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THE IN-FILL EXPERINENT.i\L HOUSING PROJECT - PHM)E I 

Er:tc Barker 

The :l.nvolvement of the Institute of Urban Studies \vith this 

project began in r'ebruary of 1971. At that time, the Hinnipeg House 

Builder's Association contacted the Institute about the proposed Mark VIII 

pr.oJ ect a:i.me.d at building housi11g for o\vnership in the inner c:l.ty area.. 

The "Hark" series denotes an exper:I.mental housing project s<mction.:,d &Dd 

supported by the then Na.tional Bouse Bu:f.lder 1 s Associa.tion, nm:,r called 

the Hous:l.ng and Urban Development Association of Canada s or HUDAC. The 

intent of these projects had been, up to that time, to test th~ structural 

mecltanical and material aRpects of house construction. 

The idea for this project began at a local house builder's mcet:f.t,g 

in June 1970, where a film of the Hark VI project i.n Kitchcner, Ontario~ 

"7as shovm, This prese.ntat:f.on spf:l.rked another meet:i.ttg '"ith H<~trn councillors 

and planning staff, ,.,ho supported a pilot project :tn Hi.nn:tpeg. They 

suggested urban development area t',ro would be nn appropriate dist1:ic t for 

the housing because some residents would be displaced by proposed construction 

of an overpass. A comnd.ttee 'vas struck to study the project's feasibility. 

Xt proposed a project of at least tHo buildings with a m:i.n:lmum of three 

units per building, e.iming at a total of 12 housing units for sale. 'l'hi.s 

was approved by the committee and applh;ation Nas made to the n..:1tional 

association. in February of 1971 for n "Hark" des:i.gnaticm, \vhich they thr~n 

received, The concopt approved called fot· eight to 12 housi.ng units~ 

pref~rably in two buildjngs~ to be built in the cor~ of Winnipeg for persons 

of an :Lncome less then $6,000 a year. 



It was in February of 1971, after this approval, that the 

Winnipeg House Builder's Assoc.iation contacted the Institute about the 

proposed Mark VIII Project. A meeting was held and an Institute staff 

member \•lBS invited to attend a meeting of the Hark VIII committee, Thi.s 

committee was made up of local house builders • contractors, material 

manufncturers representatives and government officials, The committee had 

se.veral subcommittees, each responsible for a different phase of the project. 

This inidal meet1.ng of the Hark VIII contmittee \vas to chart the 

course of the project and gain some understanding of the area. It was 

evident at this meeting that the members felt the experiment lay with 

structural and materials matters and that any other innovation w·as f:r:tvolous. 

At this time, the project was conceived as t:~o1o or three build:tngs of a row­

house type to be built on "cleared land''. The Institute staff gave the 

committee a brief descript:i.on of the area physically and socially. It 

\'las evident from this d:.tscussion that there 'vas little understand5.ng of 

the dynamics involved in dealing.with an inner city renewa.l area, 

The committee members knew little about the area's land availability 

and costs, :i.ts populatton characteristics, Hhat citizens' groups there 

were in the public housing. They thought, as well, that everyone there 

lived in atrocious houses and had a pencha11t for "n.·ecking what decent housing 

may have existed, 

At this meeting, several sites were discussed, including the 

burned-out St. Andr~v's Church site at Elgin and Ellen and the school site 

on the corner of Notre Dame and Sherbrook, The att:ttude of the conunittee, 

being that of large scale suburban builders, was to find a large site for 

all the un:l.ts in an ideal location or prt1duce a good-sized piece of land 

by tearing down existing houses. After weeks of discussion and site visits, 



Institute staff convinced the committee to look for.lots representative 

of the area. They are single or double vacant lots, ~>lith or without lane, 

shallow or deep, scattered throughout the area. Thus, through an assess­

ment of the existing situation, the concept changed to developing housing 

units suited to small sites available betHeen existing houses. 

This change of concept did not come easily. It evolved from a 

number of meetings vlith house builders sceptical about this approach and the 

involvement of c:i.tizens, 

The house builders felt there should be one large site for 

conventional row housing, They thought that it d:f.dn' t make sense to build 

on small lots, puttin.g up new housing right next to "shacks". And, they 

objected to consulting citizens almost on principle, \.Ye 've always built 

for people before, they said, and l'lO one ever complained. Besides, they 

asked, what can be built on a 26 by 132 foot lot? 

Thus, the :i.nitial r.elation.ship ,.1fth the house builders -vms one of 

educating them about the area. This role reversed irt the later stages of 

the project as they educated Institute staff about the limitations in 

putting the package together. 

The house builders then contacted the department of housing and 

urban renewal at the City of Winnipeg in an effort to obtain some of the 

vacant land held by the city 1.n urban renewal two, This process extended 

over the summer and into early winter ~>lith the request finally being turned 

down. The city off:tcials gave as their reasons: 

The imminent but long deferred Sherbrook Street overpass; the 

imminent purchase of the Hidland Railvmy property by the city; the vague 

need for north-south through,·7ays in the area; and the fact that there ~·ms 



no comprehensive plan for the area. 

During these negotiations, the city suggested they would make land 

available in urban rene~val area tw·o north of the CPR yards, or in urban 

rene,t7al area three (Point Douglas). Institute staff strongly recommended 

remaining in urban rene,o1al area two because: 

(a) Urban :renewal area one '"as in a state of social chaos and had 

a 10% ovmership figure. The best approach regarding this area was to 

build around itt eventually working :l.nto it. The cause of this chaos ,.,as 

the Lord Selkirk Park development; 

(b) Point Douglas had a 80% ownership ratio, was a stable area 

and \t7as the focus of Hl-IRC and :tts programs; 

(c) Urban rene't.;ral area t'vo had a 30 to 40% mvnership ratio, had 

been deglected and could use the ass:tstance to turn the tide of transient 

residents; 

(d) The Institute staff in the area had established a relationship 

with residents ,.,hich could be tied into the project at a later stage. 

The house builders accepted this advice and turned their attention 

again to urban renewal area two. 

At this point, early in the summer of 1971, Institute staff did 

an initial survey of a fm.;r residents about new housing. The house buHders 

expected, and '\olere mistakenly premised, concrete information about restdents' 

preferences in housing types and layout. The information gat ned w·as 

negl:i.gible. But the resident contacts formed the base of a ne~·r group to 

be formed. The Citizen Steering Committee '"as holding an information display 

in a local hall and Institute staff assisted by creating another display, 



It \>las a lettered poster which explained the project, asking r>eople to 

take the cards provided and send them in to the house builders, postage 

free, to show theit~ interest. The house builders received no cards and the 

display had little impact. 

Heetings 'vere arranged between the house builders and the board 

of directors of the People's Committee Inc. They turned out to be little 

more than information meetings. The house builders had nothing concrete 

to offer and the People's Committee ,.ms re-structuring, Through the contacts 

made in the initial housing survey, Institute staff began to help form a 

group of rerJident::s who vrere interested in new housing in their_ o~m area. 

The intent of this group, later to be knm<1n as the Self-Help Housing Group, 

\'las to act as a resident advisory group to the house builders or any other 

developer :tn the area, This group moved quickly towards developing i.ts 

own project separate from the house btd.lders because: 

the house builders were reticent to deal with a citizen group; 

the ho~se builders wanted to gain land before going any further; 

the group di.dn' t trust the house builders and they questioned 

the quality of suburban housing, thinking they could build and 

design a better house themselves; 

the house builders had nothing to offer, so the group wanted to 

entablish quickly :l.f a project WC\S found feasible. 

Over these same summer months, Institute staff looked at the problem 

of developing housing on limited sites independently of the house builders, 

anticipating future development. This extensive programming and design work 

culminated in the preparation of a design study report in early September on 

the fe~sibility of infill housing in urban renewal area two. 
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From September to December of 1971, the house builders suspended 

general activity and concentrated on attempting to obta:tn lots m-1ned by the 

city, At the same time, the Self-Help Housing Group '-1orked with CHHC on 

developing its own proposal. The unicity elections, held in late September, 

suspe11ded city inYolvement for months, Institute staff submitted the infil.l 

housing report to the house builders for perusal and assisted them in 

locating viable vacant property owned by the city, Specific lots were 

chosen and a request submitted. At this time, Institute staff pulled out 

of the house builders project as 'tol€\ felt ~ve had no assurance of a continuing 

relationship or voice in any project. 

In early December of 1971, after their request for city property 

had been turned down, the house builders decided to hire a private real 

estate firm to acquire private property in the area. It was decided that 

the Institute would prepare a written agreement with the house builders 

describing its role and services in any project. The Institute pledged to 

work with them in earnest, The Mark VIII cmnrrd.ttee reorganized and set up 

weekly luncheons to get the show· on the road, At the initial meeting~ 

a written agreement \o7as submitted to the committee to be studied. And, 

it was agreed that one of the Institute staff would be sociological chairman 

and, therefore, a working member of and voice on the Mark VIII comm:l.ttee. 

The first step '~as land acquisition, There vras initial d:l.scussion 

about residents or Inst:f. tute staff help:lr1g the private firm approach 

resident mvner 's of vacant property. The intent here was to htform the 

residents and community about the nature of the project and to avoid the 

rumor ml.ll distort:tng facts, This \-las rej e.cted in favor of the realtor 

approach1.ng the resident or 1011-resident owner on behalf of the house builders, 

using a holding company as a front to prevent speculation, The Institute 



staff "V7ould inform the community of the purchases after the land ,.;ras optioned 

to avoid price escalation. Available land was documented and its owners 

put into two categories, The first group would be approached and if all 

the necessary land was procured, the second group would not, The intent 

was to minimize offers in the area to keep prices down and leave the way 

open for other groups that might want land. 

Each lot in a group was rated against a set of evaluation criteria. 

The intent of these criteria was to encourage the selection of a variety of 

sites in order to make the most of the experiment. These criteria "Vlere: 

(a) lot type, with or without a lane; 

(b) lot size; 

(c) lot location, in a good or poor area; 

(d) adjacent lot development, to allow for the possible creation 

of pockets of housing; 

(e) future development plans, such as bridges or roads; 

(f) development, in some cases of working relationships with 

resident mvners of property. 

Each group had lots exibiting these criteria and they were arranged 

in order of priority, from highest to lmvest. The agent \V'Ould approach 

a resident owner, in order of priority, w·ith an offer to option the property 

at a fixed price. The owner 'vould be offered a $100 retainer in cash as 

payment for theopt:l.on, t.;rhich would be defaulted if the option 'vas not 

acted upon. The options tvere made conditional upon receipt of a building 

permit and for a period of 60 to 90 days. Once initial offers were made 

and option t:l.me Hrnitations established, a tentative timetable ~vas dra"m up for 

the preliminary design and zoning stage of. the project, 



It soon became apparent that it was not a question of getting lots 

to fit the criteria, but simply getting lots at all. The cost of a s:f.ngle 

vacant lot was about $3,000 and often the mmer had an adjacent property with 

a house on it which he wished to sell as a package, Several of these 

properties were duplexes or triplexes, '"hich made CHHC financing :i.mpossible 

under present rules, The attitude generally of the vendors was one of 

s~eculation, waiting with assurance until the city would bfiy their land, 

As land acquisition progressed, the Institute staff, with occasional 

assistance by the design chairman, began ref:!.ning many of the design ideas 

proposed in the preliminary report, The concepts of developing units over 

cars at the rear of a lot or of putting units over one another were discarded 

as being, at this time, too expensive and complicated, The commit tee ~vas 

connnit ted to hous:!.ng built on the ground' with its attendant mmership' 

as opposed to a condominium or co-operative arrangement, The rationale 

behind this argument was that it had not really been tested in the Hinnipeg 

market place and should be avoided undl proved. As "1ell s it required 

more mutual responsibility, \vhich the committee questioned because of the 

low income and some"1hat unstable population characteristics, The approach 

was to develop a s:i.mple unit which w·ould adapt to the various lot types and 

sizes in a variety of ways, instead of using different unit types for 

each situation. The preliminary desj_gn \•Tas taken from an earlier idea, ,.r:f.th 

a simple rectangular unit backed up against an identical unit, or separated 

at the opposite end of the lot. A dimens:f.on was added in that the basement 

was pulled half out of the ground and made usable as extra bedroom or 

living area. The problem \vith the unit was its inflexibility, as only small, 

t"To-bedroom units were possible on a narrmv site. The much larger, three-

bedroom unit required a wide site. 
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Because of these and other problems, further study was done and 

a s:l.mple, 2~-storey, L-shaped unit was developed, This was a basic, three­

bedroom unit whose sfze was determined simply by extending the wi.ngs of 

the L. The unit had one short ~.;ing and one large wing, On a narrow, deep 

lot, the unit was placed "torith its short ,.,ing across the lot, On a wide, 

shallow lot, the long \<ling '<lent across the lot, In this way, the one unit 

adapted to both lot types and any size vad.ation. The privacy of the unit, 

relative to other units on the lot and adjacent houses on the street, 

was enhanced because windows could t if required, be limited to the t\<ro 

inside faces of the L. The shape of the unit embraced the yard area, 

making it more private and prov:l.ding many alternative siting possibilities. 

Thus, when building these units on scattered sites in a cornmunity, they 

could be placed in a variety of ~vays, avo:l.ding repetition and box appearance. 

The interior of the unit worked well~ giving t'vo window walls rather than 

one. The revised desipn ,.;as presented to the committee in early February and 

accepted as a more viable approach. 

It \<las apparent at this time that the members of the Mark VIII 

committee '"ere g:i.ving spare time to th:l.s project and that Institute staff 

was acting in nearly a full-time, co-ordin.ating role, Hithout this help, it Has 

questionable ho"to7 far the project \vould have progressed on the basis of 

\veekly luncheons. There was also great inconsistency of commitment by 

members - some spend:l.ng much time, others hardly any at all. A full-time~ 

paid co-ordi.nator w·oulcl have been a great help, as the project moved in 

spurts of activity and then slackened, It needed, essentially, continuity. 

It was necessary to establish a relationship with a resident 

advisory group Hhen the prel._minar.y design stage had been reached. Because 

of the s'viftness of the proj .ct 1 s development from December to January 197 2, 
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there hadn't been time to work \<lith a resident group. There Has also the 

pressure of option time limitat:tons dependent on zoning, w·hich meant the 

unit design and s:.tting had to be resolved in order to submit for zoning 

variation. It was anticipated this process could take up to two or three 

months, if not more. If land hadn't been opt:i.oned, the time limitations 

wouldn't have been nearly as severe, and a group of residents could have 

formed, l>7orked \vith ·slowly and brought through the programm:f.ng and pre­

liminary design stage. But, "mrd of the pending development would have 

leaked out and vacant land prices lvould have risen all the more. Ideally, 

a developer should be committed well in advance of land acquisition to 

allow a period of research and resident programming. 

From December to January of 1972, it became evident that the project, 

which the Self-Help Group had been a-v1aiting approval of, ,.,.as severely 

distorted and not likely of quick approval. For these reasons, Inst:Ltute 

staff contacted the group suggesting it become the "client" for the 

house bui.lder's project ,.,.ith a vie,.,. to having first option on the ne'-1 units. 

As a result of these meetings, they agreed to act in an advisory role ,.r:f.th 

no commitment, but ,.1fshed to continue to press the government for a decisio~1 

as an alternative, 

The group then made a short presentation to the Centenn:f.al Comrnun1.ty 

Committee as information in mid-February. It ,.,.as accepteed as such with no 

discussion. In late February, prior to the application for zoning variation~ 

a publicity and information meeting was held for councillors of the Centennial 

Community Committee and members of the city's environment committee. There 

-vms about 50% attendance <l.l'td the reaction ~vas generally favorable. 



It '"as suggested at: this time that possJbly the simplest method 

of getting the project going would be to pass a by-law estabHshing that 

specific sites be developed in a specific manner just once, for experimental 

purposes. In this ,.ray, the numerous zoning and building by-law establishing 

that specific sites be developed in a specific manner just once, for experi­

mental purposes. In this '"ay, the numerous zoning and building by-lmv 

variations required could be avoided. As it turned out an experimental 

building by-lm.,r "Vias passed by city council, but the zoning variations would 

have to be processed through regular channels. 

This meant that a submission of detailed site plans, lot subdivisionB, 

elevations and sections of the proposed unit 'vould have to be made to the 

former Metro zoning department. Here the report on the variation ,.,ould be 

prepared and submitted to the environment comrnittee. Then, the envirm1ment 

committee would process the application for zoning variation and report 

to the Centennial Corrmm11ity Committee. The committee would table the 

application at a regular meet:i.ng and advert:i.se variatio11s and a public 

meeting to be held after two w·eeks. At the public meeting, any represf~ntation 

for or against the variations "Ymuld be heard, The councillors '"ould then 

vote on the issues, defeating or passing it. If passed, it would return 

to the environment committee and go from there to the city council for final 

reading and sanction. It would then be law, 

This total process could take up,.,rards of t"t-70 to three months. 

The siting finally submitted for zoning variations :l.nvolved t"Ym 

properties: a s:tngle 33 by 78 foot lot w:i.th no lane on Pac:i.fic Avenue, just 

east of Sherbrook Street and a double 37 by 78 foot (H by 78 foot) lot 

on Alexander Avenue, east of Isabel Street~ aga:i.n 'v:f.th no lane. The latter 
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property is considered to be in a poor area and the former in a fair 

area. After siting discussions were held with the Self-Help Housing Group, 

a different plan was devised for each lot. Each \vould be considered a 

single vacant property, rather than a single or double lot. The first 

preference was laid out on the fair site, as some members of the group 

could see living there. 'l'he second and third preferences ,.;rere placed on the 

other sites because none of the group ,.mnted to live in that part of the 

area. It was decided not to repeat a site and unit layout, but test a 

variety of· types, The other lot type, ~.;rith a lane, was not submitted 

because property without std"ngs had not been found. In this case, three 

units on 132 foot deep sites would be developed or tlvO units on 112 foot 

deep sites. There was an attempt to fi.nd a 132 foot deep lot -vrith a substand­

ard house so-that the netv rear unit would be built before the existing house 

was wrecked. In this way, construction of new housing units could proceed 

in stages, with the resident of the old house conceivably moving into the 

new, minimizing upheaval. 

In discussion w·ith the resident sclf~help group, there seemed to he 

several areas for experimentation ~·lithit'l the unit. The bedroom wi.ng 

upstairs could be used as one room, or t\vO private bed-nooks \vith a common 

area to two-separate bedrooms, Each family had a different preference, 

Some thought the basement could be used for bedrooms, \.Yhile other suggested 

it be used for storage area, or rentable bed-sitting areas. 

From late January to mid-April, seven meetings were held ~dth the 

Self-Help Housing Group to determine the un:i.t design and a proposed agree­

ment Nith the house builders. 'l'he group ,.ms presented ~-rith the first 

preliminary design and it was compared \vith the revised design. The group 



preferred the revised design and continued, in subsequent meet::!.ngs, to 

discuss it in detail. Eric Bergman, pres:Ldent of the Winnipeg House Builder's 

Association and chairman of the Hark VIII Project, v1as :l.nvited to a meeting 

in late February to ansvJer questions about the project. The majority of 

the questions hinged on the cost of the unit, how it was bought, the down 

payment and "sweat" equity, After this meeting, the group, Hith the help of 

Institute staff, drew up a tentative working agreement with the house 

builders, This w·as submitted and revised by the house builders and returned 

for further discussion. 

Institute staff submitted a research design for the Hark VIII 

project as the committee ~-1as preparing an application for research funds. 

The design consisted of: 

Assembling background :tnformation on the area and the basis for des:l.gn 

decisions made; recording the reaction of the resident group to the design 

and alterations made; and, a user study of the ne~r units '"hen built and 

reaction of the community to the project. 

The basic po:l.nt made was that the experiment must be continued 

after construction to test hypotheses made earlier. 

At this point, it \vould be valuable to mention the changing role 

of Institute staff. It became one of almost a cart:Uage bet,veen the house 

builders and the resident group, acti11g for both and being careful to avoid 

involvemet'lt. Host of the concern of the staff \<las Hith the integrity and 

rights of the resident group's :l.nvolvement in the project. This liaison 

role was possible because the project was beneficial to both sides, tfuat 

was required was clarification and information distribution. In this way, 

the interests of both parties were retained and an understanding gained, 

although they seldom met. 
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One small problem did develop with the house builders '~hen they 

avoided signip.g the agreement with IUS until late Narch. This may have 

been a calculated move, in that, if trouble did develop, they v70uld not 

he hound to any contract. Their concern seemed to be the degree of pm~er 

we '~auld have, whether thfs would take away from it being a house builder's 

p~oject and the possibility that we might publish a report not wholly 

co~plimentary. These concerns were resolved and the agreement finally signed, 

Hhat this points out is the questionable and nebulous positi.on a research 

advisor is in '~hen working on a real project. Unless there is a commitment 

by the developer to utiU.ze this expertise the research advisor has limited 

leverage, the advice is usually accepted if convenient, but rejected if not. 

On this project, the power of the research staff lay in their knm.,ledge of 

' the area and relationship with residents, as well as architectural design 

expertise. 

To finance the extraordinary cost of the project above and beyond 

construction, the Mark VIII committee submitted a research grant application 

to CHHC for the sum of $47,280. It \~as agreed that IUS '"ould rece:lve $!+,500 

to cover resaarch costs and $4,000 to lower down payments required. The 

costs i.ncurred up to thi.s time for luncheons, some staff time and tri.ps \.Jer(~ 

borne by the local House Builder's Association. The finand.ng of the unit 

construction \•muld be 95% CHHC, under section 40, \·d.th the house bu:i.lder's 

covering 5%. One of the requirements of th:ls financing is an income of under 

$6,000 and the interest rate charged depends on income and the number of 

children. The mortgage '"ould be held by CMHC. Any extr aord:l.nary land costs 

incurred by the house builders in purchasing non-vacant land would be covered 

by the research grant. 



An interesting aspect of this project 't>ms the problem of how to 

give title of o~mership to two or three parttes Hving on the same J.ot 

with one unit at the front and one at the rear. The typical unit siting 

has the units back-to-hack, one facing the street, the other facing the 

rear of the lot. There are t"t>70 parking spots at the front of the lot, 

where there is no lane, and a common access for both units along one side, 

The rear mmer has title to the rear half of the lot and one parking spot. 

The front o"mer div1.des his ownership into t"m parcels, one parcel is that 

part of the lot occupied by h:l.s house, yard and car and the second portion 

is the common side\valk. The front owner then gives the rear mmer full 

easement and right of access over th:i.s strip. In this way, both occupants 

own all of the lot between them and the rear occ.upant is not land locked. 

This concept was approved in principle by the Land Titles Office. 

An additional phase of the project is the innovative use of mated.als. 

Some of the ideas suggested include: a pre~cast basement, a ·ivood basement, 

a chimneyless furnace, a furnace it1 the attic, steel studs of a minimum 

d:lmension, plastic plumbing~ a 24-inc:h module construction system to m:i.nimize 

structual members and movable interior partitions. 

The building component aspect of the exper:!.ment has not been 

stressed~ but suggests same space savings and space modulation possible h1 

a small, low-cost units. 

An Institute staff member accompanied the co-chairman of the project 

to a meeting of the tt~chn:!.cal research committee of HUDAC in Tot·onto to 

present the design. It received encouragement and approval as a concept. 

The Mark VIII project, then, offered insights into a variety of 

technical artd procedural mat ers in dealing Nith new forms of urban. develop­

ment. Aside from the design aspects~ the committee learned how to 'vork 



with government, resident advisory groups, private Jnterests and c:f.tizens, 

individually and collecHvely, of an inner city area. 

These disparate groups, in turn, learned about the legalities 

of hous:f.ng, financing and the complexities of acquiring, or attempting to 

acquire, scattered parcels and lots of land. Most important, hm·7ever, 

~.,ras the experience of reconc:!.ling new design techniques ~1ith the already 

complex, even tortuous, process of urban rehabili.tation under exist:f.ng 

regulat:f.ons. 

If nothing else, and hopefully there will be much more, it was 

determit1ed that building innovation can function ,.,ithin present planning 

and legal structures. It wasn't simple, but it was possible and that, 

in itself t '.;ras a significant demonstration, 


