history of the 

abandoned structures will be discussed, as will the result of the abandonment, and the 

ways in which the abandonment can and have been turned around to benefit the 

community in which it is located.  

Causation of abandoned structures 

The industrial base has shifted dramatically in the last twenty years for the United 

States. During the Industrial Revolution in the early 1900’s, many US cities occupied a 

particular economic niche and would center the entire city’s economy on the production 
 

2 Historic structures are generally characterized as those buildings constructed before 1950. 
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of that product. Technological advances, on top of changing markets and outside trade 

competition have created an environment where many communities are left with 

abandoned structures rather than economic producers. The Northeast region of the US 

has especially experienced the brunt of this blow. In a survey done by the Brookings 

Institute in late 2000, of the 70 cities surveyed with a population of more than 100,000, 

the average number of abandoned structures in northeastern cities was 7.47 per 100 

inhabitants, as compared to 2.63 for the country as a whole (Pagano and Bowman, 2000). 

Effect of abandoned structures 

One of the major effects that vacant industrial and commercial buildings have on 

cities is the toll the vacancy takes on the tax base of the city. When industries abandon 

the central city, they create vast physical and economic holes in that city and leave behind 

a population of low-income and minority residents that were reliant on the jobs and 

services the buildings and their runoff provided (Rypkema, 2002).  Although a primary 

goal of many cities is to create a thriving core and tax base, when warehouses and 

factories leave, the opposite is ultimately produced. These physical wastelands sometimes 

expand to encompass entire downtowns; the blight compounds on itself over time, 

making what was a bad situation, worse. 

Besides creating a struggling tax base in the city, when industrial and commercial 

businesses move away or close down, they can sometimes leave behind an environmental 

contamination; these environmentally blighted sites are commonly known as 

“brownfields.” Regulatory methods for determining whether a site is contaminated (or by 

how much a site is contaminated) vary case by case rather than being applied universally. 

In addition, brownfield redevelopment is often stigmatized (a term commonly known as 

“brownlining”) by financial lenders. The Environmental Protection Agency judges a 

site’s contamination levels on a case by case basis (Collaton and Bartsch, 1996). For 
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cities who are interested in cleaning up their contaminated sites, or for potential 

developers interested in investing in the area, this lack of regulation makes the idea of 

purchasing the site less appealing. 

Strategies for adaptive re-use and historic preservation 

In an effort to mitigate the negative effects of abandoned industrial sites in cities, 

efforts have been made to find new uses for the abandoned buildings. Efforts often 

include historic preservation or adaptive re-use. Historic preservation is commonly 

known as the preservation of historically significant structures and neighborhoods to 

facilitate the rehabilitation of the building to an original condition. Adaptive re-use, a 

form of historic preservation, but adds that the transitions include the renovation of 

existing buildings to any use other than the former use. 

Historic preservation and adaptive re-use have produced numerous benefits that 

often serve to a city’s economic development strategy. The act of rehabilitating structures 

in cities can recapture the feeling of community that once was found in a specific area. In 

addition, downtown revitalization, neighborhood stabilization, affordable housing, and 

cultural tourism are all potential benefits of building re-use and preservation (Gause, 

1996).  

The push for redevelopment also encourages communities to put funding into 

preexisting infrastructure rather than adding to the problems of urban sprawl. Historic 

preservation and adaptive re-use often promote mixed-use structures, such as a single 

building containing more than one type of land use (often housing and nonresidential 

development) in downtowns (Rypkema, 2002). This mix of residential and commercial 

development further spurs the economic growth of downtown. Additionally, historical 

structures often meet the requirements of “smart growth” and “new urbanism.” Most 

structures are within five miles of major office employment centers, have an elementary 
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school within one mile of the neighborhood, and have shopping within one mile of the 

neighborhood; nearly sixty percent of historic neighborhoods have public transportation 

directly available to them (Rypkema, 2002).  

Additionally, adaptive re-use often includes the transformation of brownfields 

into areas that no longer pose an environmental threat. Through the adaptation of 

brownfields and other historical buildings, cities have the ability to boost jobs in the area, 

increase the housing base, boost tax revenues, and, produce social, environmental, and 

esthetic benefits (Gause, 1996). As a method of development, the Bipartisan Millennial 

Commission writes that, “US housing policy must recognize that preservation is cheaper 

than new construction…and that maintaining and renovating existing units combats 

blight and contributes to healthy communities,” (Millennial Housing Commission, 2002, 

p. 33). Although brownfield clean up is not always necessarily a positive force in 

adaptive re-use3, if it can be afforded, it has the potential to create structures that add to 

the economic fabric of a city. 

The benefits of historical preservation and adaptive re-use have produced changes 

in policy and financing as well as the development of alternative partnerships. These 

changes have made adaptive re-use and historical preservation a plausible solution to the 

problem of inner-city wastelands. 

 Policy and Financing 

Federal, state, and local policy and financing initiatives have been established in 

an effort to support the historic preservation of buildings in cities. These initiatives 

include changes in city planning policies, tax credit policies, grant programs, and loans. 

 
3 See section below entitled, ‘Benefits, Limitations, and Constraints of Adaptive Re-use’ 
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Federal. In 1966, the Federal Historic Preservation Tax Incentive program was 

established. Credited as one of the US’s most successful and cost-effective community 

revitalization programs, the Federal Historic Preservation Tax incentives are eligible to 

income-producing buildings that are one or more of the following: National Historical 

Landmarks; listed in the National Register; and/or contribute to National Register 

Historic Districts (“Historic Preservation,” 2003). Invaluable in revitalizing communities, 

the Historic Preservation Tax Incentives are important in attracting new private 

investment to historic core cities and redeveloping housing for all income types.  

Beyond the historic preservation tax credits, the federal government has 

additional established programs that assist in the development of adaptive re-use. 

Community Development Block Grants (CDBGs) have been used by cities to rehabilitate 

privately owned sites and buildings covering such expenses as the projects’ labor, 

materials, construction, and/or renovation costs (“Community Development,” 2006). 

CDBG funding can also be put towards loan processing and inspections. It is the diversity 

of allowed uses for CDBG money that makes them a key tool in the rehabilitation of 

distressed areas. HUD has also determined that CDBG money can be put towards the 

environmental review of a site as well as the cleanup of identified hazards, alleviating 

some of the financial burdens that brownfield redevelopment creates. In order to receive 

consideration for a CDBG, applicants must fulfill citizen participation requirements, 

allowing local residents to determine if the proposed project will be a benefit to their 

community (“Community Development,” 2006). 

Also available for historic preservation and adaptive re-use projects are Section 

108 loan guarantees (HUD, 2006). These guarantees enable local governments to finance 

a physical and economic development project that is larger than can be paid for with a 

single-year CDBG grant. If received, Section 108 loan guarantees can be put toward a 
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project’s property acquisition, rehabilitation of obsolete structures, construction of public 

improvements (water and sewer facilities), site improvements, and brownfield projects 

such as removal of hazardous wastes and toxic contaminants. Because they are part of the 

same program as CDBG grants, loan guarantee applicants must fulfill the citizen 

participation requirements. 

State. Statewide initiatives for historic preservation and adaptive re-use vary, but 

many states have taken extra initiative to highlight the historic features that their state has 

to offer. Michigan boasts a program dedicated to brownfield cleanup. The state’s Site 

Reclamation Grant and Loan Program was one of the first in the nation; the grant 

program provides funding for the remediation of a site based on environmental factors 

and the site’s economic development potential. The program is funded through an $800 

million state “quality of life” bond issue that was approved in 1988 (Collaton and 

Bartsch, 1999). In conjunction with the grant and loan program, Michigan’s Department 

of Natural Resources administers the programs funded by the bonds. In addition, the 

state’s Department of Commerce has developed the Commercial and Industrial 

Rehabilitation/Redevelopment Grant and Loan Program, which finances such efforts as 

property acquisition, construction, and facility rehabilitation, and whose efforts 

compliment the state’s site reclamation program (Collaton and Bartsch, 2002). 

New Jersey also has a state enacted program dedicated to the rehabilitation of 

obsolete industrial areas (Cicchetti and Seyfert, 2002). The Garden State Historic Trust 

Fund provides matching grants for planning and preservation projects for historic sites 

throughout the state. Non-profit agencies and municipal or county governments are 

eligible to apply for the grants. Eligible properties must be listed in the State or National 

Register of Historic Places. More than one third of the properties that have been 
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redeveloped by the grants involved saving buildings that were once closed or 

uninhabitable.  

Apart from various policies that states have enacted in order to promote adaptive 

re-use and historical preservation, many states, like Georgia, Maryland, Missouri, and 

North Carolina have excellent tax credit programs that allow projects to combine federal 

and state tax incentives for historical preservation and adaptive re-use projects. In total, 

45 of the 50 states provide financial incentives for historical preservation (Cicchetti and 

Seyfert, 2002). 

Local. Some cities have created their own incentives for adaptive re-use and 

historical preservation. Incentives include zoning ordinance changes, building code 

restructuring (reducing risks and costs of older building renovation), zoning variances, 

flexible building code requirements, tax abatements, finance assistance, environmental 

cleanup and the improvement of existing infrastructure. Baltimore, for example, donates 

properties it owns to developers that are willing to rehabilitate the property for new uses 

(Cicchetti and Seyfert, 2002). 

Troy, New York found itself in a position where it owned a great number of 

deteriorating or abandoned structures due to foreclosures on properties with unpaid 

property taxes (Cicchetti and Seyfert, 2002). Instead of the traditional auction method 

that is used to sell such properties, an ordinance was created by the city where those who 

wanted to purchase the abandoned property were required to submit a ‘purchase 

proposal’ that is reviewed and approved by neighborhood groups before the property is 

sold. For the city, the intended use of the property is more important than the purchase 

price. 
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 Partnerships  

In addition to various policies and financing methods that have been put in place 

to effectively rehabilitate older structures, partnerships also play a key role in effectively 

reconstructing the economic viability of a place. Partnerships must be all-inclusive and 

through collaboration between public, quasi-public, private, and non-profit entities, 

partnerships can represent the community, developers, designers, neighbors, public 

officials, and financing sources. There are many telling examples of best-practices 

partnerships for adaptive re-use and historic preservation. 

Joliet, Illinois was the home of a 170 acre abandoned U.S. Steel site. The Upper 

Illinois Valley Association (UIVA) is the lead private sector organization working to 

coordinate and implement the I&M Canal National Heritage Corridor plan. The Corridor 

plan was established for Chicago and its surrounding areas by government and private 

entities. Made up of business, industrial, and civic leaders from Chicago and the corridor 

suburbs, UIVA’s mission is to encourage economic revitalization of aging communities 

through site re-use and historic preservation, promote tourism, and undertake public 

education on the economic advantages of the area (Collaton and Bartsch, 1996).  

As a part of the corridor plan UIVA developed a re-use feasibility study and plan 

for Joliet’s former U.S. Steel site (Collaton and Bartsch, 1996). In addition the re-use 

effort would juxtapose itself with neighboring redevelopment projects. The city of Joliet 

and its county guaranteed financial assistance for the rehabilitation, while USX Realty, 

the owner of the site, prepared it for re-use. The project’s completion is estimated in 15-

20 years, and because of the cooperation of the UIVA, the 170 acres that would have 

been an economic wasteland will now be an economic generator for the area. 

The state of Massachusetts is home to the statewide non-profit organization 

Historic Massachusetts. Arthur Bergeron, the president of the organization, recently 
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began several neighborhood revitalization programs throughout economically unstable 

areas in the state: a mill city, a depressed suburb of Boston, and a coastal port (Moe and 

Wilke, 1997). In this revitalization process, the non-profit’s strategy was to provide 

financial and technical assistance to one project in each area. Through coordination with 

the project managers in the area, the revitalization would be executed. Bergeron’s 

strategy was that focusing on one project would serve as a catalyst for other nearby 

neighborhoods. Bergeron speaks astutely of the importance of Historic Massachusetts’ 

efforts, proclaiming, “Preservation is not just about buildings. It is about what buildings 

mean to people. Saying that a particular place matters is a way of saying that its people 

matter, too...The merit of a project lies in whether or not it builds pride in a 

neighborhood,” (Moe and Wilke, 1997, p. 240).  

Benefits, Limitations, and Constraints of Adaptive Re-use 

Besides community received benefits in the preservation of such buildings, there 

are more pragmatic issues that must be looked at, as well. There are both advantages and 

disadvantages in each planning, financial, and architectural standpoints in adaptive re-

use. These issues must be considered before entering into such a redevelopment.  

In the Urban Land Institute’s book, New Uses for Obsolete Buildings, the 

advantages of adaptive re-use include that of timing, cost, and market value (Gause, 

1996). Reusing an existing building can sometimes accelerate the predevelopment 

process, opening the project significantly faster than if it would have been a Greenfield 

development. Additionally, cost benefits often weigh heavily in many markets. In New 

Uses, the purchase of Option A for $20 per square foot to construct a new high-quality 

office building for $100 per square foot, was compared to Option B, the purchase of a 

pre-built, well constructed, deteriorated building for $40 per square foot, with total 

redevelopment costs of only $80 a square foot. The study finds that the adapted building 
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will still make more profit, even taking into account lower rent prices for the redeveloped 

building due to varying market demands of the area4 (Gause, 1996).  

Marketing value in adapted buildings is considered an advantage because of the 

many ‘amenities’ that are already built in to the structure. Original and quality 

constructed wooden floors, high ceilings, and brick walls are all things that create greater 

market appeal for a structure, therefore increasing its ability to rent or sell out. 

In addition to the financial benefits to adaptive re-use, there are architecturally 

related benefits to such a redevelopment. Zoning ordinances can facilitate adaptive re-use 

because, while many new buildings have to follow vigorous local building codes, local 

zoning ordinances can provide exceptions for re-use (Gause, 1996). While an industrial 

building might never be approved in modern day because of things such as the building’s 

uses in setback and height standards, as already existing structures, city ordinances will 

often allow such preexisting buildings to stay standing through various “grandfather” 

clauses already in place (Gause, 1996). There are also structural advantages to adaptive 

re-use as well. Because of varying design guidelines used in older structures, adapting 

those structures can be both an art and a science where unconventional design and 

engineering can be used (Gause, 1996). 

New Uses for Obsolete Buildings also details various constraints of adaptive re-

use such as the architectural, financing, and environmental limitations. Financing can be 

challenging because of the unconventional nature of the construction. In the banking 

industry, the conversion of pre-existing buildings is considered financially risky, and 

therefore conventional sources of debt financing are harder to come by (Gause, 1996). 

Various creative financing tools, such as grants and various risk-taking financial lenders 

are needed to get an adaptive re-use project off of the ground. Environmental issues are 

 
4 See section below, ‘The Future of Affordable Housing and Adaptive Re-use.’ 
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also a great factor in the adaptive re-use of a structure. Often, if the building was 

originally used as a manufacturing space, there are environmental hazards still present on 

the property. The environmental factors must be assessed and additional creative 

financing must be found in order to make an adaptive re-use project with environmental 

hazards possible (Gause, 1996). In addition, although there are architectural benefits to 

adaptive re-use, there are also constraints. Structurally, fitting a new use to an existing 

building that had a differing original use can be quite challenging, therefore time 

consuming and expensive. In order to avoid a failed adaptive re-use project, a fair look at 

the area’s market should be assessed to see how such a project could fit in to an area, if at 

all. 

THE FUTURE OF AFFORDABLE HOUSING AND ADAPTIVE RE-USE 

Despite the various efforts put forth to address the vast numbers of affordable 

housing units needed in the United States, the future of housing affordability remains in a 

state of crisis. One report announces that although the next decade will bring 20 million 

new net jobs, 34 percent are going to pay less than $20,000 a year. Essentially, what this 

means is that those 7 million people can only afford rental prices of $500 per month or 

less (Rypkema, 2002). Stunningly, in 2000, 66 percent of apartments built already cost 

upwards of $750 per month (Rypkema, 2002). The United States needs a more affordable 

means to affordable housing production, as well as an increase in that production to 

alleviate the Nation’s ever-growing crisis.  

While it is true that American cities on the whole suffer an affordability crisis, the 

nature of the crisis varies across cities. Many times the affordability crisis within cities is 

found in “hot markets.” In the Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University’s 

2005 report, “The State of the Nation’s Housing,” it is reported that the biggest 

construction markets for the United States are found in the southern and southwestern 
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sections of the country (2005). The report also states that while those who are most in 

need of affordable housing are spending less on housing costs (because they are living 

further from the central city), they are now spending more time, and on average $100 

more a month on living costs, commuting to work. But there is very little housing being 

produced in city centers (“infill”). The effect is an affordability gap that remains in the 

hot market’s core. 

On the other hand, many cities considered to be weak markets, those that have 

little to no economic or residential growth, and no future expectancy of any, are now 

trying to boost the economy of their downtowns. In the study, “Building a Better Urban 

Future: New directions for housing policies in weak market cities,” the authors suggest 

policies for weak market cities to follow in order to (re)gain economic vitality (Mallach, 

2005). As the Nantucket Lofts case study (below) exemplifies, those living within the 

city need adequate and pleasant housing before other desired economic development can 

naturally and successfully take place. 

Despite the variation across markets in US urban centers, the process of adaptive 

re-use for industrial centers is valid for those markets that present the key ingredients, 

whether in hot or weak market cities. In hot markets, it is necessary to provide housing 

for those who can not afford to live in the city, while in weak markets, housing needs to 

be provided to spur additional economic growth. Research must be done for each 

development’s team to ensure that the needs of an area will be met through the addition 

of any affordable housing adaptive re-use project. Once determined economically sound, 

through the use of financial tools that are in place for affordable housing and historic 

preservation, such adaptive re-use projects could provide needed affordable housing in 

available abandoned industrial structures within cities. 
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In effect, the rehabilitation and re-use of historic buildings is a way to both 

remember and honor the past, and to think intelligently about the future. Through the use 

of policies and partnerships, adaptive re-use and historical preservation can alter the way 

that cities develop their community’s future affordable growth and honor their traditions 

and history. From the overlap of financial tools developed to support each affordable 

housing and adaptive re-use, a new genre of historical preservation could emerge. It is 

this method of historic preservation that is crucial for the future of the poverty stricken in 

the United States. 
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CASE STUDIES 

 

AFFORDABLE HOUSING AND ADAPTIVE RE-USE WORKING TOGETHER AS ONE 

A joint solution can be found to lessen the problems of numerous abandoned 

industrial structures in cities and the lack of affordable housing near city centers. At the 

2002 meeting of the US Conference of Mayors, the president of the National Trust for 

Historical Preservation, Richard Moe, gave a speech entitled, “Using Preservation to 

Solve the Affordability Crisis in America.” In that speech, Moe states, “Historic 

preservation can be of enormous help in meeting the challenge of putting affordable 

housing within reach of all Americans,” (Maharaj, 2002). The importance of the 

connection between affordable housing and preservation does not end with that year’s 

conference; it has in fact been a hot topic for some time. In 1995, the Advisory Council 

for Historic Preservation issued an Affordable Housing and Historic Policy (ACHP) 

proposal. In the proposal, the council recommended that,  

Federal and State agencies, local governments, housing providers, and the 
preservation community in general actively seek ways to reconcile national 
historic preservation goals with the special economic and social needs associated 
with affordable housing, given that this is one of the nation’s most pressing 
challenges. (“ACHP Policy Statement,” 2002) 

The National Park Service reports that in the past five years more than $4.76 

billion has been invested in projects dealing with historic preservation. Of those funds, 

27,851 low- to moderate-income housing units were constructed, constituting 44 percent 

of the total number of housing units completed through the historic preservation tax 

credit program (Listokin and Listokin, 2001). Moreover, 40 percent of those affordable 

units were adaptive re-use projects from historic buildings not originally built as 
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residential structures (i.e. warehouses and factories). With the need for urban affordable 

housing as great as it is today, the numbers should only increase.  

The purpose of this section of the report is to identify under what local conditions 

adaptive re-use for affordable housing can succeed. A search for cases involving the 

redevelopment of abandoned industrial buildings into affordable housing turned up only a 

small number of projects that matched such requirements for which enough information 

was available to describe the case in a holistic way. Information on each case study was 

found through varying sources, including journals specific to affordable housing finance, 

national websites dedicated to historical preservation, local newspapers, urban planning 

texts, and the websites of key players of such a development, including developers, 

bankers, and PR firms related to the projects. While promotional material was used in this 

report as a source of information, it was the intent of the paper to find as holistic of a 

view of each case as was possible, and to make note of not merely the strengths of the 

project, but the challenges, as well. 

Each case study provides background information for the area in which the 

building is located, followed by a description of the building’s original use, and then a 

history of the building’s new use. Each of the case studies ends with both the financial 

structure of the project and conclusions and lessons learned. 

In each case, abandoned industrial structures are developed to include affordable 

housing units. While each case study deals within an urban climate, that climate varies 

greatly for each city. The cases are arranged in geographical order, from North to South 

in the United States. The first case study describes an abandoned bakery that was 

developed into housing as a part of a larger university development in a somewhat large 

urban climate. The second case study focuses on an old tobacco warehouse in a small, 

economically distressed southern city that was turned into a mixed-use development. The 
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final case study is of a cotton mill located in a very urban southern city that became one 

of the largest adaptive re-use projects in the country.  

Although the findings presented for each case study are not universally 

generalizable, the lessons can serve as a scope for the possibilities that this type of re-use 

can have, and can provide some insight into the various financial structures and 

approaches to adaptive re-use that could be used in future projects.    



CASE STUDIES 

Chapter 3:  Kennedy Biscuit Lofts, University Park, Cambridge 
Massachusetts 

 
Figure 1: Kennedy Biscuit Lofts: Entrance 

Source: Forest City Enterprises (http://www.kblliving.com/amenities.asp) 
 
Location: 129 Franklin St., Cambridge, Massachusetts 
Original Use: Kennedy Biscuit Factory 
New Use: Unique loft units: 78 market rate units; 64 low- and moderate-income housing 
units   
 

BACKGROUND 

The area that is now known as University Park, just west of the Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology (MIT) campus originally started as the Simplex Wire & Cable 

Company (Glover, 2006). Charles A. Morss and Oliver Whyte came together to form 

Simplex in 1865. In 1888 Simplex relocated to Cambridge, Massachusetts. At that time, 

Simplex employed approximately 600 people, with most jobs filled by “blue collar” 

workers (“Cambridge Group,” 1987). In the 1940’s Simplex opened another factory in 
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New Hampshire. It was not long after Simplex expanded its offices to New Hampshire 

that the Cambridge branch closed.  

The 30 acres of land once occupied by Simplex in Cambridge were left as an 

industrial wasteland and lay vacant for nearly 20 years. During that time, MIT began 

purchasing parcels of the site, and in the mid 1970’s began to study the future 

development of the area (“Cambridge Group,” 1987). Studies were put on hold in 1979 as 

the city of Cambridge requested to perform its own studies of the area. A few years later, 

MIT hired developer Forest City Enterprises to develop the master plan for the Simplex 

site (“Cambridge Group,” 1987). Forest City designed a mixed use environment that 

would be fully integrated into the neighborhood and Cambridge.  

Following Forest City’s commission of the Simplex site, the project became 

known as University Park. The original plan developed by Forest City included public 

areas, offices for research and development, and up to 100 units of mixed-income 

housing (Boyd, 1990). 

According to an article produced for the MIT newspaper, The Tech, it was after 

this initial proposal that local residents voiced their opinion against University Park’s 

development (Boyd, 1990). The residents were concerned that the provision for housing, 

especially affordable housing, was insufficient. 

 As a result a group of community members formed the Simplex Steering 

Committee in 1974 (Boyd, 1990). The ad hoc grassroots committee was to be a voice on 

behalf of the neighboring citizens when speaking to the developer and to MIT. In its 

initial proposal, the committee requested that there be at least 450 units of housing, with a 

third of those reserved for people with low- and moderate-incomes. The committee also 

requested that the development be less dense and less likely to produce traffic, and one 

offering jobs that residents of the “blue-collar neighborhood” were qualified to perform. 
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It was the steering committee’s opinion that University Park should supply enough 

housing to meet the demand that the development would create, and to alleviate the 

existing housing shortage in the area. Cambridge has had a residential vacancy rate of 1 

to 3 percent and has been in a self-claimed “housing emergency” since 1970. The 

Simplex Steering Committee’s proposal was ultimately denied by the city. 

Thirteen years later, MIT proposed a development for the site that included 300 

housing units (up from its original proposal of 100) (Boyd, 1990). Twenty-five percent of 

those were to be reserved for low- and moderate-income residents (Calkins, 2005). This 

proposal was unanimously approved by Cambridge’s City Council and was regarded by 

the council as a reasonable compromise to the proposals made by the Simplex Steering 

Committee (Boyd, 1990). The city made the 25 percent reservation of affordable housing 

mandatory (“Cambridgeport Neighborhood Study,” 2003). The steering committee, 

feeling that it had petitioned for too long to receive 150 less units than it had requested, 

did not approve the final proposal for University Park (Boyd, 1990). 

Despite the community’s disapproval, the project went ahead (Boyd, 1990). The 

final result was the design of the 2.5 million square foot University Park Complex. Priced 

at around $250 million, the complex’s plans include, “a [350-room] hotel and conference 

center, high-technology research and development space, retail stores, restaurants, 

housing and 3,000 parking spaces,” (“Cambridge Group,” 1987). In addition, the plan 

includes a day care center, a full-sized supermarket, and, “plenty of green space that 

draws people in from Cambridge’s main arter[ies],” (Shepard, 2002). University Park’s 

presence is projected to both increase the tax base by approximately $7 million per year, 

and to create as many as 7,000 jobs (Boyd, 2003).  

As of 2002, University Park was composed of a hotel, eight office buildings, and 

more than 400 residential units (50 percent of which are designated as low- and 



moderate-income housing) (Boyd, 2003). The completion of the entire complex is on 

track with its 20-year development agreement (Shepard, 2002). 

HISTORY OF THE KENNEDY STEAM BISCUIT CO. WAREHOUSE 
 
 

 
Figure 2: Signs of old life 

Figure 3: Original baking oven 

Source: Waymarking      Source: Forest City Enterprises   
(http://www.waymarking.com/?f=-1)   ( http://www.kblliving.com/amenities.asp) 

 

One of the buildings located within the present-day University Park Complex 

belonged to the Kennedy Steam Biscuit Company. The Kennedy Steam Biscuit Co. 

(Kennedy Biscuit Co.) was one of Boston’s busiest bakeries. The bakery’s main product 

was the Fig Newton, first developed by Kennedy Biscuit Co., in 1891 (“Boston to 

Redevelop,” 2002). Later named the New York Biscuit Company, the company shortly 

after became Nabisco (Shepard, 2002). After nearly 80 years of occupying the building, 

the Kennedy Biscuit Company moved out and the building became occupied by Fenton 

Shoes (Long and Nightingale, n.d.). In 1986, MIT purchased the building to be a part of 

the University Park Complex development (Long and Nightingale, n.d.). 
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HISTORY OF KENNEDY BISCUIT LOFTS 

MIT Interest  

In 1990, two years after the University Park Complex had begun, Keen 

Development and Forest City Enterprises were hired to rehabilitate the Kennedy Biscuit 

Company building (“Kennedy Biscuit Lofts,” n.d.). Forest City had worked on various 

adaptive re-use projects nationwide, including converting the former Drake Hotel in 

Philadelphia into upscale apartment homes and transforming the former Tobacco Row 

warehouses along the James River in Richmond into loft-style apartments, and was hired 

for the Kennedy Biscuit conversion because of its extensive adaptive re-use experience 

(“Boston to Redevelop,” 2002). Both projects were very similar in redevelopment needs 

to the Kennedy Biscuit building’s proposed transformation. Forest City’s redevelopment 

of the Kennedy Biscuit Lofts was designed to be a preservation effort in the sense that the 

exterior of the factory would be preserved, but the inside would be gutted and adapted for 

residential use. 

Outcome 
 
Figure 4: Outdoor patio          Figure 5: Interior to loft apartment 

Source: Forest City Enterprises                 Source: Forest City Enterprises             
(http://www.kblliving.com/amenities.asp)             (http://www.kblliving.com/amenities.asp) 
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The result of the Kennedy Biscuit re-design was a residential development with 

142 apartments, 64 of which are reserved for low- and moderate-income families and 

artists (“Cambridgeport Neighborhood Study,” 2003). The development of the building 

was unique in that, because of the configurations of the outside of the building, no two 

spaces are identical (“Kennedy Biscuit Lofts,” n.d.).  

According to one of the Kennedy Biscuit Lofts architects, The Architecture 

Group, the construction of the space had to be tactical in order to achieve its goals of 

historic integrity. This included strategic demolition of historically insignificant portions 

of the building to create a, “depth-of-building suitable for multifamily housing,” (The 

Architectural Team, n.d.). The configuration was crucial in creating the building’s 

features such as the entry courtyards, play areas, and space for community gatherings. 

Additionally, original baking ovens the size of a small room were kept and incorporated 

as alcoves in some of the apartments. Some of the other industrial features of the building 

were specifically featured, as well, like the original exposed masonry, skylights, and 

brick vaults and arches. In addition, a large, structurally unstable party wall was 

historically reconstructed as a façade entrance to the University Park Complex.  

Much updating did occur within the interior of the building in order to create a 

modern feel. Another of the project’s main architects, Derek Bloom Architects describes 

the interior design of the Kennedy Biscuit Lofts: “Using a palette of clear, translucent and 

opaque glass, as well as vibrant colors, the corridors, lounge, community room, and 

adjacent spaces are transformed into inviting public areas for the occupants to enjoy,” 

(Derek Bloom Architects, n.d.). 

Just as notable as the unique and sensitive design features of the lofts was the way 

in which affordable housing was incorporated into the Kennedy Biscuit Lofts. As 

regulated by the city of Cambridge, the building was required to set aside at least 25 
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percent of their housing for low- to moderate- income residents. However, in the 

Kennedy Biscuit lofts, 64 of the 142 units, or 45 percent, of reserved housing units are 

reserved as affordable housing (“Cambridgeport Neighborhood Study,” 2003). 

As a result of the design team’s redevelopment efforts, Kennedy Biscuit Lofts 

was honored with a Preservation Award from the Massachusetts Historical Commission 

in 1990 (The Architectural Team, n.d.). That same year the Kennedy Biscuit Co. building 

was listed on the National Register of Historic Places (“Kennedy, F. A., Steam Bakery,” 

n.d.). 

FINANCING STRUCTURE  

There is little detailed information available regarding the financial structure of 

the development of the Kennedy Biscuit Lofts. According to the project’s primary 

architecture firm, The Architectural Team, the project’s budget was $10 million 

(“Kennedy Biscuit Lofts,” n.d.). Financing for the project was given by the 

Massachusetts Housing Finance Agency (now known as Mass Housing). For the 

Kennedy Biscuit Loft project, SHARP subsidies were provided through the 

EOCD/MHFA, the Executive Office for Communities and Development for Mass 

Housing.  

CONCLUSION 

Although the Simplex Steering Committee members were not content with the 

final levels of affordable housing in the University Park Complex, the concerns they 

raised did have a positive impact on the development. Not only did the Cambridge City 

Council require that 25 percent of all housing in University Park be reserved for low- to 

moderate-income people, but of the total amount of housing that has been built in that 

area, nearly 50 percent of that qualifies as affordable. In the end, a strong community was 
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able to change the dynamics of University Park. What could have been purely upscale 

housing, with no room, through housing or employment, for the area’s established “blue 

collar” workers, in the end was an area that was mindful of and accommodating to the 

area’s established residents. In the case of the Kennedy Biscuit factory conversion, the 

major lesson was of the actions taken prior to the conversion that resulted in the success 

of the development. 



CASE STUDIES 

Chapter 4:  Nantucket Lofts: Kinston, North Carolina 

 
Figure 6: Nantucket Lofts exterior 

Source: Rehab Builders (http://www.rehabbuilders.com/cmt/36.html) 
 
Location: 619 N. Heritage Street, Kinston, North Carolina 
Original Use: American Tobacco Company warehouse 
New Use: Mixed Use: 4,000 square feet retail; 28 affordable housing apartment units; 
community areas; enclosed parking   

 

BACKGROUND 

Kinston, North Carolina is the city seat of Lenoir County and is located 30 miles 

south of Greenville, NC, approximately 80 miles southwest of Raleigh. Kinston’s land 

area is approximately 16.6 square miles. 

According to the Kinston Chamber of Commerce, before it became a town, 

Kinston was the site of three tobacco inspection warehouses along the Neuse River 
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(2005). Tobacco became the industry that the city would revolve around. It was Kinston’s 

main industry in the early 20th century (“About Kinston,” 2005), and in the late 20th 

century the city experienced a decline in the industry. This decline halted all industrial 

growth in the city, even to date.  

Kinston’s 2000 census data showed the city had a population of 23,688 (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2000). Additionally, over sixty-two percent of the city’s population is 

Black or African American. In 1999, the median household income in Kinston was 

$26,630, approximately 63 percent of the national average, while the median household 

income for black or African Americans living in Kinston was $20,186. The numbers 

improve slightly for the median family income and per capita income in Kinston, with 

totals being approximately 72 and 82 percent of the national averages, respectively. The 

Black and African American population of Kinston fell at 51 percent and 55 percent of 

the national averages for family and per capita income, respectively. Poverty levels swell 

high above national averages, with a 23 percent poverty rate and a 12.3 percent 

unemployment rate as opposed to the US rates of 12.4 percent and 5.8 percent, 

respectively (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). 

The median value for single-family owner-occupied homes in Kinston was 

$81,000, 32 percent below that of the national average (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). The 

gross median rent price is $392/month. It is assessed that just over 26 percent of 

homeowners pay 30 percent or more of their household income on owner costs and that 

36.8 percent5 of renters spend more than 30 percent of their household income on rent 

and utilities (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). 

 
5 In the category of gross rent as a percentage of household income for Kinston, North Carolina in 1999, 
9.9 percent of the entire population surveyed was not computed for this category. 
 



HISTORY OF THE NANTUCKET WAREHOUSE 

The Nantucket Warehouse was built during the turn of the 20th century for the old 

American Tobacco Company (“Using ‘Innovative’,” n.d.). Originally having 60,000 

square feet, the warehouse went through numerous additions, and today the space is 

approximately 70,000 square feet (Shiles, 2005; “Kinston, NC,” n.d.). The building was 

owned by the American Tobacco Company until 1914 when the company sold the 

property to Export Leaf Tobacco Company (Shiles, 2005). 
 
 
Figure 7: Exterior of the warehouse remains true to that of original use 

Source: Rehab Builders (http://www.rehabbuilders.com/cmt/36.html) 

The building is composed of two floors. As a tobacco warehouse, the first floor 

was primarily used for storage (Raynor, 2004). The second floor was inhabited by ovens 

that dried the tobacco. The Nantucket warehouse is the last remaining tobacco warehouse 

in the area (“Using ‘Innovative’,” n.d.).  

HISTORY OF NANTUCKET LOFTS 

Developer Interest 

It was the combination of the interest to rehabilitate a structure of such historical 

significance in Kinston and the overwhelming need for affordable housing in the area that 
 36
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sparked the interest of the Winston-Salem based developer, The Landmark Group. The 

Landmark Group prides itself in, “its expertise in historic preservation and adaptive re-

use, architectural design, city planning, layered financing, construction and property 

management,” and has partnered with various groups, including public housing 

authorities, private investors, local governments and non-profits on housing and mixed-

use developments (“Using ‘Innovative’,” n.d.). The Landmark Group had already worked 

on several different projects in Kinston, most of which included the development of 

affordable housing. It was because of the developer’s wide expertise and its previous 

experience with the city that the company was confident it could tackle affordable 

housing in Kinston and the rehabilitation of the Nantucket Warehouse. 

The location of the old Nantucket Warehouse on Kinston’s main arterial business 

road sealed the deal for the developer and made the property the ideal candidate for the 

rehabilitation. Through various market studies, The Landmark Group determined that the 

downtown area needed more affordable housing (Spencer, Jan. 2003). Landmark’s 

justification for the project to the city was that the historic rehabilitation of the warehouse 

into affordable housing would serve to boost tax income, something desperately sought 

by the city’s officials (“Kinston, NC,” n.d.). 

Primary Obstacle to Development 

The interest in changing the warehouse into affordable housing was not widely 

accepted at first. Many community members in Kinston, primarily downtown business 

owners, were not excited about affordable housing moving into the area. The local 

newspaper, the Kinston Free Press, wrote, “The crux of the issue is threefold: the 

difference between low-income and subsidized housing, whether the city needs or wants 

it, and where it should be,” (Spencer, Feb. 2003). At one point, one downtown Kinston 

business owner shared her thoughts on the new housing to the city council, stating, 
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“Kinston already ha[s] its fair share of affordable and low-income housing.” She wanted 

the owners of the Nantucket Warehouse to, “wait a few years until downtown tourist 

attractions are in place, and then turn the warehouse into an inn or bed and breakfast,” 

(Spencer, Feb. 2003). The controversy over the affordable housing project continued for 

months; business owners in the area gained support through acquiring community 

members’ signatures in a petition against the warehouse’s development. Eventually the 

city council postponed deciding on the project altogether. Jim Sari, CEO of The 

Landmark Group commented that, “It was a tough pill for a lot of people to swallow. We 

just want to give working people a nice place to live,” (Lineberger, 2005). 

It was the faith in the project from Sari and the rest of the development team that 

finally convinced the town to support the project. Market studies conducted by The 

Landmark Group found that this particular project was in the best interest of Kinston, 

particularly downtown. Landmark’s certainty in the benefits of the development spurred 

the proposal of a project that would make the residents just as supportive and confident in 

the project. It was the, “willingness to meet [the business owners] halfway – plus the four 

other properties that [Landmark] had successfully rehabbed in town – [that] convinced 

everyone that this was a quality group that would deliver a quality project,” (Rajewski, 

2005). In March of 2003 the Kinston City Council unanimously voted to approve the 

Nantucket Lofts project. 

Outcome 

The outcome of The Landmark Group’s one-year rehabilitation is an adapted 

warehouse that is home to 28 loft-style one- and two-bedroom apartments ranging from 

850 to 1350 square feet each (Rajewski, 2005; Spencer, March 2003). The warehouse has 

a renovated outdoor courtyard (original to the structure), various indoor community 

spaces, and indoor parking. In addition, the Community Affordable Housing Equity 
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Corporation (CAHEC), in addition to being a major investor, also dedicates funding to 

community programs in all of its projects. For the Nantucket Lofts, CAHEC donated both 

fitness and technology equipment to the common areas of the building (Rajewski, 2005). 

Beyond the apartments and common activities areas, the building has six different spaces 

available for businesses to lease.  

The planning of the rent structure was of high importance to the developers. 

Through the various market studies that The Landmark Group conducted, it was 

determined that rent should be structured so that seventeen of the apartments were 

dedicated to those making no more than 50 percent of the area median income (AMI), 

while the remaining eleven lofts were reserved for those making no more than 60 percent 

of the AMI, depending on the family’s size (Spencer, Jan. 2003; Rajewski, 2005). For 

Kinston, this meant that the Nantucket Lofts would be inhabited by households making 

between approximately $19,000 and $24,500, annually. As a result, the rent prices ranged 

from $316 to $450 a month (Lineberger, 2005).  

In accordance with its promise to provide affordable housing to Kinston, the 

Landmark Group’s CEO Jim Sari pledged that the rent will continue to be affordable in 

the future. While prices are too high currently to accommodate Section 8 vouchers, Sari 

maintained that he would not be opposed to change this fact if the area rents rose 

(Spencer, Feb. 2003). One month after the project opened itself to residents, all of the 

apartments were filled (Rajewski, 2005).   

In terms of original appearance of the building, the major changes made by Rehab 

Builders, the general contractor of the project, included updating the interior of the loft 

apartments into a more modern and urban feel, adding a new porch entrance to the front 

of the building, and landscaping to enhancing the appeal of the building to passersby 

(Rehab Builders, n.d.). The bones of the building: the brick façade and chimney outside, 



the original hardwood floors, the original steel windows, and the large sliding fire doors, 

were all in excellent condition prior to the rehabilitation process, and so were preserved 

in the building in order to retain the original character of the warehouse (Raynor, 2004; 

Lineberger, 2005; Rajewski, 2005). 
 
       Figure 9: Interior hallway 

Figure 8: Nantucket under construction

Source: Charles Buchanan/Free Press      Source: Rehab Builders 
(http://www.kinston.com/SiteProcessor.cfm?     (http://www.rehabbuilders.com/cmt/36.html) 
Template=/GlobalTemplates/Details.cfm&StoryID 
=21415&Section=Success)  

Additionally, following its completion, the Nantucket Lofts project was named  

CAHEC’s “most innovative adaptive-re-use development” at their annual conference in 

2004. The warehouse was also added to the National Register of Historical Places in 

2005 (“Kinston, NC,” n.d.).  

FINANCING STRUCTURE  

The success of the Nantucket Lofts has been attributed to the creative financing 

tools that were used for the development. In total, the entire development cost of the 

Nantucket Warehouse historic rehabilitation was $5.1 million (“Kinston, NC,” n.d.). The 

sources for the funding of the project are dissected in Table 1.  The Landmark Group 

attributes the Nantucket Lofts’ success to North Carolina’s low-income housing tax 
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credits (LIHTC) system. Jim Sari says of North Carolina’s LIHTC program, “It is the 

extra piece of subsidy that is really the difference in getting…deals like this one done,” 

(Rajewski, 2005). The LIHTCs are handled through the North Carolina Housing Finance 

Agency (NCHFA). A self-supporting stage agency, the NCHFA has financed more than 

$9 billion of affordable homes and apartments (“Organizational Profile and History,” 

n.d.). 

Beyond the state LIHTC tax credits provided to the Nantucket Lofts development, 

the CAHEC also provided $2.4 million in equity generated from the sale of 9 percent 

return of federal LIHTC credits. That equity was provided in addition to $1.1 million 

dollars of equity from federal and state historic tax credits (Rajewski 2005). 

In addition, the Federal Home Loan Bank (FHLBank) of Atlanta’s Affordable Housing 

Program (AHP) provided funding for the project. The FHLBank of Atlanta is deeply 

engrossed in supporting the affordable housing initiative. Lynn Brazen, FHLBank of 

Atlanta’s group vice president of Community Investment Services spoke of the goals of 

the bank, stating, “Whether…funding affordable rental developments or helping families 

obtain their first home, [the FHLBank is] continuously working with our partners to 

ensure housing remains affordable,” (“Federal Home Loan,” 2003). In harmony with 

their mission, the FHLBank of Atlanta provided a subsidized loan and a grant to the 

Nantucket Lofts development. Greg Mayo, senior project development officer  for  the  

CAHEC  was  positive  about  the Nantucket Lofts development’s financing structure, 

explaining, “What was attractive about this deal was that the financing involved primarily 

equity and soft debt. It was basically a $5.1 million investment with only $420,000 

coming from an AHP loan. It was certainly very safe,” (Rajewski, 2005). 
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Table 1. Nantucket Lofts Source of Funds 

Financial Sources Funding Amount 

Publicly Financed 
 

Equity from 9 percent low-income housing tax credits (LIHTCs) 
provided by Community Affordable Housing Equity Corporation 
(CAHEC) 

$2.4 million 

Equity from federal and state historic tax credits provided by 
CAHEC 

$1.1 million 

State LIHTC equity (30-year deferred no-interest loan) from North 
Carolina Housing Finance Agency 

$1.1 million 

Privately Financed 
 

Federal Home Loan Bank (FHLBank) of Atlanta Affordable 
Housing Program (AHP) subsidized loan at 2 percent, 20-year-term 
with 20-year amortization, through Bank of America 

$420,000 

FHLBank of Atlanta AHP grant through Bank of America $59,285 

 
Total Public Financing:  $4.6 million 
Total Private Financing $479,285 
Total: $5.09 million 
Author adapted from: Rajewski, Genevieve (2005 July). Innovative rehabilitation of historic warehouse 
wins over critics. Affordable Housing Finance. Alexander & Edwards Publishing, Inc. 
 

CONCLUSION 

The overall success of the Nantucket Lofts project can be primarily attributed to 

the financial backing that the project had. In cases like Kinston where economic 

development is important to an area, compiling a network of funders who understand that 

there is an economic need more likely ensures that a proposed project will be built. It was 

both the state of North Carolina and the private investors dedicated to affordable housing 
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that made the Nantucket Lofts project possible. The local market’s needs also played a 

significant factor in the success of the affordable housing.  

In addition, the successful outcome of the adaptive re-use project can be much 

credited to the thoughtfulness of the developer of the project. Jim Sari said the following 

about the community’s response: 

 Communities don’t know why we don’t come in and build luxury town homes. 
We have to show them that in some communities, there’s no market – that the 
people living there don’t earn the kind of income that will support $1800 [a 
month] loft rents. Our job is learn what a community wants and to help them 
decide what will work best for them. We do market analysis and help the 
community understand where they are in the time line of redevelopment. 

Housing is what spurs private investment downtown. People living there want to 
be able to go get a coffee and a paper and have a good meal with a bottle of wine. 
When you have downtown residents, only then does the coffee shop open, and the 
restaurant open. A residential downtown is the driver. And a lot of times, the only 
dollars available are the federal dollars we use for affordable housing. (Rajewski, 
2005) 

 

In having a developer and financial investors truly invested in a community’s economic 

development a project has a greater chance of being successful. It was Sari’s, along with 

the rest of The Landmark Group’s, confidence and careful planning that created a 

successful development. Kinston business owners have been coined, “urban pioneers” 

who are trying to create a new identity for their downtown (“Kinston, NC,” n.d.). This 

pioneer spirit was an initial challenge for the developers of the Nantucket Lofts project. 

Ralph Clark, Kinston city manager noted that, “I just don’t think that people understood 

what [Sari] was trying to do there at first. But once things started to take shape, those 

non-believers became believers. Now, we like to think that it will be a piece of a puzzle 

that puts more life into downtown,” (Rajewski, 2005). The Nantucket Lofts project has 
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essentially helped to accelerate the town’s identity that the pioneers of the town were 

searching for. 



CASE STUDIES 

Chapter 5:  Fulton Cotton Mill Lofts, Cabbagetown, Atlanta, Georgia 

Figure 10: Feature original to mill 

Source: CNN (http://archives.cnn.com/2000/STYLE/design/07/27/cotton.mill/) 
 
Location: “Cabbagetown”, Atlanta, Georgia 
Original Use: Fulton Cotton Mill 
New Use: Loft Housing: 421 market rate loft units; 83 affordable housing loft units   

 

BACKGROUND 

Sensing a downturn in agriculture in the 1880’s, Atlanta business leaders took a 

proactive role in diversifying the local economy, and promoted textile production by 

hosting the International Cotton and Piedmont Expositions (Crampton, 2005).  As a 

result, one of Atlanta’s first industrial companies, the Fulton Bag and Cotton Mill (Fulton 

Mill) was founded. Soon after, Cabbagetown grew up around the cotton mill. 

Cabbagetown is made up of a six-block square area in the southeastern section of Atlanta 

and has been described as being isolated from other neighborhoods (Crampton, 2005). 
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The isolation is formed by the area’s borders. To the south is the Memorial Drive, an 

expansive industrial corridor. To the west is the vast and historic Oakland Cemetery. To 

the north is the CSX rail line. In the east is Reynoldstown, a historically African 

American area that because of racial tension and workforce discrimination within the 

Fulton Mill, has continued to detach itself from Cabbagetown. 

HISTORY OF THE FULTON COTTON MILL 

Figure 11: Antique photo of mill’s interior 

 
Source: Mill News (http://docsouth.unc.edu/nc/millnews/millnews.html) 

The history of Cabbagetown was recorded in the document, “Cabbagetown: 

(Re)Placing Identity,” compiled in 2002 (Crampton, 2005). In the compilation, it is 

explained that the development of Cabbagetown is rooted in the origins of the Fulton 

Cotton Mill. The beginning of the mill can be traced back to the 1870’s when German 

Jewish immigrant Jacob Elsas joined forces with another German Jewish immigrant Isaac 

May to form a firm including a bleachery, print shop, and bag mill; the bag mill was the 

firm’s primary industry. Eventually Elsas and May parted ways, but in 1881 Elsas built 

the first Fulton Bag and Cotton Mill Company building within what is now known as 

Cabbagetown. A few years later, the Fulton Cotton Mill built and occupied three mills on 

its site. The first half of the 20th century saw further expansion of the Mill, with offices, 

 46



two picker buildings, and several other warehouses being erected. The final size of the 

mill covered about 12.8 acres, had about 2,600 employees, and was comprised of nine 

buildings (Crampton, 2005). 

 As an incentive to come work at the mill, management offered workers a 

multitude of services, including healthcare and housing. In the mid 1940’s, the Jacob 

Elsas Clinic and Nursery was created (Crampton, 2005). 

Despite the prosperity of the mill and the amenities provided to the workers, the 

company was troubled by many instances of employee unrest (Crampton, 2005). Even 

after child labor laws were enacted, the mill continued to employ children. Numerous 

strikes ensued because of this and other worker issues.   

Nonetheless, the Mill remained successful through much of the twentieth century, 

and remained under Elsas family ownership until the late 1960s (“Cabbagetown District,” 

n.d.). Meno Schoenback served as the mill’s last president, serving from 1971 until 1978 

when the mill closed its doors forever (Catanzaro, n.d.).  

Figure 12: Decay Figure 13: Remains of fire              Figure 14: Boarded up 
 

Source: Cabbagetown (Re) Placing Identity           Source: Federal Reserve Bank of      
(http://mapwing.gsu.edu/projects/cabbagetown/index.htm)                Atlanta  
      (http://www.frbatlanta.org/  
      invoke.cfm?objectid=  
                     DC6ADB80-8061-11D5-897   
                D00609459DBE6&method=display) 
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Cabbagetown suffered a major economic loss when the Fulton Mill closed its 

doors (Crampton, 2005). Many of the original workers of the mill remained in the area, 

but as a result, remained un- or under-employed for many years. This absence of an 

economic center in the area caused the local economy to deteriorate, and Cabbagetown 

became infamous in Atlanta for its high rate of poverty as well as the high rates of teen 

pregnancy and crime, with prostitution and drug abuse being the major criminal acts 

committed in the area. 

It was not until the 1980s that the area saw the beginnings of regeneration 

(Crampton, 2005). Many young artists, musicians and students enjoyed the character of 

the Victorian-style mill housing and the affordable prices in the area.  It was at this point 

that a rebirth began in Cabbagetown, and an urban renewal effort started in the area. 

By the year 2000, the total population within the census tract that encompasses 

Cabbagetown was 1,498 (Crampton, 2005). Of that population, 62 percent were White 

alone, and 33 percent were Black or African American (Crampton, 2005). In 1999, the 

median household income for the area was $32,153, which is 76 percent of the median 

household income for the United States as a whole. Interestingly, though, of the total 

population, 24 percent made less than $15,000 a year, while 31 percent made over 

$50,000 annually. In Cabbagetown and its immediate surrounding area, the poverty rate 

was approximately 20 percent (Crampton, 2005). 

Although the poverty rate was well above the national average, and income levels 

were below, housing costs were higher than the US average in the Cabbagetown area 

(Crampton, 2005). The median value for owner-occupied housing for the Cabbagetown 

area was $129,000, over $9,000 more than the national average. Similarly, the median 

gross rent for the area was $734, where the national average was 18 percent less, at $602 

per month.  
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HISTORY OF FULTON COTTON MILL LOFTS 

Developer Interest 

It was in the time of Cabbagetown’s transition from a lackluster industrial town to 

gentrified urban renewal project that the plans went into place to update the Fulton 

Cotton Mill. In 1992 it was announced that the Fulton Cotton Mill would undergo 

adaptive re-use (Dirga, 2002). It would be converted into loft apartments. There were 

several stakeholders involved in the initiative, including the Atlanta Preservation Center, 

the Cabbagetown Neighborhood Improvement Association, the City of Atlanta, and 

Aderhold Properties, the Fulton Mill project’s developer (“Fulton Cotton Mill Lofts,” 

2006).  

Aderhold had previous experience with similar conversions of adaptive re-use 

buildings and in 1995, purchased the mills for redevelopment into loft apartments 

(Groves, 2005). In 1996, the Fulton Cotton Mill Associates formed in order to redevelop 

the site (Krajnak, 2000). The great number of stakeholders and funders meant an even 

greater amount of caveats that came with the money. One of the restrictions that was 

ultimately required was that Aderhold Properties was required to save as much of the 

mills’ structural integrity as possible, due to the project’s tie with historical tax credits. 

Also, 40 percent of the lofts in Phase 1 were required to be reserved for low-income 

residents due to the project’s connection with The Empowerment Zone of Atlanta (Dirga, 

2002).   



Outcome 

Figure 15: Entrance to Mill Lofts  Figure 16: Wall showing life 

Source: CNN.com     Source: Cabbagetown (Re) Placing Identity 
(http://archives.cnn.com/2000/STYLE/  (http://mapwing.gsu.edu/projects/  
design/07/27/mill.significance/index.html)  cabbagetown/index.htm) 

Aderhold Properties developed the Fulton Cotton Mill Lofts (FCML) in two 

phases, with a total of 504 loft spaces for lease, 83 of those reserved at reduced rents 

(“Fulton Cotton Mill Lofts,” 2006). The first phase of the development began in May of 

1997 and was completed in 1998. In the first phase, three of the nine mill buildings were 

redeveloped, creating 206 loft apartments.  The second phase was completed in early 

2000. Each phase was extremely successful as they were both fully leased within a year 

(Wardell, 2005).  

In addition to the redevelopment of the FCML, other growth by-products resulted 

in Cabbagetown. This development includes other adaptive re-use projects and new 

mixed-use development. All told, it was estimated that the FCML development created 

approximately 500 new jobs during its construction (“Fulton Cotton Mill Lofts,” 2006). 

In addition, new restaurants and small businesses have opened near the Mill 

development, bringing additional employment, and an additional economic base, to the 

area.  
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The Fulton Cotton Mill Lofts development has received many awards as a result 

of the developers’ work in adaptive re-use. Some of the accolades include the Award of 

Excellence: Atlanta Urban Design Commission; the Merit Award: South Atlantic 

Regional AIA; and the Georgia Trust for Historic Preservation’s Excellence in 

Rehabilitation Award (“Recent Awards,” 2004). In addition, the general contractor of the 

Mill redevelopment, Gay Construction Company, won the 1999 Build Georgia Award for 

the conversion of the 19th-century industrial site into contemporary urban housing 

(Groves, 1999). 

Primary Obstacles to Development 

In spite of its successes, two primary obstacles arose for the Fulton Cotton Mill 

Loft development. The first obstacle dealt with physical problems of the development. 

The second dealt with the issues of cultural barriers. 

The structural obstacle was due to the condition that the mill buildings were found 

in. Since the mill’s closing in 1978, there had been virtually no repair done to the 

property (“Fulton Cotton Mill Lofts,” 2006). This left the builders with structures aged 

with decades of water damage from holes in the wall that had gone un-patched. The water 

damage rotted the supporting timbers of the building. The buildings had also experienced 

acts of vandalism. In fact, the damage was so extreme in the Mill’s original 1881 building 

that the interior of the building could not be saved. In an attempt to save what of the 

structure they could, the developer used the shell of the building as the perimeter of 

FCML’s swimming pool. Despite these and related obstacles, 70 percent of the original 

buildings had been saved by the completion of both phases of the development process. 

The second major obstacle came as a result of the gentrifying population that 

moved into the neighborhood (Crampton, 2005). A former resident of the Mill lofts spoke 
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of the dynamics between those living in the Fulton Mill Lofts and those original to 

Cabbagetown. In her interview, she stated that,  

Since I lived in the Mill, I considered myself a part of [the] Cabbagetown 
community since the Mill is a part of Cabbagetown. However, the Cabbagetown 
home residents did not consider Mill residents as part of the community because 
of the apartment management’s broken promises and the controversy over the 
fence and gate placed around the Mill. (Crampton, 2005) 

Aderhold Properties had in fact placed a fence around the perimeter of the Fulton Mill’s 

property, not allowing the general public to use a space that had essentially been public 

land prior to the development (Crampton, 2005). As an attempt to satisfy the 

Cabbagetown community, the development company promised to create a park open to 

the public; however the developers did not ever build the park (Crampton, 2005). 

FINANCING STRUCTURE  

Although it faced challenges, through intelligent use of financial methods, the 

Fulton Cotton Mill project was an overall success. Like many other adaptive re-use 

projects of its kind, at first the FCML project had trouble finding organizations to fund it. 

It was only when the chairman of Aderhold Properties, John Aderhold, put up his own $1 

million in equity for the development that others began contributing to the development 

(Grier, 1999). In total, the entire development cost approximately $50 million, with Phase 

1 of the project totaling $19 million and Phase 2 of the development priced at 

approximately $31 million (“Fulton Cotton Mill Lofts,” 2006; Grier, 1999). The sources 

for funding for Phase 1 of the FCML development are dissected in Table 26.   

The $1 million that the Atlanta Empowerment Zone loaned to the development, 

which required Phase 1 to include 40 percent of its units as affordable housing, was 

 
6 Note: Financials for Phase 2 of the development are not included. Phase 1 of the development was so 
successful, that Phase 2 received no trouble with acquiring more conventional methods of funding, and as a 
result the second phase of FCML required no additional affordable housing units. 
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instrumental in qualifying the project for low-income housing tax credits through HUD 

(Grier, 1999). In addition, historic tax credits were given to the project through the 

Georgia Historic Preservation Office. The tax credits were given through the Federal Tax 

Reform Act of 1986, which provides a 20 percent tax credit for the “sensitive 

rehabilitation of income-producing historic properties” (Grier, 1999) that are approved 

through the National Park Service. In total the Fulton Mill development received $4.5 

million in low-income and historic tax credits (Grier, 1999). 

 

Table 2. Fulton Cotton Mill Lofts: Phase 1 Source of Funds 

Financial Sources Funding Amount 

Public Financing 
 

Equity from SunTrust Banks, Inc. in exchange for low-income 
housing and historic tax credits  

$4.5 million 

Urban Residential Finance Authority tax exempt bonds $9.9 million 
City of Atlanta loan $400,000 

Private Financing 
 

Loan from Atlanta Empowerment Zone  $1 million 

Developer and General Partner equity $3.4 million 
  

Total Public Financing: $14.8 million 
Total Private Financing: $4.4 million 
Total: $19.2 million 
Author adapted from: Grier, Jennifer (1999, Summer). Living in High Cotton. Partners 9(2). Federal 
Reserve Bank of Atlanta. 
 

The forethought of Aderhold Properties to apply for the tax-exempt bond money 

provided by the Urban Residential Finance Authority under HUD’s 221(d)(4) program 

was also of great consequence to the FCML development. The HUD 221(d) Market Rate 
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program, “insures the mortgages for the new construction or substantial rehabilitation of 

multifamily rental properties,” (Grier, 1999). If a project is deemed appropriate for 

221(d)(4) status, it receives the requested funding. For the Fulton Cotton Mill Loft 

development, applying for HUD 221(d)(4) meant the gain of $9.9 million for Phase 1, 

more than 50 percent of the total cost of that phase (Grier, 1999). 

Finally, the help from General and Limited partners sealed the financial deal for 

the adaptive re-use development. For FCML, Sun Trust Bank served as the Limited 

Partner and FCM Partners L.L.C. was the General Partner of the project. As it was set up 

in conjunction with Fulton Cotton Mill Associates, the Limited Partner of the mill 

development received 99 percent of the tax credits allocated to the project, while the 

General Partner received one percent of the credits (Grier, 1999). 

CONCLUSION 

For the Fulton Cotton Mill development, it was the support of the many 

stakeholders that ensured its success. The project’s developer was so confident about the 

project that he put his own money into it, and the city of Atlanta likewise committed to 

the risky investment. In addition, affordable housing was seen as an integral part of the 

development. The inclusion of affordable housing was beneficial to the community in 

that it mitigated some of the effects of displacement that Cabbagetown had been 

experiencing since the beginning of Cabbagetown’s urban renewal in the 1980’s.  

While there have been various community issues with the project, there have been 

many positives that have come from the development. Jobs have been added to the 

community, as well as a new dynamic community base; now a section of Atlanta which 
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was once regarded as derelict and unlivable is seen as having a charming and interesting 

history. 
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CONCLUSION 

Chapter 6:  Under What Conditions Should Abandoned Industrial 
Structures Be Developed into Affordable Housing? 

This section offers preliminary conclusions drawn from the background research and 

case studies presented above on adaptive re-use of industrial structures for affordable 

housing. The conclusions should be recognized as constrained by the limited scope of this 

study. 

 
1) In order to complete an adaptive re-use/affordable housing project, strong 

coordination is required to align the various stakeholders to ensure its success. 

A complex array of stakeholders helps to ensure that a project is approached in a 

well-rounded manner. At times, because of the risks associated with both affordable 

housing and adaptive re-use (especially in weaker markets), a brave investor must be 

willing to put forward large amounts of capital in order for other financial entities to risk 

their own capital on a project. This is seen in the case of the Fulton Cotton Mill Lofts, 

where the developer had to put down $1 million of his own equity in order to get any 

additional financial backing. In the end, the first phase of the project was so successful 

that financing came with great ease when designing Phase Two. 

Additionally, a vocal community can be the voice that brings essential affordable 

housing to an area. Without the local community’s input in the Kennedy Biscuit Factory 

conversion, there would be an inadequate and perhaps non-existent percentage of 

affordable housing built. The affordable housing need present for that area would not 

have been met. Risk takers and committed community members are essential to the 

success of risky ventures like that of affordable housing in adaptive re-use. 
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2) Adaptation is most successful when the area in which it is located is economically 
distressed. 

Some of the most pressing needs for affordable housing come from economically 

distressed areas. As a result, an adaptive re-use affordable housing project is most 

significantly successful when the project is located in an area that is already distressed. 

The ‘area’ can be as small as a neighborhood or as large as an entire city, dependent on 

the size of the city and in part on the city’s market. This can be seen through the 

successes of the Nantucket Lofts, where the city of Kinston was fairly small and 

economically distressed, and in the case of the Fulton Cotton Mill Lofts where the 

‘Cabbagetown’ neighborhood had historically been known for its low-waged working 

residents. Moreover, such affordable housing adaptive re-use projects are most successful 

in economically distressed areas because abandoned industrial buildings in such areas are 

both more affordable and more readily available.  

 

3) Combinations of funding sources can make the rehabilitation affordable. 

Creating housing can be costly, especially when unsubsidized affordable housing 

is involved. Each of the three case studies explored in this report used combinations of 

various private and public financing sources, some even using personal equity to start up 

the project. Project leaders in these types of adaptive re-use projects must seek out a 

combination of affordable housing and historic preservation funding. Only when projects 

become affordable are they likely to be built. 

 

4) Architectural integrity and quality construction is essential. 

Each case study emphasized the lengths made to accentuate and redeem the 

architectural features that were present in the original industrial building. In the Kennedy 
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Biscuit Lofts, architectural features such as the original baking ovens and brick vaults and 

arches were maintained. In the Nantucket Lofts project, the brick façade of the building, 

as well as the hardwood floors and sliding fire doors were all preserved and incorporated 

into the building’s transition. The Fulton Cotton Mill Lofts went as far as to retain a 

collapsed building and showcase it with its swimming pool. In each case, various 

architectural features were preserved in order to exemplify the importance of the history 

of the building. Incorporating historical features also provides an atmosphere of 

“trendiness” which can be used to draw upper class tenants to mixed-income housing. 

 
5) A particular site’s market characteristics must be assessed before deciding to embark 

on such a transformation. 

Affordability crises are most present in hot markets. Because there is such a large 

need for affordable housing in the centers of thriving cities, development such as the 

urban infill of those cities could provide a larger number of housing units, and affordable 

housing to assuage the disparity. 

Additionally, although some cities are considered weak-markets, there is still a 

need for economic development in those cities. This development can come in the form 

of mixed-used development, where added businesses and commercial shops are there to 

improve the economic stability of the city’s downtown. In addition, as shown in the 

Nantucket Lofts example, housing is needed to create a start of a city center, and many 

times there is no other market to fill that housing than that of the low-income. 

  

It must be noted that the conclusions drawn in this study are both provisional and 

based on limited information. The examination of this type of development must continue 

well beyond this report. Future topics for research include: innovative financing schemes, 

further case studies, and partnerships with historical preservation interests. Much work 
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still needs to be done in order to establish which adaptive re-use techniques work and 

which do not. Further investigation is needed to determine best and worst practices in the 

field.  

Donovan Rypkema wrote, “Our older and historic neighborhoods now have a new 

mission – to provide homes for the young, homes for new immigrants, homes for those of 

limited means, homes for first homebuyers, homes for the retired citizen,” (2002, p. 18). 

While it provides no silver bullet, adaptive re-use of industrial sites for affordable 

housing has met with enough success that we should continue to explore it as a partial 

solution to the nation’s affordable housing crisis.  
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