
Talks on building culture US<
>

NL

In the Air
Talks on
building culture 
US<>NL 

Cilly Jansen & Indira van ‘t Klooster

In the Air
Talks on building culture US<>NL

A snapshot of contemporary commissioning in Washington 
and Chicago, from talks recorded by architectural historians 
Cilly Jansen and Indira van ‘t Klooster (University of 
Amsterdam) with architects, developers, public clients 
and investors, journalists and architectural institutions, 
consultants and lawyers. In the Air gives a glimpse of the 
building practice during the economic crisis in U.S. cities. 

In the A
ir



In the Air
Talks on building culture US<>NL
Cilly Jansen & Indira van ‘t Klooster

February 2012





Contents 

In the Air             6
Introduction            9
No easy pickings        23

Walkable urbanism        29

Informal power held by bloggers      37

What is a skyscraper?       41

Sustainably restructuring the skyline      47

Development opportunities       53

Changes happen gradually       59

Castles in the air        63

Hard to hold on to idealism       71

How do you define quality?       81

Community development       87

Spotzoning        92

A Hippocratic Oath for architecture      95

Information     100



4

Talks with

 
  Michael Berkshire
  Green Projects Administration
  Chicago
  p.92-94

  Thomas Black & Lawrence Grisham
  Senior Vice Presidents, The Habitat Company 
  Chicago
  p.81-84

  Gregory Dreicer
  Curator Chicago Architecture Foundation (CAF)
  Chicago
  p.41-45

  Andrew Enschedé
  Lawyer Greenberg Traurig LLP (GT Law)
  Chicago
  p.13, 17, 53-58, 73

  Christopher Leinberger
  Visiting Fellow Brookings Institute
  Washington D.C.
  p.19, 29-34

  



5

  Greg van Schaack
  Vice Pesident Hines Interests 
  Chicago
  p.47-51

  Catherine Baker & Peter Landon
  Landon Bone Baker Architects
  Chicago
  p.87-91

  Story Bellows
  Director Mayors’ Institute on City Design (MICD)
  Washington D.C.
  p.9, 16, 18, 23-27

  Diana Lind
  Editor in chief Next American City (NAC)
  Washington D.C.
  p.11, 12, 18, 37-39

  Stanley Tigerman
  Tigerman McCurry Architects
  Chicago
  p.95-99

  Robert Wislow
  President U.S. Equities Realty
  Chicago
  p.12, 13, 14, 17, 63-69
 



6

In the Air
 
As of a few years ago, the world has more people living in cities 
than in rural areas. In February 2011, the European Parliament 
scheduled its first session on the importance of architecture and 
design in urban developments. To mark the occasion, a conference 
was held in Brussels entitled Non-City?. The European Forum for 
Architectural Policies (EFAP) brought in a selection of architects, 
developers and national government representatives from the 27 
European member states. These delegates presented their ideas 
about and experiences with the future of the European city in 
sometimes highly visionary presentations. 
Similarly, the future of cities is a topic of heated debate and 
intense research among and within the member states. In the 
Netherlands alone, it is possible to have a busy schedule just 
attending conferences with such titles as The city at the heart, 
The amazing city, The sustainable city, The creative city, The 
recreational city, The city as a platform, and so on. ‘Holistic’ is the 
actual watchword - a concept so complex and comprehensive 
that it threatens to lose all meaning.  
According to Spanish sociologist Manuel Castells who teached 
- among others - City and Regional Planning in several US 
Universities, in the European Union we’re in the stage of a political 
crisis now, after the American real estate crisis and bank crisis, 
followed by the euro crisis in Europe. European cities are indeed 
developing in a changing political and administrative context. 
There, it has not yet become apparent to everyone that nearly 
70% of the legislation in effect in the European member states 
comes from the EU headquarters in Brussels instead of The 
Hague. This has consequences, also for the Netherlands, where 
the spatial organization of city and country is increasingly decen-
tralized to the municipalities. 
Looking at the city-states of ancient Greece, the later Middle 
Ages, or modern-day Singapore, you could redefine the European 
city with urban-administrative relations within a federation 
organized continent - according to some, the Netherlands as a 
whole should rather be seen as a sparsely populated city instead 
of a densely populated country. Compared to America, Europe 
has a minimal number of seriously big cities. How are projects 
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commissioned in cities in other parts of the world? What about 
building processes and architect selection procedures? Who 
takes the decisions there, in that much larger context? And what 
happens in a period of crises? 
To discover what we can learn to benefit our work at Architectuur 
Lokaal, the Dutch national center of buildingculture and commis-
sioning, we decided in mid-2010 to travel to Washington and 
Chicago, to a country in which cities function as city-states within 
a federal governing structure. Subconsciously, we were aware of 
the cliché that everything that happens in the United States will be 
adopted ten years later by the Netherlands, as the first foothold in 
Europe. Might urban development in the Netherlands also be 
taking place in the American wake?  
We talked to many people directly involved in the process: 
architects, public patrons, projectdevelopers and investors, 
journalists and archicture organizations, consultants and lawyers. 
We also looked at many buildings and city districts, ranging from 
architectural highlights to impoverished slums. In the Air is a 
snapshot of that process; our stories convey our impressions of 
the talks that we had there. 

Cilly Jansen & Indira van ‘t Klooster 
Architectuur Lokaal, Februari 2012
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Introduction

Excessive regulations are a frequent complaint in the Netherlands, 
but the US is no stranger to the phenomenon either. The differences 
in architecture between New York and Chicago, for instance, can 
largely be explained by differences in extremely detailed 
legislation. Legally, American cities function almost entirely as 
autonomous city-states within a federal structure. Architectural 
design is dictated by local building codes. Architects are accus-
tomed to these strictures; the better the architect is, the more 
familiar he will be with those codes. Ideally, he should even know 
the differentiation between districts, as became apparent in the 
interviews we conducted. The more amicable relations are 
between project developers and the city council, the more 
influence the developers will have on changes in spatial planning 
laws in order to realize even more profitable building projects. 
At the same time, city councils are increasingly seeking support 
from the population, as was apparent in the recent thorough 
overhaul of e.g. building laws in Chicago. However, it also proves 
inevitable due to the new social media. And then there’s the tax 
system. Everyone living in a high-level democracy should know 
what their elected representatives are spending their tax dollars on. 
Concerning the American administrative structure and spatial 
policy, we start with some general comments from our talks.  

The Mayor
An American city council consists of the Mayor and his Commis-
sioners. The mayor chairs the Board of Mayor and Commissioners, 
which should not be confused with the Bench of Mayor and 
Aldermen we have in the Netherlands. The commissioners are 
generally fairly professional. It’s a very political assignment; they 
are appointed by the mayor. The mayor is elected for four years; 
the elections are not related to party politics. “Every city has its 
own charter in which they decided, sometimes as long as 400 
years ago, how they want the mayor to work,” explains Story 
Bellows, director of the Mayor’s Institute on City Design (MICD). 
“Within that framework, every mayor sets his own policies. That’s 
why there are mayors who run their city like a CEO, while their 
colleagues one city over only have a ceremonial role.” 
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At the end of a mayor’s term in office, all the commissioners step 
down too unless the mayor is re-elected. Re-election is not 
uncommon. The mayor who has been in office longest, Joseph P. 
Riley, has just been re-elected for the ninth time in Charleston, 
South Carolina. Richard Daley, Mayor of Chicago, recently 
stepped down after over 22 years in office. He was succeeded in 
early 2011 by Rahm Emanuel, former chief of staff, right-hand 
man and friend of President Obama. 
An American mayor sometimes has much more authority than 
his Dutch counterparts, especially where economic affairs are 
concerned. His power base is completely unlike the Dutch 
situation, but he also comes from a different background. Many 
American mayors were originally businessmen. It is customary 
in the US for someone to work in public service after graduating 
from university, then make the transition to the business sector, 
and enter politics in their 50s. By that time, he has sufficient 
financial resources at his disposal; running for mayor takes a lot 
of campaign funds, which he has to pay out of his own pocket. 
In any case, that means he’s completely independent and does 
not owe anything to anyone.  
That’s another big difference compared to the Netherlands: 
American mayors already have money. “Many mayors, whether 
they are billionaires like New York’s Mayor Michael Bloomberg, 
or more modestly successful small business owners like former 
Denver Mayor John Hickenlooper, have taken their business 
savvy and applied it to City Hall,” says Diana Lind, editor in chief 
at Next American City.  
“In the US, it’s about how a mayor talks about his city; it’s a matter 
of style, a way of talking,” says Ad Hereijgers, CEO of New 
Amsterdam Development Consultants (NADC). “It’s always 
striking to see. The presentations that I’ve attended in the US are 
seriously high-profile. American mayors are very professional; 
they’re sophisticated public speakers. We don’t have as many of 
those in the Netherlands, since debating clubs are not part of our 
culture.” Hereijgers speaks highly of the public presence of Mr. 
Ahmed Aboutaleb, Mayor of Rotterdam, when he visited New 
York. “That kind of leadership does not go unnoticed. If there is 
one thing you can learn in the US, it’s leadership, and how you 
handle being a leader.” 
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To what extent does the mayor define spatial planning policy? 
“The public sector is involved in railways, highways, maintenance 
and retrofitting, things like that. The focus is much more on 
incentives for sustainability, restructuring and water management, 
and not so much on architecture,”  Lind says. “The mayor can set 
the agenda for better planning policies. He can use economic 
incentives to create development downtown, or influence the 
quality of high-profile public projects by ensuring that these 
projects are sustainable and aesthetically dynamic.” 
Transparency, visibly fighting the miasma of corruption when city 
money is being spent, is an important theme for many American 
mayors. When Hereijgers talked to the mayor of New York about 
a restructuring plan, they did not meet at City Hall. “Talks like that 
are usually held in a restaurant, in the presence of others. No one 
talks to the mayor alone, and no one talks behind closed doors. 
That eliminates the opportunity for anyone to be corrupted.” 
Andrew Enschedé, lawyer at GT Law Chicago, confirms the 
sensitivity of the issues. “It can be a hugely political game. You 
have to be intimately familiar with the policy and the city council 
members.”
 
American mayors often work with a deputy mayor who runs the 
department of city planning. As he describes it, the director of an 
Economic Development Corporation (EDC) can have a major 
influence on spatial planning policy. “Amanda Burden, for instance, 
is in her third term as City Planning Commissioner of the ECD in 
New York now. She has  instigated a real revolution with the 
re  development of Battery Park, effectively personalizing the 
quality of the public space. She simply enjoyed city planning and 
urban architecture.” Lind also feels that a good planning director 
can make major changes in the city. She praises the planning 
director in Washington D.C.: “It has a very good transit system 
that does not exist elsewhere, and the same applies to the quality 
of building maintenance. In a city like Washington D.C., the director 
of the planning department has serious influence.” 

The US Conference of Mayors (USCM) can be compared to the 
Dutch Association of Mayors, but covering an area at the scale of 
Europe. It dates back to 1932, when the economic crisis drove 
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city administrations to coordinate with state governments in order 
to address the problems. Over 1200 cities are represented in the 
USCM, and each city has at least 30,000 inhabitants. One of the 
main objectives of the USCM is promoting effective urban and 
suburban policies. According to Lind, spatial quality is on the 
agenda. “Many mayors are definitely grappling with these 
issues.” To compare it to Europe: an initial roundtable meeting of 
European mayors was held in 2004 in Budapest, after the expansion 
of the European Union. European mayors have not yet convened 
to discuss spatial quality.

City Council and aldermen
The City Council of a major metropolis consists of aldermen. An 
alderman acts a sort of sub-mayor for a specific area. There are 
50 aldermen on the Chicago City Council, one for each of the 
city’s wards. On average, a ward can be compared in size to a 
mid-sized Dutch city with 60,000 inhabitants. An alderman is 
elected for a term of four years and appointed to the City Council by 
the mayor. The alderman is the key figure in spatial developments. 
Robert Wislow, president U.S. Equities Realty, believes that the 
office of alderman is where the true power lies. “An alderman 
has automatic prerogative. Every plan has to go through the city 
plan commission group to get final approval. That is a pretty 
professional advisory body of lawyers, city planners and so on. 
Once you have final approval there, the final chapter is to go to 
City Council.” But if the alderman votes no on a planned develop-
ment in his ward, other aldermen are unlikely to vote against him, 
Wislow explains. “They don’t want him to vote against them when 
they vote no for a plan in their own ward. In the end, the aldermen 
are the boss, more than the mayor. The alderman usually wins the 
argument with the mayor.” 
A good relationship with the aldermen is very important in order 
to build your development quickly and without too many setbacks, 
as we heard from several of the people we talked to. “To get the 
right permits, the alderman is who you need to see,” says 
Enschedé. “He gets involved if your plans don’t conform to the 
zoning scheme. You shouldn’t just buy land; you need to know 
what you can do with it. It’s easier if you stay within the zoning 
scheme, so you have minimal involvement with the alderman 
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- but it’s still handy to have the alderman supporting you.” 
Both Enschedé and Wislow mention the public hearings that 
aldermen hold to consult with local residents about building plans. 
They are potential voters, after all. “The public hearings are about 
everything,” Enschedé says. “The height of the building, the 
color, the design. The aldermen take all this information and work 
with the city departments, and then they come back and negotiate 
with you about what you can and can’t build.” 
There are also community hearings that are organized by the 
local residents themselves. They may be informal, but they are no 
less important to the alderman.

Spatial policy instruments and project funding 
The term zoning law pops up all over the place in these talks. The 
zoning law is local legislation; a combination of Dutch zoning 
schemes and general municipal ordinances (APV). This political 
and legal instrument not only determines zoning, but also defines 
the socio-economic use of the zones. Enschedé says that even 
floorplans can be included in American zoning schemes: “The 
number and type of units can be laid down in the zoning laws. If 
you want to build smaller units, you really have to make sure you 
go through the right process.” 
Where do the funds for building projects come from in America? 
Policy implementation in the cities is primarily dependent on local 
taxes. “People living in an area get a single local tax bill that 
consists of one-third property tax and two-thirds school tax,” 
Hereijgers explains. “Consequently, the quality of the cities is 
determined by the quality of education on offer. If you have to pay 
a lot of tax, then there are lots of good schools in the area.” 
There are various systems for funding building projects, which 
are also related to tax revenues. Without providing an exhaustive 
list, we offer a very general impression of those systems here; 
funding was discussed in more specific details in many of the 
talks we conducted. One of the key funding systems for project 
development is Tax Increment Funding (TIF). TIF was invented by 
the State of California in 1952 and has since been adopted by 
nearly all the states; Arizona is now the only state without a TIF 
law. The TIF method is used in many countries; it’s essentially 
intended for redevelopment and improvement of public building 
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projects with a low tax base. The idea is that a developer proposes 
a project that is expected to generate higher tax revenues in 
future. These higher revenues could, for example, come from 
increased value of the surrounding properties and incentives for 
new investments thanks to community improvement. Based on 
those expectations, the developer can borrow money before he 
starts project implementation. Those higher tax revenues are 
known as the tax increment. Part of the tax increment is added 
to the municipal budget and is in principle earmarked for 
maintenance works. However, the mayor is free to spend TIF 
revenues as he or she sees fits, and the budget can be fairly high. 
Wislow is enthusiastic about the concept. “The TIF process has 
revitalized downtown Chicago and made the city as beautiful as it 
is today. Developments all over the city could never have 
occurred without the TIF. All the economic developments have 
profited from that process, and the city benefits at the end of that 
period.” According to Wislow, the TIF works well for investments 
in new developments that increase in value. Within 17 years, the 
difference is all paid off and all revenues go back to the city. 
Not everyone is equally thrilled with the TIF. The American 
Institute of Architects (AIA) is critical because TIF revenues are 
spent in areas that are already successful, rather than in disadvan-
taged neighborhoods. Architect Peter Landon also considers the 
concept problematic. “The mayor ultimately controls all the TIF 
dollars. If he wants a certain area to look good, then all the TIF 
dollars go there. Funding goes to where the tourists go, not to 
where you can’t see the immediate impact of those dollars.” 
Landon also feels that the funding is unfairly distributed. “A lot of 
TIF money comes from property taxes. To some extent, those 
taxes are supposed to go to schools, but if the money is taken in a 
TIF area, there’s no money left for the schools.” He prefers a tax 
credit system. “Tax credit can be very good. It used to be 85 
cents worth of credit against your income (85 cents of credit per 
dollar per capita); now that the market is tight, it might only be 60 
cents on the dollar. If you can afford to invest over a period of 
time, you can make a lot of money with tax credits.” 
Federal credits generally go to the state, which redistributes it to 
the cities. The city has tax credits, and the developers go to the 
city to get them, says Landon. “Tax credit can be bought and sold 
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these days. You get the allocation for tax credits, and then you 
have to sell them somewhere else. You can say, this building is 
worth a million dollars’ worth of tax credit, and then you start 
looking for someone who needs tax credits. They pile these 
credits up to as much as 15 or 20 years. That’s different from TIF. 
These big investors have incomes that they want to shelter.”

Architect selection procedures 
Architect selection procedures in the Netherlands, particularly in 
relation to European public procurement procedures, have been a 
topic for quite some time. Although architect selection procedures 
and public procurement procedures are not really a subject dealt 
with during the conferences at the MICD, all discussions touch on 
how you choose an architect, and often also on how difficult it is 
for young architects to break into the business.  
Public contracts in the US are allocated according to the so-called 
‘two-envelope system’ in which project and price are assessed 
separately during the procurement phase. The first envelope 
must contain information that satisfies the qualitative requirements 
that the client has specified beforehand in relation to his ambition. 
Only if those requirements are met will the second envelope, 
containing the price offer, be opened. “But not every city has to 
follow this procedure, and not every public assignment needs 
procurement,” explains Bellows, “Chicago does it a lot for educa-
tional buildings; Seattle did it with the library, which was awarded 
to Rem Koolhaas of OMA. The procedure followed there was 
totally public. Thousands of people responded to the mayor’s 
appeal for views on the design. The level of interest was so high that 
consultation with the architect was even broadcast on television.” 
Bellows thinks that it’s a problem for young architects to secure 
commissions in the current economic climate. “They often don’t 
have the necessary experience to get licensed. For instance, they 
must be capable of doing construction administration, but how 
can they acquire that experience if there’s no work? Young 
people leave college and start to work for big firms. Most of them 
stay at the big firms, while only a few start for themselves. The 
crisis has kind of killed the profession; it’s really a pity. Big firms 
can do great design, but they are usually not the ones pushing the 
envelope.”  
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Hereijgers says that architect selection procedures for public 
contracts in the US take place in an extremely strict manner. He 
describes the principle of what’s called the Request for Qualifica-
tions, which leads to a shortlist of suitable firms. The list is often 
made public. The second phase, the Request for Proposals, 
results in a selection based on a design. The wild card mentioned 
regularly in the Netherlands - and applied occasionally in 
practice - seems to be more common in America. Hereijgers: 
“In addition to a few reliable candidates, a few young firms are 
selected, and there’s almost always a wild card. Even just receiving 
a wild card is considered an honour.”  
Housing association Habitat is positive about employing the 
Request for Proposals process. “That’s what we usually do,” says 
Deborah Schwarz. “We select architects not only for the lowest 
price but also for quality. For larger commissions we organize a 
competition, but in general we base our choice on the quality of 
earlier projects by the architecture firms. Experience is also 
important.” Projects are also commissioned in portions too. 
“There are multiple layers. Sometimes it’s about a supervising 
architect, and we then split up the project into smaller commis-
sions for which we appoint different architects.” 
Property developers of course have much more liberty when it 
comes to selecting architects. According to Enschedé, all 
developers work with a few of their own architects, who they 
commission again and again. He points out the incentive measures 
such as tax advantages, which are intended to achieve a certain 
percentage of minorities. This probably also applies to the 
appointment of young architects. In any case, foreign architects 
do not count as a minority.  
Wislow explains the way in which his firm operates. “We usually 
make a distinction between design and execution; we don’t do a 
lot of integrated contracts such as Design & Build. We always 
work with the Request for Proposal process if it’s a government 
project, but not in other situations. The federal government 
always works with the two-envelope system. Points are awarded 
in evaluating the submissions in order to put more weight on the 
design in awarding a contract. We’ve been involved in some of 
those, but not a lot. It really depends on what the client wants to 
do. But if they just want to select an architect based on who he is 
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and what he can do, that’s okay too. Many architects don’t like 
competitions because they cost a lot of money and the chances 
of winning are small. What we like to do is to get a shortlist. We 
bring in maybe five architects for an interview with the client and 
the people with whom they’re going to be working with during 
the process. After that we reduce the shortlist to two or three. 
Then we ask the architects to come up with a design; we can even 
pay them for it. Then we invite the architect to come in for a day 
to get to know the client, as if it was the first day of work. We give 
them guided tours, a team is assembled, and then the architect 
comes with his proposal. That allows the client to see how the 
team works. Then we wait two or three weeks. Then the team 
visits the architect’s office to get to know one another better. We 
think this is the best way to select an architect. A selection based 
on a design, just like that, can’t be a good idea. We don’t want to 
be stuck with a design that can’t be changed; we don’t want to be 
surprised by a great design by somebody with whom we don’t 
get along. With a blind system you don’t know what sort of archi-
tect you’ll end up with. I don’t like that.” 
The principle employed in the US is therefore similar to any form 
of procurement procedure: a public Request for Qualifications if 
desired by the client, followed by a Request for Proposals from 
those selected, in which they are asked to submit a proposal 
consisting of a design and a price offer, which may be sent sepa-
rately. Negotiations take place during the Request for Proposals 
phase. A number of variations are possible with this principle.

National, federal, local 
Federal states and big cities often have a bad relationship, as 
Diana Lind knows. She offers a typical example: “Michael 
Bloomberg, the mayor of New York, wanted to have a congestion 
pact in Manhattan to reduce traffic and improve air quality. He 
couldn’t get it passed because he couldn’t get the approval of 
the state government in Albany. That happens all the time.” 
President Obama is promoting better interconnection between 
local, state and federal levels of administration. In 2009, he 
launched the White House Office of Urban Affairs, also known as 
the ‘Obama Project’, through which the Obama administration is 
investing US $45.65 billion in a period of economic recession (see 
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insert, p. 21). With a total population of 270 million inhabitants, that 
works out to an average of US $173 per US inhabitant. Converting 
this project into Dutch terms, based on the Dutch population of 
16.7 million, this would involve an amount of 2.15 billion euros. 
Bellows also brings up the Obama Project. “It’s an attempt to 
stimulate relationships between state, federal and city govern-
ments to get them interconnected in urban affairs. The Department 
of Transportation and the Department of Housing and Urban 
Development are actually working together. They’re launching 
initiatives to apply for federal funding for livable community 
programs. It’s amazing; this has never happened before.” 
Lind is less optimistic: “There was the hope that the White House 
Office of Urban Affairs would better integrate local and federal 
government to improve cities, but it didn’t quite live up to that 
promise. The HUD/DOT/EPA Sustainable Communities partner-
ship has instead improved the quality of federal influence at the 
local level.” 
Long-term structural plans are also being written at the federal 
level. In Chicago, the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning 
(CMAP) coordinated the GO TO 2040 plan. Although Philadelphia 
does have its Philadelphia 2035 plan, the city has the problem that 
it is effectively located in three federal states. 
According to Christopher Leinberger, visting fellow at think tank 
Brookings Institute, new developments raise new questions 
concerning the scale of planning. “Traditional levels of decision-
making are the state, the federal and the local authorities. Now 
there is the new level of the metropolitan areas, but there is no 
jurisdiction to facilitate, manage or help the metropolitan 
development.” A new administrative layer is developing at the 
bottom of the decision-making hierarchy: locations increasingly 
need to be developed at the scale of a neighborhood. Leinberger: 
“Both are informal layers where all developments are taking place 
at the moment. Everything happens at the level of metropolitan 
areas and in the wards.”
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The WhITe house offICe of urbAn AffAIrs 
February 2009 
 
The President signed an Executive Order establishing the 
White House Office of Urban Affairs. 
 
The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act included 
broad support for urban communities: 
• To broaden access to affordable housing, the Act provides 
for $1 billion in increased funding for the Community Devel-
opment Block Grant; $4 billion in increased public housing 
capital funds; $2 billion in payments to owners of project-
based rental assistance properties to keep them affordable; 
$2 billion in Neighborhood Stabilization Funds to purchase 
and rehabilitate foreclosed homes; and $1.5 billion in Home-
lessness Prevention Funds to keep people in their homes; 
• To expand educational opportunity for low-income students, 
the Act provides for $13 billion in Title I funds to go to K-12 
education in disadvantaged school systems; 
• To strengthen workforce development, the Act provides 
$3.95 billion in increased workforce investment training 
dollars to keep our workers skilled and to employ young 
people during the summer; 
• To improve energy efficiency, the Act increases the 
Weatherization Assistance Program by $5 billion, helping 
low-income consumers save on their energy bills while 
simultaneously training more workers for a growing field; 
• To bolster our nation’s transportation infrastructure, the 
Act provides $1.5 billion in discretionary funding for the 
Department of Transportation to fund projects of regional or 
national significance as well as $8 billion to jumpstart high-
speed rail and connect regions to one another; 
• The Act also provides $4.7 billion to provide broadband 
access to underserved areas.

www.whitehouse.gov/administration/eop/oua 
www.whitehouse.gov/issues/urban-policy 
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no easy pickings
 
In 2007, journalist Tracy Metz published her book On the Ground: 
Observations from Harvard. She wrote this selection of articles 
during her year as a Loeb Fellow at the Harvard Graduate School 
of Design in Cambridge, Massachusetts. One article in particular, 
‘Mayors as City Planners’, attracted our attention. We saw many 
similarities to our work with Architectuur Lokaal, the Dutch national 
center for building culture and commissioning in the Netherlands. 
Part of what we do there is trying to elevate the professional 
knowledge that Dutch aldermen (wethouders) possess to a 
higher level. Even before our trip to America, we had been 
working to establish a patronage school for aldermen. In the 
Netherlands, aldermen take on the role of a public patron. As the 
commissioning client, they have more influence on spatial policy 
than mayors do. It sounded like the Mayors’ Institute on City Design 
(MICD) in Washington, which Metz writes about, organizes 
comparable programs for mayors. 
This raised a number of questions for us. Do mayors have the 
same role as commissioning clients in the US as the aldermen do 
in the Netherlands, or are there differences? What exactly do 
mayors learn at the MICD? And how are the programs funded? In 
search of the answers for our Dutch Patronage School, we met 
with Story Bellows, director of the MICD, at the main office in 
Washington D.C. 
Bellows tells us that the MICD was started by Joseph P. Riley Jr., 
who has been mayor of his hometown of Charleston for 35 years 
running. “He came into office and realized that policies come and 
go, but the impact of the things he signed would stay for a long 
time, much longer than he would be in office. Low-hanging fruit 
usually gets picked first, but Riley wanted to set longer-term 
priorities. Most mayors come into office having worked in politics 
or finance, but they very rarely know anything about architecture, 
design, planning or development. They have very little under-
standing of how design can meet some of their other economic 
developments or goals. Riley went to the National Endowment for 
the Arts and asked what could be done about this lack.” 
Established by Congress in 1965 as an independent agency of 
the federal government, the National Endowment for the Arts 
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(NEA) is a fairly large organization. During the course of its 
existence, the NEA has awarded more than US $4 billion to support 
“artistic excellence, creativity and innovation for the benefit of 
individuals and communities”. Over a period of 45 years, that 
works out to an average of US $9 million a year. Converted to the 
size of the Dutch population, that would be an amount of 3,3 million 
euros every year over a periode of 45 years. 
Bellows explains that the NEA took the initiative in 1986 to establish 
an educational program for designers, with mayors at the center. 
The US Conference of Mayors played a role in establishing the 
MICD program, and still pays for the space for the MICD and 
provides access to the mayors. 
So how is the patronage school for mayors in America financed? 
Half of the funding comes from the government through the NEA; 
the other half is covered by various private-sector organizations. 
The Coca Cola Foundation is one of the sponsors; the soft drinks 
multinational is extremely interested in getting access to the 
mayors to develop a relationship. However, Bellows notes that 
funding from commercial sources has been under pressure for 
some time now. “With the economic crisis, their funds are running 
dry. The people funding us really have to defend their expenses; 
it can be hard to explain why designs and new projects are 
important. That’s why we always pay the mayors’ expenses. If 
they’re not allocating funds from the city budget to it, they don’t 
have to explain why they’re spending public money.”  
The MICD program is specifically aimed at educating mayors 
who are not educated in design. An average of 33 mayors take 
part every year; the MICD has worked with over 800 mayors 
since its inception. There are six assemblies every year: three 
national, three regional. “The regional assemblies are organized 
together with a university that organizes the meetings itself, 
recruits the mayors and selects the cases. Of course we make 
sure the program meets our standards,” Bellows assures. The 
national assembles draw from larger areas, cities with a minimum 
of 150,000 inhabitants. High-profile cities (e.g. state capitols) and 
cities that have new mayors are a primary focus. The mayors of 
large cities aren’t exactly lining up to take part. The cities don’t 
knock on the MICD’s door to sign up; MICD invites the mayors to 
the national assemblies, and the US Conference of Mayors then 
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influences them to actually accept the invitation. Alumni mayors 
are asked to recruit other mayors, convincing them how important 
the programs are.  
“It’s an investment in the process, but even more an investment in 
a person,” Bellows says. “It’s about them. We want them to have 
the time. They are not allowed to send replacements or bring along 
staff, and no press is allowed. They don’t need to know how to do 
the details, but they need to understand that they are responsible 
for every decision; they need to know which questions to ask. 
Many of them have no idea.” 
The meetings last for 2.5 days. What topics do they cover? 
“Mainly case studies from their own experience,” Bellows says. 
The MICD invites each mayor to present a case study. MICD 
takes whatever it can get, but the case studies are about urban 
and spatial issues. The mayors mostly select their own cases. 
MICD tries to have them come up with 3 or 4 potential projects 
and select the most realistic option in consultation with the 
resource team. That means that the mayors can actually do some-
thing with the results when they get back. During the assembly, 
MICD members ask questions about how the mayor and his staff 
work, so the other attendees can gain an impression of the project. 
“It could be on the role of higher education in the city, or affordable 
houses. The next meeting is in Los Angeles, hosting all cities west 
of the Mississippi. The mayor of LA never attended MICD.” In this 
metropolis, the issue is an arts and culture project in the theater 
district.”The mayor of Hilo, Hawaii has come before. Now he’s 
coming for a transit-oriented development project and a new 
town center. The mayors of Omaha, Nebraska and Stockton, 
California will also be there, as well as the mayor of Salt Lake City, 
Utah, in Mormon country. The mayor isn’t a Mormon himself, 
though; he’s an urban planner.” 
Once a mayor presents his case, there is a group discussion 
about potential solutions, if any. Although cities aren’t always in 
charge of spatial developments, the MICD encourages the mayors 
to think about solutions. As Bellows puts it, “Even if they don’t 
have control, mayors can start the conversation on what’s going to 
happen on the land. Who owns the land is always an important 
consideration in investment projects. If a private developer wants 
to develop something within the zoning laws, the city can’t influence 
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that. On the other hand, there are sometimes powerful neighbor-
hood communities that can shoot a project down. It depends on a 
lot of factors. The government structure may vary widely 
depending on the city or county; sometimes the city is the county, 
in which case the mayor has control over everything, but where 
there is no real county, the mayor of the county sometimes 
becomes the mayor of the city.” 
How is the knowledge from a MICD program actually disseminated 
beyond the participants? “We don’t publish the results, but they 
could be used by other mayors. In Oklahoma, the riverfront was 
being completely transformed because of the mayor attending 
the program. We didn’t have the capacity to fully develop the 
plans at that time. There are more success stories, of course, but 
this is one of the biggest projects.” 
Bellows does not have unreal expectations about the role of her 
institute. “The way people view MICD varies. People generally 
don’t know we exist; even the mayors had often never heard of us. 
Developers have a tendency to say that the government should 
only smoothen the way for developments and then leave the rest 
up to others. That’s a political statement, and comes as no surprise 
from a private developer who has to protect his interests.” Politics 
is something that the MICD tries to avoid. “We are a fairly a-political 
organization, funded by the government and the National Endow-
ment for the Arts; we cannot afford to be political.”  
At the same time, Bellows is aware of some degree of political 
influence, which is most visible in which cases are selected. “We 
could promote all sorts of themes, like new towns, new urbanism, 
densification, and could therefore influence the topics that mayors 
should be focusing on. But we can’t just bring in the awesome 
research team from the big universities. The US Conference of 
Mayors can help us there.” 
Bellows is currently working on a pilot project for following up on 
the MICD mayors’ courses. A resource team has dedicated 
several days to visiting ten mayors on location to help them take 
the next steps. “1.5 hours per mayor is not a very long time, and it 
was expensive, but the projects that we did were great. We want 
to keep developing this.” 
Bellows is also interested in international exchanges between 
Dutch and American mayors. “We already did an exchange with 
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Polish mayors. The former mayor of Knoxville, Tennessee loved 
MICD; he later became ambassador to Poland.” She already has a 
theme in mind for a Dutch-American exchange.“ Water management 
and inner-city development are interesting to American mayors, as 
well as densification and transportation. But water management is 
key; water is the new oil. The new mayor of New Orleans would 
be very eager to work with people from the Netherlands. They 
could come to the Netherlands as well. This would not have to be 
the same mayors that met the Dutch delegation in America; it would 
be difficult to get the same mayors twice.” 
We see many similarities between what MICD does and the work 
that Architectuur Lokaal does, although there are naturally many 
differences as well. Back in the Netherlands, we immediately 
putted what we learned from MICD into practice in the program 
for the first edition of our Patronage School. Working in concert 
with the National Restructuring Program of the ministry of Culture 
(OCW) we held meetings in 2011with aldermen from a number 
of Dutch municipalities who are facing restructuring issues; 
supported by external experts, we analyzed the cases they 
presented.
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Walkable urbanism
 
“Once in a while, Barack Obama goes shopping in the neighbor-
hood with his daughters. They just walk!,” the taxi driver tells us 
enthusiastically as we drive past the White House. “That was 
impossible during the Bush administration.” The image would 
delight Christopher Leinberger, supporter of walkable urbanism, 
to whom we’re on our way to see. Leinberger is expert in 
redeveloping city centers. He directs the University of Michigan’s 
real estate graduate studies, but we’re visiting him at the Brookings 
Institute, where he’s a visiting fellow. This famous organization 
proclaims itself “the most influential, most quoted and most 
reliable” think tank. After leaving Dutch parliament, Dutch MP 
Ayaan Hirsi Ali considered briefly to proceed her career at 
Brookings before settling at the American Enterprise Institute, 
another think tank in Washington D.C. 
As a visiting fellow at Brookings, Leinberger lectures in the 
Metropolitan Policy Program, a research program on revitalizing 
downtown Washington DC and adjoining areas. He advocates 
walkable urbanism: creating pedestrian-oriented, mixed-use and 
mixed-income places. These places could be region-serving 
(anchored by regionally important employment, retail, and 
cultural and civic institutions) or local-serving (residential with 
local-serving commercial). Part of the concept is linking the 
walkable areas, creating a seamless infrastructure for pedestrians 
and cyclists. The Radburn layout, dating from 1929, seems to be 
topical again (see p. 35). 
For Europeans, this might not seem revolutionary, given how 
common old inner cities are in Europe. “Listen”, says Leinberger, 
“you in Europe have all the wonderful old towns that developed 
during the centuries. They are lovely and well taken care of. But I 
have also seen your new towns and I have to say, when you have 
to build them from scratch, you’re not doing any better than we 
do.” He gives several examples. “Have a look at Rosslyn, in 
Arlington. It used to be strip retail but has turned into a good area. 
It’s a growing business district. Have a look at the Arlington Line. 
Arlington area is good, with underground metro stations and 
shops and all. Then it proceeds above ground, in between two 
high roads. Badly placed, a site leaves no room for development; 
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it’s not walkable.” 
Pointing out the revitalized areas in Washington on our map, as 
well as the areas to follow, Leinberger says that US $10 million have 
been spent on downtown Washington in the last ten years. “That 
has paid off. There is not much else to do; downtown Washington 
is done. We have revitalized our bad areas, like Foggy Bottom, 
Dupont Circle, the NOMA area (north of Massachusetts Avenue), 
the West End and Georgetown University. These areas have all 
been transformed into walkable places.” 
The side effects have sometimes been surprising. Local crime 
has dropped dramatically in the last 10 years. “No one knows 
why. It didn’t go elsewhere; it just vanished,” Leinberger tells us. 
“Zero tolerance might be a factor; anyone can show you a 
hundred explanations, but the fact is that nobody really knows.” 
Now that downtown has been revitalized, it’s time to tackle the 
adjacent areas. “Suburban is no longer wanted, downtown is 
booming. So now we are doing areas like the Golden Triangle, 
the Riverfront area, Columbia Heights and the area east of the 
Capitol. The Riverfront will be a future walkable area. In the 
Golden Triangle, it’s about redeveloping office buildings to get 
them all LEED-certified,” Leinberger explains, referring to the 
internationally recognized green building certification system. 
One of the reasons that people want to stay in the cities - although 
it might sound contradictory - is the growing awareness of eco-
logical values. Leinberger refers to the article ‘Green Manhattan’ 
by David Owen, published in The New Yorker. Owen describes 
his “unashamed idealism” which brought him and his family to 
leave New York, looking for a more sustainable lifestyle. It 
showed that he was consuming much more in the rural area 
(energy, fuel etc.) and that his Manhattan life proved to be far 
more sustainable for several reasons. 
So how does Leinberger view the role of politicians in revitalization 
projects? He thinks politicians are important, but their role should 
remain limited. “Politicians should provide a legal basis, and then 
stay out of it!” Leinberger compares it to a horse corral; the area 
is fenced off, but the horses are free to arrange the rest for 
themselves. The Columbia Heights development, which mostly 
burned down during the riots in the 1960s, is a perfect illustration: 
“It was a no-go zone for a long time, but is now developing into a 
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new walkable area. In 2008, a retail complex of 546,000 square 
feet (51,000 m2) opened across from the Columbia Heights metro 
station. The space is anchored by retailers like Target and Best 
Buy. The shopping center also includes 390,000 square feet 
(36,000 square meters) of underground parking. A number of 
bars and restaurants have since opened in the neighborhood. 
The Tivoli Theater, a renovated landmark on 14th Street NW, 
became a symbol of Columbia Heights.” 
Leinberger sees one factor as the most important way to develop a 
walkable area: transportation. Transportation drives development. 
“There is no better way to raise the value of land than by creating 
transportation possibilities. With transport, the amenities will 
follow.” Public transportation is largely financed by tax money. 
In the business districts, developments are privately financed; 
decisions about what happens are made by the land owners. 
“Developers have to be convinced that they have to finance 
compact cities,” Leinberger argues. He sees a task here for the 
American Institute of Architects (AIA) and the American Planning 
Association (APA); they should be more involved in the discussions. 
Is this also because American clients want advice on improving the 
architectural or urban quality of their projects and investments? 
Definitely, according to Leinberger. “How you formulate a program 
is an important item.” 
Leinberger’s current focus is strategic planning and place 
management. The Dupont Circle area was a case study. The lack 
of zoning laws in that area prompted Leinberger to draw up 21 
principles for an urban plan for Dupont Circle, similar to the 
quality plans used in the Netherlands. Public administrators and 
the planning department can provide incentives to stimulate 
certain desired developments, or accelerate the process by 
issuing building permits more quickly. 
Seven years ago Owen wrote: “Washington is commonly viewed 
as the most intelligently beautiful - the most European - of large 
American cities. Ecologically, though, it’s a mess. [Architect Pierre 
Charles, ed.] L’Enfant’s expansive avenues were easily adapted 
to automobiles, and the low, widely separated buildings (whose 
height is limited by law) stretched the distance between 
destinations. There are many pleasant places in Washington to go 
for a walk, but the city is difficult to get around on foot: the wide 
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avenues are hard to cross, the traffic circles are like obstacle 
courses, and the grandiloquent empty spaces thwart pedestrians.” 
With Owen’s words and Christopher Leinberger’s explanation of 
recent developments echoing in the backs of our minds, we rent 
a bicycle and cycle to Columbia Heights. What we find there is an 
area bustling with construction workers; some of the projects 
have already been completed, while others are works in progress. 
Most shops have just been finished or are just about done and 
awaiting new tenants; real estate agencies have signs posted all 
over the area. The parallels that can be drawn with Dutch cities 
are not exclusively historical; there are striking similarities to an 
area development in a Dutch city from the first decade of this 
century. We could just as easily be in, say, Zwijndrecht. The 
average height of the residential buildings is about six stories; the 
new buildings are mixed-used structures combining residential 
and retail functions. Most of the front doors open onto the street. 
“That’s crucial,” Leinberger had assured us. It’s a beautiful day. 
In the area’s main square, children are playing in the fountain 
while their mothers sit on the edge, soaking up the rays and 
chatting idly with each other. On our rented bicycles, we visit all 
the walkable areas of Washington in one afternoon. Although we 
don’t see many other cyclists, the new Washington D.C. appears 
quite bikeable as well. 
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The rAdburn lAyouT 

The industrialization of the United States after World War I led 
to migration from the rural areas and a dramatic growth of the 
cities during the 1920’s. This population shift led to a severe 
housing shortage. The automobile, which was becoming a 
mainstay in American life, added a new problem to urban 
living. Drastic changes in urban design were necessary to 
provide more housing and to protect people from the horseless 
carriage. In answer to the needs of “modern society,” Radburn, 
the “Town for the Motor Age” was created in 1929. How Radburn 
was going to meet the problems of “modern society” is best 
illustrated in architect Henry Wright’s “Six Planks for a 
Housing Platform.” These ideas formed the basic philosophy 
that he followed in designing Radburn. His planks were:  
• Plan simply, but comprehensively. Don’t stop at the individual 
property line. Adjust paving, sidewalks, sewers and the like 
to the particular needs of the property dealt with—not to a 
conventional pattern. 
• Arrange buildings and grounds so as to give sunlight, air and 
a tolerable outlook to even the smallest and cheapest house. 
• Provide ample sites in the right places for community use: 
i.e. playgrounds, school gardens, schools, theatres, churches, 
public buildings and stores. 
• Put factories and other industrial buildings where they can 
be used without wasteful transportation of goods or people. 
• Cars must be parked and stored, deliveries made, waste 
collected—plan for such services with a minimum of danger, 
noise and confusion. 
• Bring private and public land into relationship and plan 
buildings and groups of buildings with relation to each other. 
Develop collectively such services as will add to the comfort of 
the individual, at lower cost than is possible under individual 
operation. 
• Arrange for the occupancy of houses on a fair basis of cost 
and service, including the cost of what needs to be done in 
organizing, building and maintaining the community. 
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The main thrust in the planning of Radburn can be summa-
rized by the quote from architect Clarence Stein, who said, 
“We did our best to follow Aristotle’s recommendation that 
a city should be built to give its inhabitants security and 
happiness.”

www.radburn.org
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Informal power held by bloggers 

A pillar outside the entrance bears a huge gilded eagle with its 
wings spread wide. We are at Union Station, once the biggest 
train station in the world. When the station (designed by Daniel 
Burham, like many older buildings in Washington D.C.) opened 
its doors in 1907, it was the largest building in the entire USA. 
Today, it has become one of the busiest stations in Washington, 
serving more than 30 million people each year. Following major 
renovations in 1988, a food court was added on the level that once 
housed baggage handling, a new terminal was built for the 
Amtrak Express trains, and new shops opened in the Concourse 
and Main Hall. 
Over 100 years old, this building is an appropriate setting for our 
meeting with Diana Lind, editor in chief at Next American City 
(NAC), a quarterly magazine about urban design. She has just 
arrived from Philadelphia; we find her in the Main Hall, under the 
imposing vaulted coffered ceiling. We ask her for the latest 
themes that play a major role right now in US urbanism. Lind: 
“The most important topics in urban planning for NAC at the 
moment are energy, density, infrastructure and mobility. Themes 
like energy and transport are pretty important nationwide, but 
they can be addressed very differently at the local level. I went to 
a meeting yesterday of the National Endowment for the Arts 
(NEA) that focused on how the arts could help create better 
cities.” Similar solutions are being sought in the Netherlands. 
The search was expressed in the 80s by ‘environmental art’ 
commissions for artists. Now architecture and art institutes 
propose unsolicited architecture, in which teams of architects 
and artists are asked to contribute to public spaces without there 
being a commissioning client as such.  
Lind offers a surprising new approach.”Because the traditional 
methods of civic engagement, such as community meetings, 
have failed to generate interest, citizen participation is now 
increasingly happening online. We don’t have anything like 
architecture centers and so on, but there has been a movement 
through the internet. Chicago organizes a big roundtable 
conference online for people to give their opinions, what do 
you think about parks, for example.” These informal forms of 



38



39

participation also happen without deliberate organization, just 
local residents expressing their involvement in informal ways. 
“Bloggers make that happen sometimes,” Lind says. “There’s a 
lot of blogging going on, even on a very small local level. A 
community board of bloggers might get together once a month; 
they might have some informal power to help along urban 
development plans. Their opinion is being sought in big projects, 
etc. Their ideas are being brought to the city government. 
Bloggers sometimes have real power at their disposal, as Lind 
illustrates: “Streetcar funding was going to be cut in Washington 
D.C., and within a very short time through a local blog, the city 
was being slammed with complaints, and the plan didn’t go 
through. You could see it as a start, an opportunity for politicians 
to actually engage with the public.” 
Similar developments are not necessarily emerging in other parts 
of the US, Lind emphasizes. “Washington D.C. is different from 
other American cities. It’s the capital of the United States; the city’s 
economy is largely dependent on the structures of the federal 
government. D.C. does have cultural headquarters and so on, but 
there is no major manufacturing culture. There are some parallels 
to New York as well; like NYC, Washington D.C . has a very 
affluent population, which means both cities have better infra-
structure and public amenities than other parts of the country. 
Because the government is located here, there’s been more 
development in Washington D.C. than in many other cities during 
the recession. Unlike other cities that have seen their private 
sector pull back on building, the public sector continues to fuel 
projects in D.C. Young architects are having an especially hard 
time right now. They enter competitions for lack of paid projects. 
Still, it’s a very exciting time for D.C. The city has grown both 
because young people have moved here to work and other 
people have stayed to have children. While it’s not architecturally 
adventurous, D.C. is finding other ways to have an interesting 
urban culture with its bikesharing system and focus on quality 
pedestrian spaces.”
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What is a skyscraper? 

Tall buildings line the banks of the Chicago River, cluster down-
town, and dot the shore of Lake Michigan. Most of these skyscrapers 
were built during a series of economic booms, as we heard in 
stories of Chicago’s history told during the Chicago Architecture 
Foundation River Cruise, an excursion down the Chicago River. 
We embarked on a boat operated by Chicago First Lady Cruises, 
in partnership with the Chicago Architecture Foundation (CAF) 
and encounter a staff member from the architecture center. Philip 
Barash, a young Russian immigrant, responsible for corporate 
relations in the fundraising department, will be our personal 
guide today. Mayor Ahmed Aboutaleb of Rotterdam had taken the 
same tour as part of his research on options for area development 
along the banks of the Maas River in his own city in the Netherlands. 
Just a stone’s throw from the First Lady’s berth, not far from the 
south end of Millennium Park, stands the building that has been 
home to CAF since 1992: the historic Santa Fe Building, designed 
by Daniel Burnham. CAF was established back in 1966, decades 
before architecture centers were established elsewhere (including 
the Netherlands). “We are somewhat similar to museums such as 
the National Building Museum and the Netherlands Architecture 
Institute, but our approach is quite different,” says Gregory 
Dreicer. He is responsible for interpretation and exhibitions; we 
had met a year before in Amsterdam, when he visited our country 
by invitation of the Dutch consulate.  
“Chicago is one of the most livable cities in the US. It’s a great 
place to live,” says Dreicer. And CAF is dedicated to encouraging 
public interest in Chicago’s architectural legacy. It’s a non-profit 
organization. According to Dreicer, this makes CAF different from 
architecture centers in the US.  
The museum shop facing the street makes the architecture center 
hard to recognize from the outside. Behind the shop, CAF has the 
atrium, where the huge Chicago Model City is on permanent 
display, and offices on an upper floor. The center runs an enormous 
number of programs, despite a facility that does not function well 
and a small staff dedicated to interpretive offerings. “Exhibitions 
has only a project manager and a curator; sometimes we hire extra 
people,” Dreicer explains. “CAF is a volunteer organization; 
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there are 460 volunteers at this point. We select them for training 
from the many applications we receive every year. They receive 
a rigorous training course that we provide.” CAF lacks a real 
auditorium; Dreicer would prefer to move to a new center as soon 
as possible. He is looking for a building close by that can be 
refurbished and meets its requirements. Once they have that new 
location up and running, CAF will be able to greatly expand its 
regional audience, while enlarging its number of national and 
international visitors.  
If he found the ideal location, what would Dreicer want to do in 
that ideal architecture center? Dreicer laughs. “I don’t have an 
agenda! It’s about how the world works. The skyscraper is a 
Chicago icon, so we would focus on that building type. Many 
people believe that one person invented the skyscraper! This 
believe reflects a larger belief about how society and technology 
function. What ís a skyscraper? To say which skyscraper was the 
‘first’, you have to define the term skyscraper. That’s not as easy 
as it sounds. Anyone who defines a skyscraper has his own 
agenda, and everyone involved wants to persuade others that 
their views are correct.” Despite all that, there is a lack of public 
knowledge about skyscrapers - and about the process of building 
in general. Dreicer: “There isn’t an excellent exhibition on sky-
scrapers in the US! New York City has a modest one. We hope to 
work with organizations such as the Council on Tall Buildings and 
Urban Habitat, for example, like the Stichting Hoogbouw in the 
Netherlands. We will create a network that enables us to create 
innovative and engaging exhibition projects that help people 
understand architecture - and their role in its design.” 
Dreicer is primarily interested in urban development; the 
production of architecture as art is less important, as far as he is 
concerned. “Most architecture centers are not intended for the 
public at large but for the architectural profession. Art museums 
mostly present architecture and design as art. But city planning, 
architecture, and infrastructure are about process; art is only a 
piece of it. What’s critical is who is making the decisions - and 
why. We want to engage a large audience in thinking about, and 
perhaps participating in, these decisions.” 
CAF organizes debates, but topics that attract large numbers of 
Americans must focus on ‘hot’ current issues. “There are a lot of 
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things that people should be angry about, should be thinking 
about, but they are not.” Dreicer takes parks as an example: 
“Building laws may forbid buildings in parks, but we do have 
them. Or parks may be built in communities that do not need 
them the most.” He would prefer to see debating clubs put topics 
like these on the agenda, things that affect the average American. 
His mission is clear: promoting public interest in city building. 
What was it like before? How did the city develop to where it is 
today? Besides the skyscraper exhibition, he would like to see a 
permanent exhibition about livable communities and expanded 
learning opportunities for high school children. The new CAF 
location should have real classrooms. Dreicer is already working 
on a web-based site that features videos. 
Compiling the knowledge and information needed for these tasks 
is far from simple. “There’s no single source. We have to collect 
information from a network of sources. Historic information can 
be difficult to obtain; most architectural archives are thrown 
away.” Dreicer does not see CAF becoming a collecting institu-
tion; it’s simply too expensive, and they don’t have space for it. 
Archives are not the focus at CAF. “We do not have the resources 
to support academic research. We focus on public engagement 
and learning. That’s where we put our resources.” 
Some support comes from foundations and state government, 
Dreicer says. “We may eventually start charging admission.” As 
with most non-profits, corporate support is an important revenue 
source. “It depends on the programs CAF produces; and on 
board membership, which includes lawyers, architects, business 
people. They can help build support through their networks. CAF 
has grown continuously; its budget is now over US $10 million.”  
If you happen to be in Chicago, it’s worth noting that part of CAF’s 
revenue comes from the boat tours - just one more excellent 
reason to see the skyscrapers from the vantage point of the 
Chicago River.
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sustainably restructuring the skyline 

The natural way in which pedestrians have taken over the 
boulevard delays our realization that the walkway has just been 
completed. As we stroll along the Riverwalk, we are informed of 
the fact by our guide, Philip Barash. He works for the Chicago 
Architecture Foundation CAF and organized the Patron of the Year 
award. Last year’s award for commissioning clients went to the 
Riverwalk Master Plan.  
Barash tells that a civil engineering project of this scope is unusual 
for Chicago. Even so, the commissioning client - the Chicago 
Public Works Department - was able to generate the required 
funds. “As a result a sort of open-air museum of architecture was 
created. The riverbanks traditionally have many historic and 
modern buildings, designed by cutting-edge architecture firms, 
which have often achieved monument status.”  
The Patron of the Year award can be considered equivalent to the 
Golden Pyramid, the biggest patronage award in the Netherlands. 
The Dutch national government presents the award annually to a 
commissioning client whose patronage is judged most inspiring. 
Since Architectuur Lokaal has supported the Dutch Chief Govern-
ment Architect for years in organizing the Golden Pyramid, we 
decide to visit one of the jury members for the Patron of the Year 
award in Chicago: Greg Van Schaack. 
He has arranged to give us a tour of a skyscraper that Hines 
Interests developed under his leadership. The building is 
exceptional for a number of reasons. The immense tower is 
situated in a prominent location: directly fronting the Chicago 
River, oriented towards the Riverwalk. At about 790 feet (240 
meters), the tower is one of the tallest skyscrapers in the city. 
The building has 120,000 square meters in floor area on 57 floors; 
it cost about US $400 million to build. But most importantly, the 
commissioning client - the Kirkland & Ellis law firm - won the 2009 
Patron of the Year award for that building. “A gift to the city,” the 
jury proclaimed in regard to the building, which it also referred to 
as “harmonious, light and festive”. Hines worked with architects 
like Cesar Pelli, Frank Gehry, I.M. Pei and Philip Johnson; the design 
for this skyscraper was made by Pickard Chilton Architects. 
When we enter, Van Schaack points out an unusual aspect of the 
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skyscraper: the lower levels house a conference center with 
public-access outdoor terraces. “It is far from customary to have 
these public functions at the bottom of a skyscraper,” Van Schaack 
says. “But having a conference center at the top would have been 
inconvenient; everyone would have had to take elevators up and 
down, and the building is primarily occupied by offices.” This 
structure has created a link to the public spaces at the level of the 
passers-by, Van Schaack explains. “The location has become 
much livelier. The ‘white tablecloth’ restaurant downstairs also 
helps. It is used both by visitors and office workers, only during 
office hours for now, but hopefully also outside working hours in 
future.” 
The traditional preconceptions of what ‘should be’ put on the top 
and bottom floors have been rearranged in other ways as well. 
Rather than occupying the top floors from the 27th on up, the 
Kirkland & Ellis law firm has taken over the ground floor up to the 
30th. As the saying goes, a higher office equals a more prestigious 
client; the higher the position in the building, the higher the 
price per square meter for the project developer. Van Schaack 
convinced Kirkland & Ellis that it would work better to have the 
planned conference center be placed on the ground floor: it 
would be good for the visibility of the firm, it would add life to the 
views of the streetscape and river, and it would make it easier 
for the attorneys to meet their clients at the conference center. 
The structure worked out well for Kirkland & Ellis; it is seen as an 
inspiring role model for other companies. The lawyers are very 
happy with it. 
Hines Interests, the development and investment company where 
Van Schaack is senior vice-president, had no reason to regret the 
approach either. Developers that incorporate public spaces in 
their designs for skyscrapers are also granted per mission to add 
extra height to compensate for the costs. The upper levels above 
the 30th floor are rented out to large and small companies, as well 
as to independent entrepreneurs who were flourishing before the 
crisis and now see opportunities in starting their own businesses, 
relying on their networks and experience to operate more flexibly 
in times of greater economic fluctuation. 
We skip a floor here and there by elevator. The 6th floor has a big 
balcony, offering a great view of the city just above street level. 
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On the 7th floor, an artist designed gilded lamps representing the 
five ships in which Columbus discovered America. Each ship 
bears the name of the wife of one of the five original partners at 
Kirkland & Ellis. The 37th floor gives us an idea of the diverse range 
of companies occupying these upper levels; each level has been 
designed by architects and interior decorators selected by its 
tenants. Besides the conference hall, offices and restaurant, the 
building also has a bank, a gym, 26 passenger lifts and 2 freight 
lifts. It also accommodates an underground car park with 225 
parking spaces; this subterranean garage is possible thanks to 
the low-lying river. 
Every aspect of Van Schaack’s tour testifies to his confidence in 
this enterprise. No cost or effort has been spared to make this 
project a thing of beauty. The soaring ceiling of the lobby, the 
marble, the artwork in the hall in a style that references the 
famous 19th-century architect Louis Sullivan, the lifts that cost US 
$200.000 apiece, the toilets as big as ballrooms, finished in 
mahogany. This skyscraper was built to last into eternity. 
Sustainability is also a high priority for Van Schaack. The tower is 
LEED-certified (Gold) and highly energy-efficient. The cooling 
system draws water from the Chicago River, saving nearly 4.7 
million gallons (18 million liters) of drinking water every year. The 
building’s façade is clad in richly articulated glass and stainless 
steel, maximizing the introduction of daylight and minimizing 
solar gain. 
Van Schaack is an advocate of green buildings and chairman of 
the Chicago Riverwalk Committee. In the 25 years since he’s been 
working at Hines, he has headed many development projects in 
the American Midwest, including a number of skyscrapers in 
Chicago - not least this building for Kirkland & Ellis. 
So what does a person who develops skyscrapers do on an 
average day? Much of Van Schaack’s work consists of maintaining 
a huge network of business contacts and keeping on very good 
terms with politicians. Thanks to his network, he is intimately 
familiar with all the relevant companies in Chicago’s Loop: how 
long their lease contracts run, who their contracts are with, and 
when they end. A few years before the end of a contract, he stops 
by to talk to the tenants – until he feels that the company is ripe for 
a change. That’s how he convinced the Kirkland & Ellis law firm 
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that it was time for the company to take a new step. In exchange for 
a contract to lease 30 floors for 15 years, Hines developed this 
new skyscraper on North LaSalle. 
Finally, we reach the top floor, the 57th story, still bare as the day it 
was built, although it already has a tenant. In the constant quest for 
ways to make maximum use of the available floor space, Van 
Schaack tells us how he reduced the standard window size from 5 
feet to 4,5 feet. It only changes by 6 inches per window, and no 
one sees the difference, but it does gain four extra private office 
spaces at the end of the building. 
Looking out over the city, Van Schaack points to the parking lot 
across the river, which Hines has just bought. A new skyscraper 
will rise on that site, and another will be built on the lot beside the 
Chicago Merchandise Mart, which is owned by the Kennedys. 
He bought the last lot of land here, at the same time as they did. 
“Hines controls virtually all of the riverfront office sites downtown, 
which is where we see the best new buildings developed.” 
With evident relish, Van Schaack relates how Hines got permission 
to build the skyscraper for Kirkland & Ellis. In order to carry out 
the plan for the building the City needed to approve all aspects 
since it was adjacent to the Chicago River. The initial permission 
depended on a personal decision by the relevant alderman – 
who only had fifteen minutes to discuss this huge intervention in 
the city. 
As it turned out, the alderman thought that a very tall building was 
indeed appropriate. The fifteen minutes were nearly up and Van 
Schaack grabbed his chance at the last moment. What about the 
tower? “Well, let’s build the damn thing!” the alderman said. 
No sooner said than done - and it went on to win the biggest 
patronage award!
With Philip Barash we compare our national patronage awards. 
Later he sent us an email: “We are making substantial changes 
to the Patron of the Year awards, in part inspired by your visit. 
The jury process will be more comprehensive, and two rounds 
of voting include as well as site visits to nominated projects. We 
are also planning to do a better job of archiving and displaying 
the projects on our website.” 
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development opportunities

Day after day, a long row of people stands waiting outside the 
Original Apple iPad Store on North Michigan Avenue in Chicago. 
Now the iPad2 is on the market; at the time iPad was released in 
the US two months ago. It’s not available anywhere else in the 
world yet, although rumor has it that it’s been spotted in Italy once 
or twice. As soon as the shop doors open, the customers descend 
in hordes on the big tables where they can try out the iPad. 
“Some come in every day by ship, but we don’t know where they 
come from or how many will be delivered,” the sales reps tell 
everyone.  
We see our first iPad in ordinary use during our talk with Andrew 
Enschedé. Moving across the screen with the wizardly flourish 
that has since become so familiar, he moves his thumb and 
forefinger apart. The Chicago city map zooms in and out; so 
convenient. 
Enschedé is a shareholder in GTLaw (Greenberg Traurig LLP), 
a law firm that has dozens of offices all over the world. We are 
visiting him in the skyscraper where the 130 lawyers of the 
Chicago office are based: on Wacker Drive along the Chicago 
River, at a height where mist shrouds the view. 
Enschedé represents multinationals, he is a specialist in arranging 
complex business transactions, like contract negotiations and 
commercial insurance policies. With him, we discuss investing in 
spatial developments and future spatial plans for Chicago. For the 
first time in over a century, a future vision has been developed for 
the region, says Enschedé. The visionary party is the Chicago 
Metropolitan Agency for Planning (CMAP), which dubbed the 
plan GO TO 2040. The CMAP is also overseeing implementation 
of the plan, which covers transport, housing, economic develop-
ment, public spaces, water, and the environment. Encompassing 
284 towns in total, it covers a region that is anticipating population 
growth on the scale of more than 2 million additional inhabitants. 
“The future vision for Chicago does formulate ambitions, but not 
the way it’s done in the Netherlands or China. Countries like 
that can look at the whole city and develop everything in an 
interconnected web; that’s not possible here.The developments 
in emerging districts are all privately owned. New developments 
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are currently happening in Chicago, close to Lake Michigan. 
That’s where people want to live. If you build there, it will work out 
well.” But is there still room there? “Sure, just look around you. 
There are plenty of parking lots that you can still turn into some-
thing. And there are half-built high-rises here and there, due to 
the crisis.”Parking lots, as we heard before from investor Greg 
van Schaack, represent investment opportunities here. Enschedé 
elaborates: “Parking lots are often privately owned; they can be 
transformed into something else in no time, as long as you have 
the right permits. That’s the first step you have to take.” 
Moving across the screen of the iPad, we zip southwards through 
Chicago, past Millennium Park, to the area that had been 
envisaged as the site of the Olympic Stadium and the Olympic 
Village for the 2016 Olympics. “This is a nice example. The area 
around Lake Shore Drive was going to be developed with 
temporary housing. The stadium was planned for Jackson Park 
and the rail line along State Avenue. There’s tons of room there, 
completely undeveloped because of the railway. Mercy Hospital 
is also located there. It’s really a mess, but that offers opportunities 
for development, nice and close to the city.” 
Back up again, on the iPad. “The area north of the Chicago River 
is fairly well developed,” Enschedé continues. “The south side, 
Waterside Drive near East Lake Shore Drive, is a huge under-
taking. All the developers that have been involved in that area 
work with a select few architects who they use over and over. 
They can do whatever they want.” But foreign companies have 
a hard time getting a foot in the door where spatial investments 
are concerned. Enschedé: “You won’t make it in unless you have 
a unique and exceptionally excellent idea that only you can make 
happen.” 
Public projects are a different matter. According to Enschedé, they 
always involve public-private partnerships; the government and 
the corporations are ordinary developers here. So what does a 
normal private development look like? “It starts when a business-
man sees an opportunity, a piece of land,” Enschedé says. “Then 
he goes and talks to a contractor, an architect, and other people 
who might have ideas about what could be done with it. The next 
step is to talk to the landowner. No legal steps have been taken at 
that point; this is still in the development phase.” 
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Enschedé doesn’t get involved in the process until the developer 
is starting to get worried because things need to be signed. 
“A confidentiality agreement, for instance, a non-disclosure clause. 
Then I determine what needs to happen and I set something up, 
a company, a legal entity, an incorporated enterprise. As an inc., 
you open a bank account and make an offer for the land.” If the 
offer is accepted, the next step is a letter of intent. Then comes a 
period of due diligence, a sort of preliminary purchase contract, 
which could be for 40 to 90 days. “During this period, you draw 
up your plan, talk to the alderman and try to get your plan 
approved,” Enschedé explains. “The public hearing is also in that 
phase. You try to get all that wrapped up before you actually buy 
the land; if something goes wrong in this phase, you end up with 
a tract of unusable land.” 
Enschedé, whose forefathers came from the Netherlands, handles 
a lot of international transactions. He often negotiates with Dutch 
developers, who are primarily out to get public projects. 
In Enschedé’s opinion, these Dutch companies could use some 
support. “They have no organization here, no insurance, nothing 
at all, but they see an opportunity. I usually do the deals for Dutch 
investors or developers: setting up subsidiaries, arranging tax 
structures, to make sure that they have limited liability. That’s my 
role, but you have to be familiar with all sorts of sectors. I have 
partners working in zoning and partners who know the alderman 
and his civil servants.”
Once you have a plan, you’ve signed a preliminary purchase 
contract, you’ve conducted the required environmental studies 
during the due diligence phase, and you’ve finally gained the 
approval of the alderman, you can start implementation right away. 
“That’s not much different than in the Netherlands,” Enschedé says. 
“After all, we come from the same basic principles. The whole 
procedure takes about six months. It can also happen faster.” But 
there are differences. According to Enschedé, smaller units or 
one-room units, for people just starting out, are popular in the 
Netherlands. “Over here, you have to wait and see if it fits into the 
zoning scheme; there aren’t many units like that here. And local 
residents can object to the plans, for instance because they don’t 
want students in their neighborhoods.” 
After our meeting with Enschedé we drop by the Apple Store one 
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more time to see if our ship has come in. We’re out on the street 
again within five minutes, holding our iPad. The next day, there’s a 
long line of people outside the store again and the employees are 
back to their sales script: “A shipment might come in again today.” 
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Changes happen gradually
 
Where the NDSM shipyard once stood in Amsterdam North, 
an international center of contemporary art is now planned, 
preferably privately funded. As we read before in a newspaper 
article in the NRC Handelsblad, it is called New Dakota in a 
reference to “pioneering drive, enterprising spirit and the pushing 
of boundaries”. A Dutchman is the driving force behind the project: 
property consultant Ad Hereijgers. 
Hereijgers has a proven track record of expanding his own 
boundaries. He is the CEO of New Amsterdam Development 
Consultants (NADC), a company for phased urban developments 
that has offices in Rotterdam and New York. Besides its projects in 
the Netherlands, NADC has also invested in properties in the US, 
focusing on properties that are presumed not to lose their value. 
It concerns investments between 5 and 10 million euros. 
Hereijgers’ experiences in the US are related to what the Dutch 
are known for: water. Hereijgers: “Where waterfront properties 
are involved, the Dutch are quickly called in on American projects. 
Your company doesn’t have to be big to be involved in an 
interesting project. Competing in the US is becoming more difficult 
for foreigners, though; the difficult market leads to protectionism.” 
The financial climate doesn’t help matters. For instance, Hereijgers 
bought an old factory in New York in 2007, with the intention of 
redeveloping it, but the credit crash put those plans on hold. He still 
owns the factory, so he’ll need to do something with it eventually.  
According to Hereijgers, the Urban Land Institute (ULI) plays a 
crucial role in land development costs in the US. The ULI 
researches housing construction, retail, offices, business sites, 
transport and parking, as well as developments in property and 
capital markets. The ULI compiles best practices and presents an 
award for visionary urban development. In order to link policy and 
practice at the local level, the ULI brings public administrators, 
local councils and other stakeholders to the table. First and 
foremost, however, the ULI proposes solutions based on its own 
analyses - solutions, for example, related to an estimate of land 
development costs. Its proposals actually have a major impact.
Hereijgers explains, “The ULI is a big institute, in terms of position. 
It’s powerful compared to the government ministries. About 35 
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people work in the main office in Washington. You could call the 
ULI a combination of the Dutch organizations Neprom, Nirov and 
the professional designer associations, but it’s also similar to 
Architectuur Lokaal: the ULI organizes all sorts of things, involves 
third parties in the implementation, makes sure that everything is 
in order. 
“One of the interesting aspects in the ULI formula, as far as Hereijgers 
is concerned, is its international orientation - its international 
practice. “An international ad-hoc committee of elders is convened 
for every project that they analyze. This Advisory Council works 
day and night for a whole week to draw up recommendations for 
spatial development. The Council concludes its work with an 
advisory report, giving short presentations in the interim.” 
Although the advisory report may formally be non-binding, 
administrators cannot ignore it in practice, according to Hereijgers. 
“The ULI generates two reports: a public version and a com-
prehensive report, which has to be developed into a tangible 
action plan within a few weeks following the Advisory Council’s 
presentation. And that plan is carried out.” 
The presentation by the Advisory Council is a tense moment for 
all those involved. Hereijgers was involved in the Anacostia 
Waterfrontproject in Washington D.C. for ULI. “The Advisory 
Council on the Waterfront project was chaired by British architect 
Sir Richard Rogers. In Washington, the members of the Bush 
cabinet had to be briefed in twelve minutes. For practical rea-
sons, that meeting was held over lunch near the White House. 
That increases the chances that more people from the administra-
tion will come.” In 2003 Hereijgers’ NACD organized the New 
Amsterdam Waterfront Exchange project, an exchange of water-
front expertise between Amsterdam and New York. The project 
was presented to Deputy Mayor Don Doctoroff and City Planning 
Commissioner Amanda Burden in New York City Hall. It took 45 
minutes, which meant that recommendations were well received. 
The ULI approach has also been attempted in the Netherlands, 
but proved infeasible. “There was a ULI Europe in London, and 
then in the Netherlands, but it stopped operating,” Hereijgers 
says. “It costs a great deal of money and would have had to be 
privately funded.” However, that was not the main difference 
between the Netherlands and the US. The stature that the ULI has 
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in the US was not effective here.“People in the Netherlands are 
less impressed by status. The Netherlands has an arrogant 
self-image: we’re good at what we do! That doesn’t work in other 
countries, and certainly not in broken, accented English. The 
underlying concept in the US is: you can learn from each other. 
I think you also need to be familiar with the situation there. The 
beginner’s mistake is the question that I sometimes hear the 
Dutch ask: why don’t you do large-scale projects here in the US?” 
Wrong question, in Hereijgers’ view. The role played by master 
builder Robert Moses in New York in the last century outstripped 
everyone else in the 20th century. “Moses rearranged the city for 
30 years from the public works department. He left deep gouges 
in the cityscape,” Hereijgers opines. “Then came Jane Jacobs 
with the human scale. Changes happen gradually; you have to be 
willing to understand that.” 
Another example is Borneo Island in Amsterdam. “Dutch people 
think: ‘this is the way it should be’. But the Americans who visited 
the area thought the outdoor area was terrible: manicured public 
space. Learning is about taking the time to immerse yourself in a 
subject.” 
There are also Americans who are enthusiastic about recent Dutch 
spatial planning. Susan Fainstein, professor in urban planning at 
Harvard University, held a lecture after our return to the Nether-
lands in which she held up Amsterdam an example of the concept 
of a Just City. This city shows evidence of what she terms ‘just 
urban planning’ in which there is greater attention for democracy 
and sustainability than is the case elsewhere in the world. None-
theless, she thinks that Amsterdam cannot escape the power and 
influence of big private corporations. Municipal policy aims to 
secure an internationally competitive position and to make the 
city attractive to foreign investors, for example with the office 
developments along the Zuidas corridor and the construction of 
the North-South metro link. Fainstein questions whether the 
strength of Amsterdam lies in such developments, and what that 
means for ordinary citizens.
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Castles in the Air 

The view of Millennium Park from Robert Wislow’s office is 
absolutely beautiful. Immediately opposite, Anish Kapoor’s 
famous reflective sculpture The Bean gleams silver in the 
sunshine. Behind it stands the huge open-air theater designed 
by architect Frank Gehry, known as the Jay Pritzker Pavilion. 
The Crown Fountain (by Catalan artist Jaume Plensa) is not quite 
visible from this vantage point; we just passed the interactive 
water installation and the dozens of children playing in it on our 
way to Wislow’s office. The office is in the oldest building on 
Chicago’s North Michigan Avenue. Its interior is similarly rich in 
artworks, starting in the entrance hall, which houses the polished 
stainless steel chair entitled Big Easy II. Designed in 1998 by Ron 
Arad, the chair has become a famous international museum piece.  
Not only does Robert Wislow overlook Millennium Park, he also 
developed it. Wislow is co-founder and president of U.S. Equities 
Realty, a leading commercial realty firm with clients all over the 
USA, which provides consultancy services in real estate, property 
management, investments and project development. Although 
U.S. Equities also operates in Europe, its project development 
activities are limited to the US. 
That expertise has given Wislow comprehensive knowledge on 
a fascinating phenomenon which does not occur in the Netherlands: 
the trade in ‘air rights’. We first talk about changes in public-private 
partnerships and the growing role of the government in spatial 
planning. Recent regulatory changes have consequences for 
Wislow’s work and for the prestige of downtown Chicago.“In 
newly built offices, there is a major relationship with the public 
authorities,” says Wislow. “Building regulations dictate height, 
density, square meters, etc. Starting fifteen years ago, the public 
sector became more involved in design and quality: Planned Unit 
Development (PUD).” The regulation is about providing incentives 
through bonuses. “What happens is, you have a piece of land,” 
Wislow explains, “and you can build a certain surface area there, 
say 16 times the whole plot, or 32 times (32 floors) on half the plot. 
You could vary that; you could say to the government: I’ll give you 
part of the land so you can build a park there - but then I want a 
bonus. Or you could say: I’ll make a sustainable building, but then 

M
il

le
n

n
iu

m
 B

e
an

, d
e

si
g

n
 A

n
is

h
 K

ap
o

o
r,

 M
il

le
n

n
iu

m
 P

ar
k

, C
h

ic
ag

o



64

I want a bonus. Or: when we’re up in the air, I’ll step the building 
back so there’s more light and air, and I want a bonus for that. 
There are different kinds of bonuses; the process of going through 
a PUD is based on those differences.” 
As Wislow describes it, a PUD could differ depending on the city 
district and the neighborhood. It is influenced by zoning law and 
by the options for accommodating or accounting for variances to 
increase your density, so you give something back to the city. 
That process is called the Planned Development Process (PDP). 
According to Wislow, “Once you tell the municipal authorities 
that you would like to enter a PDP and that you’d like to make a 
change in the zoning on your site, you’ve opened yourself up to 
having design review. At that point, the city becomes very 
involved in your design process. This is all new; it just started a 
few years ago.” 
The system changed three years ago because Chicago had a 
zoning law that was 100 years old. It had been rewritten once in 
between - in 1957. “The main attitude to architecture in Chicago 
at that time was modernism,” Wislow says. “The updated zoning 
laws reflect modernism, which is why most buildings now have 
an arcade; you’d get a bonus if you built an arcade. That’s why the 
buildings here go straight up, unlike in New York.” 
Each planning commissioner would make interpretative changes. 
The changes built up, Wislow says, making it almost impossible for 
developers to work within the accumulated customs. Two years 
ago, a completely new zoning law was introduced. It incorporates 
some of the commissioners’ concepts and allows some 
consideration of design and aesthetics. “It’s not like a design 
review committee in San Francisco, and it’s also not an official board 
of professionals like they have in Germany and the Netherlands,” 
Wislow says with evident regret. 
We continue our talk in Millennium Park, across the road; Wislow 
continues his explanation of the wonderful world of air rights. 
When you buy land in the US, you can get a certificate with the 
purchase stating that you own the land and everything above it.
“If you only build three floors when the zoning envelope allows 
for 23 floors, it’s possible to buy the air rights above that. Air 
rights are just as expansive as real square meters,” Wislow says, 
explaining that it’s important to find out about air rights ASAP. 
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“You can buy them now and capitalize on them later. You have to 
squeeze every square meter out of it.” 
And how do property developers make that happen? “Suppose 
you have a plot of land that you can build on. You decide what you 
want to build - a tall building here, a smaller building there, and so 
on. But you can split it up. If you want to build a hotel or a church 
and you only need a few floors for what you have planned, you 
could sell the rest of the air above it. Someone could buy the right 
to build apartments or condominiums on top of your building.” 
Examples are all around us; Wislow gestures to the buildings 
across the street. “See that parking lot? Fifteen years ago, we 
were the developer of this plot, but that project went dead when 
the market died. We wanted to build the whole building here, 
with wonderful views, and we were going to buy the air rights. 
We negotiated with the developer who was going to build the base. 
He sold his air rights to the Church of Chicago for US $22 million.
The building was allowed to be fifteen stories high, but the church 
didn’t need that many. And air rights are non-transferable; they stay 
with the owner of the land. The church gave up the right to build 
above them and sold it to us, so they lost the opportunity to get US 
$22 million.” When the market came back, U.S. Equities took on 
the project. “We took the whole piece of land and are still going 
through the zoning process. We designed the building with all the 
bonuses of extra floors; we got permission for up to 68 floors.” 
Air rights also have their disadvantages, of course. They don’t 
simplify a project, for instance. “You get different owners in a 
single building,” Wislow says. “Different clients, different process, 
different contractors are involved. The building still has to be built 
all at once, of course. It takes huge coordination.” 
High buildings come with a whole range of new problems under 
the new zoning laws. U.S. Equities commissioned architect Lucien 
Lagrange to design a “gorgeous, sleek tower” for the air rights 
acquired from the Church of Chicago. “The city of Chicago liked it,” 
Wislow says. “It offered beautiful views and they got wonderful 
taxes from it. We had lots to discuss with the city administration 
about the color and the size; it blended well with the church.” 
The next step was Planned Development Approval. However, 
during a community hearing with the local community, the citizens 
turned out to be less than enthusiastic about the plan. As Wislow 
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puts it, “It became a matter of debate; the citizens were opposed 
because it would block their view. They had no objections to the 
building itself.” 
Wislow does not feel that criticism of this sort is warranted. 
“There’s lots of high buildings being built here; this is new, that 
one’s new, it’s all new here. The people living here bought that 
high-rise; they have no right to complain. If you don’t want your 
view blocked, you should buy something along the river, or 
beside a parking lot. The community didn’t want it, so the city put 
pressure on the aldermen. In this case, the city won.” 
Wislow tells us that building used to be easier in the city. The 
communities are more powerful now. The aldermen listen to the 
people who live there, because they are the voters. Unavoidably, 
the architects that U.S. Equities works with have been forced to 
become experts in zoning laws and all sorts of related regulations. 
“We know the zoning laws very well. If you want to do a big 
building here, even before you buy the land, you hire an expert 
to work on a zoning analysis with you. Maybe you make models 
and work out different aspects to see what you can do with the 
zoning. We invest a lot before we buy the land.” 
Buying land in the US also means buying the lucrative rights to 
the air above it. Not that buying air rights always works out well. 
Wislow points out the window again. “That city building in the 
front, there was an option to buy the air rights for that building, 
but they didn’t do it, because there was no point; it’s a historic 
building. People want to tear it down because it’s on such 
expensive ground, but they can’t. If it’s historic, that’s the end of 
the story in Chicago. When the municipality landmarked this 
whole street, I lost a lot of money. I couldn’t do anything about it. 
You can’t do anything here anymore.” 
There is one exception: “It’s only possible if you say, ‘I’ll never tear 
that historic building down; I’ll turn it into a monument’, then you 
can use the air rights in a different part of Chicago.” According to 
Wislow, elsewhere it’s a different story. “In Denver you can buy 
the air rights of this plot and build the building in another part of 
the city on top of another building. I think Denver’s the only city 
where you can relocate air rights. Air rights are great!”
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hard to hold on to idealism 

Accompanied by Ruth Knack, editor-in-chief of Planning Magazine, 
the publication of the American Planning Association (APA), we take 
the interstate towards Plano. We rent a car and leave downtown 
Chicago, heading west. The maximum speed limit is 50 miles an 
hour (80 kmph); no one is driving too fast. The landscape we’re 
driving through is fairly monotonous, and doesn’t improve when 
we leave Route I-88. We’re in the urban sprawl now, passing 
endless rows of detached McMansions, like infinite show homes. 
The area is a striking illustration of the column that Knack wrote 
for Dutch magazine De Architect (see p.79). 
The average price that these types of homes fetch, according to 
Christopher Leinberger from Brookings Insitute, is US $325,000, 
for 320 square meters. This is where the average, ordinary 
people of America live. We call them ‘Henk and Ingrid’ in the 
Netherlands; they’re referred to as ‘Harriet and Ozzie’ here, after 
The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, the first and longest-running 
real-life sitcom in American radio (and later TV) history, which 
aired from 1952 to 1966. The series is still synonymous with the 
1950s ideal of the average American family. 
Not long after, we come across residential neighborhoods where 
the Harriets and Ozzies end up after retirement: senior city 
housing. These retirement housing complexes look fairly desolate, 
all alone in the wide-open plains. They look much less impressive 
than the billboards of the real estate agents in Chicago would 
have us think. The public space here has received zero attention; 
there are hardly any facilities nearby. 

58 miles outside Chicago, we arrive at the first stop on our trip: 
Farnsworth House in Plano. One of the most famous examples of 
residential architecture in glass and steel, it was designed and built 
in 1951 by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe. An ‘icon’. Even when it 
was built, the house was already considered a masterpiece of 
international modernist architecture. This getaway cottage is a 
one-room house on 62 acres of land in what was once the 
untouched surroundings of the Fox River. Dr. Edith Farnsworth, a 
prominent nephrologist (internist, specialized in kidney disease), 
retained Mies to create a house incorporating exceptional architec-
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ture, asking him to design it as if he were building it for himself. 
It cost US $74,000 to build in 1951, which would be approximately 
equivalent to US $1 million today. After 20 years, Farnsworth sold 
the house to British architecture aficionado Lord Palumbo, who 
eventually sold it in 2003 to the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation for US $7.5 million. The house is now a national 
monument and was recently opened to the public, following 
extensive renovations after a flood. Even Ruth Knack, who once 
worked for Mies, is now seeing Farnsworth House for the first time. 
Wedged between state roads now, the house is still hidden by 
concealing greenery. The original access road has been closed; 
we enter the grounds via the newly built visitors’ center of the 
National Trust for Historic Preservation. An overgrown path takes 
us along the banks of the Fox River, through clouds of mosquitos 
and over tiny brooks. At the end, the landscape opens before us: 
Farnsworth House floats majestically, five feet above ground level 
in a large grassy meadow. Glass walls are held between the 
concrete slabs of the floor and ceiling. The core consists of a fitted 
kitchen, a fireplace and bathrooms; the surrounding space is 
completely open. The house is sparsely furnished, but with evident 
care and in surprisingly modern style. The guide points out a dead 
tree that had originally been planted beside the house. A branch 
from the tree is currently being cultivated to replace the tree once 
it reaches maturity. Preservation is a serious business. 

We drive on to Oak Park (curving back towards Chicago), another 
highlight of Western architectural history. This suburb was 
designed in 1873, subdivided according to a city grid. Architect 
Frank Lloyd Wright settled down there in 1888, building countless 
villas, starting with his own house. The first houses in Oak Park 
were by FLW in ‘prairie style’, as was the Unity Temple he 
designed. The church looks a bit neglected, but the huge mansions 
lining the quiet, wide, green lanes of the area constitute a well-
preserved collection of residential architecture. Wealth and 
wide-open spaces are in ample supply here. 

Despite being advised otherwise, we drive for miles through the 
slums between Oak Park and downtown Chicago. A greater 
contrast would be almost inconceivable. Within a few minutes, the 

Pr
ai

ri
e

 S
ty

le
 v

il
la

’s
, d

e
si

g
n

 F
ra

n
k

 L
lo

y
d

 W
ri

g
h

t,
 O

ak
 P

ar
k

, C
h

ic
ag

o



73



74

sumptuous Oak Park setting and the white community living there 
have given way to endless, decrepit streets, dilapidated houses 
and neglected roads. All the faces on the streets here are black; 
children have no prospects, and there is garbage everywhere. 
Drug dealing takes place openly. 
Andrew Enschedé had already told us that the area between 
Oak Park and downtown Chicago was reputed to be ‘highly 
problematic’: “It’s severely impoverished; unemployment and 
crime are high, and probably will always stay that way. Poverty 
will always be there. You can see it. The more churches, hair 
salons, 24-hour cash shops and liquor stores you see, the poorer 
the area is.” These four types of establishments are telltale signs 
that something’s wrong with the neighborhood. “At the 24-hour 
cash shop, for instance, people can cash their checks. Many 
people do not have bank accounts in those neighborhoods and 
can only redeem cash from the check cashing operations. As 
soon as you start seeing other stores, you’re in a development 
phase. Ukrainian Village and Cabrini Green, for instance, are 
areas that were developed in the 1990s. Those neighborhoods 
are doing better now.” 
The transition from the slums to Ukrainian Village is heralded by a 
Starbucks. The streets in this area are cleaner; the people are 
whiter and more student-oriented. Housing for the middle class 
and the lower incomes has been a major problem in Chicago for 
decades. Like many other big cities, Chicago (3 million inhabitants, 
totaling 9 million when the suburbs are included) is a divided city. 
Barack Obama, once a community organizer in the slums of 
Chicago, describes in his biography how desperate the battle 
against segregation and discrimination felt to him. 
The gangs still rule the poorer neighborhoods. Criticasters argue 
that Mayor Richard Daley has been unable to change much about 
that, despite having been in office since 1989. Living conditions in 
the south of Chicago in those days were so dire that the area was 
once the sixth-poorest neighborhood in the US (according to a 
study by Roosevelt University). Farther north, the Cabrini Green 
area came in at seventh place. Urban renewal plans followed: the 
idea was to completely demolish deteriorating neighborhoods. 
The demolition of Cabrini Green in 1996 was the run-up to the 
ten-year Plan for Transformation, which aimed to improve living 
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conditions in 2000 - 2010.  
Developers were initially lining up to build at these redevelopment 
locations. However, once the house market crashed and economic 
recession set in, these downward trends did not go unnoticed. 
In July 2010, some houses were put up for sale at as little as 40% 
of the original price, with the slogan ‘Old Town, new prices’. 
One-room to three-room apartments now cost between US 
$175,000 and US $320,000, while row houses start at US $330,000.
Parkside of Old Town, as Cabrini Green has been renamed, is 
about halfway done. 
 
We take a look at Parkside of Old Town to see what it’s like. With 
its ribbon high-rises alternating with lower housing blocks, Cabrini 
Green resembles Dutch postwar neighborhoods here and there. 
The area looks forlorn. West Division Street separates the area 
from Old Town. Most of Chicago’s many Victorian buildings are 
here, standing along little streets, squares and alleys; no rigorous 
city grid in this part of the city, unlike everywhere else in Chicago. 
Old Town survived the Great Fire of 1871, so the subdivision 
pattern predates that time. It’s clearly a better part of Chicago, 
and it’s a lively area. We see lots of old townhouses that have been 
or are still in the process of being renovated, and several new 
buildings featuring contemporary architecture; old business 
premises have been converted for new functions. 
Outside the LaSalle primary school, we speak to a retired school 
principal who is here to pick up her granddaughter. “Old Town is 
a mixed area, and you could call it prosperous now. Lots of artists 
settled here in the 1950s. It was also a popular area for gays later. 
When the neighborhood went downhill, many people departed 
for the suburbs to the west, she explained, heading for the new 
areas being built beyond the slums. Others who could afford to 
leave went to up-and-coming areas like Lincoln Park and the 
Lakeview districts. The houses of the original pioneers have gone 
way up in price. They were sold for US $35,000 at the time, but 
now they’re worth millions.” 
She stayed on. We ask her what her expectations are for the 
future of the neighborhood. “I’m concerned,” she says. “Where 
you’re born has a major impact on what kind of school you can go 
to. I’ve been living here since the 1970s. We were idealistic; we 
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felt that desegregated schools were very important. Children from 
mixed backgrounds were supposed to get equal opportunities 
for development.” She points to the school we’re standing next to, 
which is a Magnet School. These schools were established all over 
America to give poor children a chance too. The idea is that when 
a Magnet School is successful, it automatically turns into a mixed 
school without harming the quality of education. A neighborhood 
like Old Town, which was already mixed ahead of time, was an 
excellent option for this purpose.” But she says that does not hold 
true everywhere. 
“It’s hard to hold on to idealism. Things are getting harder and 
harder for disadvantaged children. Helping them with their 
homework isn’t enough anymore. Take the school bus. It costs US 
$150 a day; this school has eight. Assuming 180 school days, that 
works out to US $216,000 a year. In times of crisis, the bus is the 
first thing to go.” Disastrous, she says. “The parents of poor 
children are holding down several jobs to keep their heads 
above water; they simply don’t have any time to bring their kids 
to school and pick them up. It is só hard to be poor. These children 
have no other alternative than to go to a school in their own 
neighborhood.” That means: fewer opportunities for development. 
Schools are funded from local taxes, which bring in less in poor 
neighborhoods, so it is not possible to offer the same quality of 
education. 
We give a lecture that evening at the American Institute of 
Architects (AIA) about architectural policy in the Netherlands. 
Several dozen architects sign the attendance list; they receive 
one point for it. The Netherlands is heading that direction too: 
following the amendment of the Architect Title Act (Wet op de 
Architectentitel - WAT), registered architects have to keep their 
professional knowledge up to par. This sometimes also involves 
going to lectures. 
Our PowerPoint presentation shows organized landscapes: the 
cities look fantastic and the public spaces are well maintained. In 
response to a question, we tell our audience that the Netherlands 
has essentially not had any condemned homes in the past 25 years. 
“That’s paradise,” one young, black, female architect calls out. 
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over-desIgned And under-ThoughT 

My fear is that Architecture has lost much of its relevance, 
at least here in the United States. George Nelson, the multi-
talented designer who died in 1986, once said something like: 
“Too much of what is done today is over-designed and under-
thought.” And that’s till true. What thought there is often shows 
itself as a flashy intellectualism. The contextualism is rare. 
There is almost no comprehensive planning, even on the 
subdivision level, and architects are often oblivious to the 
entire process. In many cases, they really do seem to have 
lost touch with their roots. 
Planning is a touchy subject in a country with such a divided 
political system and diverse population. Planners are well 
trained in the technical aspects of the field but not so much in 
physical design and history. The result is a haphazard and 
sometime inhumane built environment. 
Americans often take forward-thinking countries like the 
Netherlands as an example of a strong planning environment 
(and perhaps more coordination between planners and 
architects). Still, the differences between us are huge, raising 
questions about usefulness of the comparison. 
Nevertheless, a visit to Holland last year gave me hope. The 
country really does show the way to the future in areas like 
public transportation, flood control, high-density housing, 
and general livability. The question is whether the US, with its 
vast open spaces, is ready to accept the fact that sprawl is 
unsustainable and that small can be beautiful. 
 
Ruth Knack is editor-in-chief of Planning magazine, published 
monthly by the American Planning Association. With thanks to 
William A. Knack, architect in Chicago.

De Architect, April 2010
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how do you define quality? 

In order to learn more about public-private partnerships in social 
housing in Chicago, we visit a large housing corporation in 
development. Habitat Company is located on the peaceful end 
of West Hubbard Street in the calmer bend of the Chicago River. 
The old office building is in no way reminiscent of the prestigious 
skyscrapers occupied by the developers we visited previously. 
Founded forty years ago as a commercial development company, 
Habitat is now an important player in the social housing sector, 
as we’ve been told. But how does that work in the US? In other 
words: what does Habitat do, exactly? Senior vice presidents 
Lawrence Grisham and Thomas Black explain.  
Grisham: “We develop and manage projects, some of which date 
back to before the Habitat Company was founded. We select 
projects based on potential development value. The primary 
concern here is not a good cash flow, but whether a project works 
well in the community.” 
Habitat is mainly interested in projects that allow the company to 
retain ownership of the property for an extended period. To a 
certain extent, that means it has to be possible to refinance the 
projects. “We don’t want them to be a constant source of economic 
concern,” Grisham says. Does their approach differ from how 
property developers work: build first, then sell the buildings? 
“Not always,” says Thomas Black, who has been a developer for 
longest. “We’re not different by definition than other developers, 
who develop building projects and transfer title after the project is 
completed. We mainly work in housing, in the rental sector, as long 
as we’re talking about profitable developments. Condominiums 
are apartments that can be sold, while apartments are for renting. 
We built studios and lofts, market-standard, affordable and 
subsidized housing, housing with combined functions, high-density 
housing.” It startedin the 1960s when the people who would go 
on to found Habitat Company bought a 75-acre plot of land south 
of Chicago from the city. On that land, they built subsidized 
housing, rental homes, town houses and luxury homes. “Over the 
years, they acquired extensive experience in buying up land and 
developing it. In the early 1970s, they started a housing corporation 
to manage the buildings; that became Habitat Company.” 
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Habitat Company is now one of the biggest development and 
management companies for housing construction in the Midwest. 
The company owns over 24,000 condos and apartments, as well 
as several hundred thousand square meters of commercial retail 
and office space and commercially operated parking garages. 
Over the years, Habitat Company built up partnerships with other 
landowners, like the Chicago Dock & Canal Trust. The trust has 
owned an area on the banks of Lake Michigan for 120 years, a 
270-acre disused industrial area with a rail line. Other partners 
have varied from General Electric to North West Neutral, an 
insurance and investment firm. 
However, there was an aspect that was unusual for a company 
operating on the social housing market: for a long time, it had 
hardly any ties to government organizations. That changed in 
1988 when the federal government appointed Habitat to take 
over the rehousing projects previously managed by the Chicago 
Housing Authority (CHA). Habitat was commissioned to build all 
future developments for CHA and then transfer ownership to 
CHA.Those ties to the government still exist. “We are not solely 
marked-oriented. There is still intensive government involvement, 
for instance through zoning schemes. Land ownership works 
differently here than in the Netherlands. We are moving in your 
direction, although we don’t come anywhere near the Dutch level 
of regulation. What we need is a public authority that defines 
quality,” Grisham says. 
He does see progress where the role of the government is 
concerned, however: “It used to be all about political decision-
making processes, but the government is becoming more 
professional and trying to be more transparent about what it 
does. That could lead to improvement. Development projects are 
increasingly financed with public funds from TIF projects, even 
for offices. The TIF has formalized what had previously been a 
gentleman’s agreement, more or less stating that construction 
companies would build the projects and the government would 
get involved.” 
Deborah Schwarz, construction manager at Habitat, joins the 
conversation. Where public-private partnerships are concerned, 
she has numerous examples to offer. She was recently working on 
a public housing project on land owned by the CHA. “A public-



83

private project needs to be transparent because it involves public 
funding. But it’s really difficult. When the land passes to the city 
after development, the city is inclined to sell the land. Cities do 
not want to be landowners. But when people walk away from their 
land as a result of the financial crisis, the cities simply step in and 
take possession. They tear down the buildings, prepare the land 
for construction and make it ready for redevelopment.” Cities have 
acquired quite a lot of land this way in recent years - whether they 
want it or not.  
“Cities want to sell as quickly as possible to generate tax revenues. 
To make that happen, the structures on the land are demolished 
first; land that’s already been cleared for building is easier to sell. 
Private developers create a tax base for the city, but that does not 
happen when CHA is developing cheap housing.” Thomas Black 
concurs. He was working on a Habitat project in which vacant lots 
were offered to developers for one dollar each, so affordable 
housing could be developed. “It allows the city to get rid of 
difficult lots and create tax revenues. Tenants don’t care; they 
come and they go.” Grisham adds: “Not everyone can afford to 
buy a house, or should.” 
Most of Habitat’s work is in the rental sector. Many of those activities 
are doing fairly well. Grisham tells us, “We don’t have any problems 
in the rental communities; a number are very successful. We’re 
also building public facilities there, stores and restaurants, like the 
Eastbank Club. The relocation percentage in the skyscrapers is 
about 30% a year. Some people build up a residential résumé, 
while others stay forever. We were building housing for the US 
military in 1952; now it’s home to a lot of students and elderly 
people.” 
Where does the funding for these projects come from? That’s also 
a combination of sources, Grisham explains. Funding comes from 
the federal government and from private sources - private invest-
ments and funds. “It’s the best of both worlds and is the best way 
to meet people’s needs. We deal with five or six layers of funding, 
but that always includes public funds.” 
The majority of the municipal and federal funding is spent on 
building projects. There is also a form of rent subsidy: the City Low 
Income Housing Trust Fund. Grisham: “The two most important 
sources of funding for social housing construction are tax increment 
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and tax credit; there are no other sources left now.” The require-
ments are stricter. “When there is any form of public involvement 
in a building project, for example in the form of a zoning plan, you 
have to either build 20% rental homes these days, or buy off that 
percentage of rental homes. It needs to be a ratio of at least 80% 
market prices and 20% affordable.”The TIF plays an excellent 
role in this context, according to Grisham: “The TIF profits are a 
fantastic development tool. The extra funding from the TIF has 
made major contributions in the areas we worked in. TIF really 
helped.” Are the slums they benefiting from the TIF as well? 
Grisham responds diplomatically. “One of the advantages of Dutch 
land-use policy is that you have fewer hit-or-miss in developments. 
Some areas get missed here. We don’t have such an overall 
strategy to save everyone. Conversely, it smothers private 
involvement before it gets off the ground. We come at it from 
different angles. We are still more involved in the public sector. 
As a developer, I think that’s a good thing.”
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Community development

On the way back from Oak Park, past the slums to the center of 
Chicago, we had seen some recent small-scale housing projects 
here and there. Wo designs such projects in less affluent neigh-
borhoods? In one such neighborhood there is a sign with the 
telephone number of an architecture firm called Landon Bone 
Baker Architects. An appointment is soon arranged, but finding the 
office takes longer. The taxi driver loses his way in the undefined 
area between highways and railroads, and ends up dropping 
us off somewhere in the area. Even by foot it proves something 
of a search. A jumble of houses under construction, vacant lots, 
garages and business premises don’t make it any easier.  
The architetcsoffice we’re looking for turns out to be simply on the 
ground floor directly off the street. Peter Landon and Catherine 
Baker welcome us warmly. Their office has a lot of experience 
in the area of community based development - the collective 
commissioning of private development that is so popular in the 
Netherlands. Landon’s interest in the subject dates as far back as 
the 1970s. Back then he worked for the architecture firm of the 
modernist Harry Weese - known as the designer of the subway 
stations in Washington. Landon became the ‘community kind of guy’ 
of the team. Even in his very first commission, in a neighborhood 
next to Humboldt Park (not far from the office’s current address), 
he tackled the issue of building affordable housing. To this day 
Landon has retained an affinity with the neighborhood which, he 
says, is again “on the up”. New residents have work, and lots of 
“hipsters” live there now, people with as tattoos as well as jobs.  
At the time, Landon started designing small condominiums of 300 
square meters. Initially, the search for federal and local subsidies 
to finance public housing was very difficult. Subsidies were tied 
to strict regulations, and subsidized public housing could only be 
constructed in ghettos. But after a court verdict that made public 
housing possible elsewhere, the first plans for new public housing 
schemes outside slum areas were drawn up in the 1980s. 
Langdon unfolds drawings of their recent project: Rosa Parks 
Apartments in West Humboldt Park. “That is now hot housing,” 
he says. “In the 1980s it was all about affordable housing. Now 
we’re also working on subsidized housing. Affordable housing is 
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affordable in terms of maintenance, heating and ventilation. We 
wanted to build a project where not only the development costs 
but also the rents are affordable.”  
A commercial developer wouldn’t do something like that so fast, is 
Landon’s experience, which is why he saw it as his task. How does 
he finance the projects? “Subsidized housing is almost always 
paid for with low income housing tax credit. But the financing is 
layered. Housing development can involve loans, credit from the 
state, the city or from tax revenue,” Landon explains, adding that it 
could involve eight or even as many as twelve levels of financing. 
The Rosa Parks project was completed in 2010. It consists of eight 
buildings spread over 21 lots with 94 affordable rental homes; 
the buildings contain between six and 27 units. To build as eco-
nomically as possible, all units are variations on one single theme 
of the same modular façade. Six of the eight buildings are three 
floors high, while the other two have four floors and an elevator.
Sustainability was a primary consideration in the design. All 
exterior walls of the building are fitted with fiberglass insulation. 
And sustainable measures were also applied for the roofs, 
windows, glazing and finishes. The biggest building is LEED 
certified. The most innovative features of this building are a solar 
boiler and geothermal systems, and heat is recycled in all units. 
The client for Rosa Parks was Bickerdike Redevelopment Cor-
poration, a community development company (CDC). That 
means the organization is not profit-oriented. “These are private 
organizations, set up from within the community. People who live 
there can decide to undertake development. Sometimes they 
work with a commercial developer.” Landon had already worked 
with Bickerdike, which is named after a neighborhood in the 
district. The client was set up 43 years ago as a resident initiative. 
Now the group employs 80 paid professionals, most of them of 
Puerto Rican extraction. Landon: “They do a lot of housing. We 
became connected with them in one way or another. It wasn’t 
problem that we weren’t Puerto Rican, although that would have 
been better.” 
The organization has a separate specialty: buying land in rough 
neighborhoods with lots of drug problems. Landon: “As a 
community based organization, Bickerdike tries to improve the 
neighborhoods. It keeps a close watch on real estate in the area 
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and tries to buy as much land as possible from the city, because it 
can get it for a dollar or so.” Depending on the area, it is usually 
about 25% private land. Once the land has been bought, they 
come to Landon Bone Baker. “As soon as Bickerdike has bought 
the land it comes to us at an early stage and asks what we could 
do with it. We then look at the zoning plan and the development 
possibilities, and we discuss the qualities of the location.”  
There aren’t all that many offices like Landon Bone Baker in 
Chicago, thinks Landon. Most architects still work on housing 
projects determined by market forces. There are some Afro-
American architecture firms that focus largely on minorities, but 
they often have to do so much different work that they often end 
up getting sidelined. There are few really good commissions and 
the number of larger commissions is limited.  
Landon considers himself fortunate with the forty projects his office 
is currently working on, most of which extend over a number of 
years. The office also takes on other work apart from housing.  
“Occasionally we design smaller urban plans. One of the problems 
in Chicago is that although there is a department of city planning 
and there are zoning plans, nobody tells you what has to happen.” 
The plans do stipulate maximum limits, but even within those 
limits the whole spirit of a neighborhood can be altered. Landon: 
“Take 63rd Street, which used to be a critical commercial street 
with a church and access to the red and green train lines; it was a 
connecting street. Then it was decided to build single-family 
homes along 63rd Street. Ridiculous! The department of planning 
should have said ‘no’, but didn’t do that because otherwise the 
maximum profit would not have been achieved. Maybe you can’t 
build high-rise development here, but at least three or four floors 
are possible.” Now Landon thinks the original structure of the 
street is being destroyed. “The city should have made a request 
for proposals. There are some requirements, but they are general. 
They think those demands are feasible, but they are not.” 
There are more developments that are not good, adds Landon, 
who thinks that the city’s approach often doesn’t work. “If we build 
on private land we can do what we want. But the city has bought 
all the land; it possesses so many sites. Take houses that have 
been vacated by their owners. The structures are boarded up, 
and the tax office sells them to the city. But the city doesn’t really 
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want to buy them because it can sometimes be dangerous. They 
could be drug joints, for example, and then they have to demolish 
them.” The city wants to sell those homes so that they can be 
converted into new homes, but Landon does not agree with the 
conditions. “We do not want to make them less green or less good; 
we only want to make them smaller; that makes big savings. We 
could help a lot of people with them. Working with the neighborhood 
is wonderful, and the noncommercial developers are good.” 
And the housing companies? “There was an urban program, 
plenty of money,” says Landon. “Of every dollar that these orga-
nizations receive, only a small part is spent; the housing compa-
nies earn a huge amount of money. They work to make profit; 
they develop in line with market forces. If you ask people whether 
they prefer a big three-room home or a smaller two-room home, 
then of course they’ll choose the bigger home. But they can’t 
really afford it.” Yet the city still wants homes of more than 500 
square meters. Landon believes that’s simply too big. “We don’t 
want to build homes bigger than 350 square meters. In America 
people don’t understand the difference between quality and 
quantity. They want subsidy, but we say: forget the subsidies and 
build affordable homes that are sustainable.” 
At the same time, it often comes down to trivial things. There was 
the director of the housing company who simply didn’t like the 
color blue. Landon: “Not important. It’s about building a neigh-
borhood. They only have to provide support. But what can we do 
then? We should be talking about zoning plans but all he says is 
that he doesn’t like the color.” It happens more often that Landon 
has to amend his plans. First for the community, and then the 
neighborhood comes with all sorts of different wishes. “It costs 
more and more time, but yeah, we live in a free country.”  
In another recent project color was also a key issue. Slightly less 
surprising, perhaps, because this time it was about bright yellow. 
Landon: “After we had painted the building the response was: 
remove the yellow. So we painted it in another color. And you 
know what their reaction was then? What happened to the yellow?” 
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spotzoning 

There are more green roofs in Chicago than in any other city. At 
least that’s what Sundee Wislow, director of sustainability at U.S. 
Equities, has told us. “Green roofs are useful,” she says. “They 
influence the air conditioning system. But their actual effect on the 
environment is very minimal; per dollar they are not as effective as 
other green measures. That’s why I’m not a big fan of green roofs.”  
According to her there is much more interest in green buildings. 
“So many people are doing that now - it’s booming. The first 
green building has been included in the new LEED certification 
system. This will undoubtedly be successful. If someone wants a 
green building, you can use a LEED certificate to show that it 
really is a green building.” 
We discuss it further with Michael Berkshire, an urban and 
regional planner who works for the City of Chicago’s Green 
Projects Administration, on the roof of Club[s]. The club opened 
recently and it seems like everybody wants to see it, or be seen 
in it, because it’s completely packed. The venue is located right 
above the tracks of the Green Line along which trains thunder 
past on the street far below. We agree to meet here because they 
say you have a good view of the green roofs of the city from here, 
especially that of the city hall. But all we can see, at least from 
this vantage point, is a bit of something vaguely green on the 
occasional roof. 
We ask Berkshire, what can the mayor and aldermen do to 
promote sustainable building. “The building sector in Chicago is 
largely driven by property developers. We have a few instruments 
in terms of sustainability,” says Berkshire. “All projects must 
contain certain sustainable elements in order to be eligible for 
financial incentives. The plans have to be certified, with a green 
roof or a LEED certificate. Or we request more energy efficiency 
in a building. The developers must present their proposals to the 
city, to the department for review, which assesses the building 
plans.” Berkshire’s department then makes recommendations to 
the city council, which must be responded to.” He calls the way 
of working very effective, although he adds that it doesn’t always 
work. “The committee that assesses projects is a bureaucratic 
committee; there are no external professionals or residents 
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involved,” Berkshire explains. “We ensure that the plans comply 
with our guidelines. That gives us a lot of influence on the design. 
If we have objections, we try to change the plan. We recommend 
amendments on the basis of our guidelines.”  
The guidelines could concern the size of a building, for example, 
or the height, the materials used, or the effect on air-rights. Those 
amendments are always to the advantage of the city, “because 
they allow us to protect views in urban areas and ensure sufficient 
daylight penetration into the buildings,” says Berkshire. “Aldermen 
are powerful; they possess a lot of instruments.” As an example, 
Berkshire mentions car parks. “The guidelines stipulate that they 
be located in the open air, on the street. We have now declared a 
moratorium on new car parks in the center because we want to 
limit car traffic. That is something new.”  
And of course there are the zoning laws, according to Berkshire a 
perfectly suitable means of regulating building volumes. “I think 
the zoning laws are an extensive instrument. They offer information 
about the reasons why we regulate. We have specific regulations 
concerning the central areas; we indicate where we want traffic 
and where housing. Finally, we want the area around the buildings 
and the roofs to be designed better; that’s why we’ve hired land-
scape architects.”  
Berkshire stresses that the zoning laws were revised a number of 
years ago, “for the first time since 1951”. Each time we make new 
zoning law codes; we call them spotzoning. With those we don’t 
deviate from the zoning law, because that is not permitted.” 
He explains how spotzoning works. “We have 50 aldermen in 
Chicago, each of whom is in charge of a neighborhood. They are 
elected by the residents of the neighborhood. For major issues 
concerning healthcare or the environment or matters affecting the 
whole city, they must go to the city council. Their most important 
power lies in the way they apply the zoning codes. They can 
change them.”  
That doesn’t always turn out well for the whole city, Berkshire 
feels. “I think that they sometimes forget about the city as a whole 
and are only concerned with their own small area. But they con-
stitute the legislative power.” And the mayor of course. Berkshire 
again stresses that he is an advocate of sustainable building. “Our 
mayor thinks that green roofs are in the general interest.” 
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A hippocratic oath for architecture 

Stanley Tigerman is still eating as we enter his office. Seated in 
front of a plate of noodles, with a large, white napkin tied around 
his neck. The 81-year-old icon of American architecture, our guide 
Philip Barash on behalf of the Chicago Architecture Foundation 
confided to us, would excel in foul language and ‘crap’ words. 
During his long working career Tigerman worked with both 
Skidmore, Owings & Merrill and Paul Rudolph, in all imaginable 
styles of architecture, on all imaginable sorts of buildings and 
universities, in all sorts of countries. And he’s still active in Chicago: 
as an architect, as the initiator behind the alternative design 
school Archeworks, and as board member of the Patron of the Year 
Award, the American equivalent of the Golden Pyramid award in 
the Netherlands. With Tigerman we hope to discuss the quality of 
building patronage and the ethics of the architect in America.  
The conversation begins most amicably. He knows the Netherlands 
well. The quality of architecture is very high there he says, and he 
asks whether we know the architect Winy Maas, a good friend of 
his. After short introductions back and forth he says: “As you 
know, the Chicago Architecture Foundation is an unbelievably 
successful private foundation, although it’s a pity it’s not a nonprofit 
organization.” Barack reacts irritated: “It’s a foundation, that grew 
in turnover, although I take exception to your calling it a for-profit 
organization.” Tigerman shrugs his shoulders: “You receive a 
salary, don’t you? Enough to keep your tailor busy,” snaps Tigerman 
at the impeccably attired Barack, who sports a green bow tie. 
The tone is set.  
Tigerman contunies his argument. “The Patron of the Year Award 
is a wonderful prize, because it’s awarded to a patron and not to 
an architect. It assesses the achievements of the patron, and that’s 
very important. A building client is primarily interested in 
commercial results, in profit. But sometimes, very rarely, it 
happens that the client becomes a patron and recognizes the 
value of architecture, that the significance of a building represents 
a culture, an era. The winners of the Patron of the Year are real 
patrons, and they are rare clients.” 
Tigerman mentions Trump Tower as an example. “That is a very 
good building, designed by Adrian Smith, of the office Skidmore 
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Owings Merrill (SOM). Most developers and their buildings are 
crap. How did Donald Trump still manage to make a good 
building?” Using the example of the recently completed Trump 
Tower, Tigerman sketches how a good patron works in America. 
“First he contracted Skidmore, a big architect. Trump wasn’t 
stupid. He realized he had to make maximum use of the available 
space and he knew that he needed the city council and the mayor 
for that. We had a mayor who is actually a benevolent dictator, a 
tough guy, a big mayor, and no push-over. Donald Trump’s 
reputation is no guarantee that he can get the mayor to take his 
side. Donald Trump wanted the biggest possible, and the mayor 
wanted the best possible.” Hence the choice for SOM, the architect 
as quality mediator between client and public authority. “During 
the process Trump became a patron. Something happened. It 
must have been the combination of the mayor - who loathes 
developers, they’re all crap - and the talented architect. But 
during the whole building process Trump, probably kicking, 
screaming and protesting, became a patron.” 
So the quality of public figures such as the mayor, and the 
professional partners in the building process determined the 
quality of the patron. But there’s more to it than that. “These factors 
are important, but offer no guarantee for a magnificent building. 
Of all the submissions to the Patron of the Year award, no more 
than a third are worth it.”  
In Chicago it’s better than in New York, thinks Tigerman; there 
it’s all crap. “You can come a long way with a mayor, a planning 
department or a zoning law, but the urge to become a good 
patron comes from the heart, from the need to do something 
good. I know for certain that the next building that Trump builds 
in New York will again be crap. He will have learned something 
new, he did it once here, because he understood that he had to 
do it that way in Chicago. But that’s not necessary in New York.” 
Why should good design be valued more in Chicago? Tigerman 
refers to the New York architecture critic Paul Goldberger. 
Architecture is better in Chicago because the developers here, 
according to Goldberger, are less corruptible and less greedy. 
Not of their own free will, but they are forced to be less greedy. 
Maybe they’re a little more courageous, or they see that quality 
generates more money in the end. “Take the developer of all 
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residential high-rise buildings by Mies van der Rohe: Herbert 
Greenwald. When Greenwald hired Mies, Mies transformed 
buildings from clumsy brick architecture to floor-to-ceiling 
buildings.” A success, it turned out. “In Chicago they started to 
commission well because they could earn money from it.” Not 
that many architects could do what Mies could, Tigerman stresses. 
Most architects in America are crap. But that’s not down to the 
small percentage of public commissions that are available. “You 
can become ethical with private housing, look at Richard Meier and 
Le Corbusier. It starts with doing good, with a good upbringing 
like a child gets from its parents. It begins and ends with ethics and 
morality. If a developer doesn’t have his heart in the right place, 
then good architects and regulations won’t help. But if the architect 
has no ethic values, the client will never become a patron.”  
Ethics is an important theme for Tigerman. For years he has 
fulminated against the lack of ethics among architects and clients. 
With Archeworks he has published five small books that highlight 
different aspects of morality and ethics. He invited academics and 
architects to set forth their vision and ends each volume with a 
monologue about why the foregoing doesn’t go far enough.  
Further, he argues for a Hippocratic Oath for architects in which 
they promise to serve architecture, and not the client or money. 
“If you look at the ethical code of behavior of the American Institute 
of Architects (AIA): you won’t believe it. It’s not about how well 
you do it but about business management.”  
He quotes from Diderot, the 18th-century French philosopher. 
The meaning of ethics has changed radically in recent centuries. 
“It’s about socio-cultural policy. I love America, I love our Con-
stitution, don’t get me wrong, but even our Constitution is about 
quantifiable elements, not about quality. And so it’s about money, 
but it should be about ethics and quality. ‘Would you work for free 
to get the commission?’ the client asks. Of course, say the architects. 
They’d sell their mother to land that commission!” Even though a 
good architect can say ‘no’ and still get the design built. “If you 
deliver good work, you’ve said ‘no’ somewhere. It’s difficult to do 
it, but it’s got to be done. Then you get good clients, like Trump 
here in Chicago.” So it’s about conviction, about conscious and 
ethics, Tigerman believes. About tenacity too. And for that the 
client is dependent on the ethics of the architect. If the designer 
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fails, the client will never become a good client.  
“We have to reformulate the profession. The profession of architect 
is now equal to that of a prostitute. We are paid. If we do it [archi-
tecture, ed.] out of love, we would do it for free. We must go 
home, sit down and analyze, and formulate a Hippocratic Oath for 
architecture, just as doctors do. And we can do that if we have 
been brought up ethically.” 
We’ve been listening to Tigerman for an hour and a half now. He 
doesn’t think much of the ethics held by architects and clients., 
but he still passionately believes in the forces and the possibilities 
of the architect if he would uphold principles. “Mies van der Rohe 
is his archetypal architect who said ‘no’ and thus changed the 
world. I once saw him at work. I was in his office. With a lawyer in 
a black suit, half the size of Mies. The lawyer wanted something 
from Mies, but he simply said ‘no’. Very un-American. Black and 
white, kiddo, not gray, that was Mies.” 
Suddenly he’s finished. “You should be on your way now. Let me 
give you a small gift.” We each get a set of the five books from 
Archeworks, each book signed individually. When we’re standing 
outside again he calls after us: “Don’t forget to say hello to Winy 
Maas. My friend.”
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