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URBAN DESIGN

In my columns for
The Seaside Times,
I try to present viable, common sense
solutions to difficult
planning and urban design issues.
But some issues are
more difficult than
others. And then there are the issues
so complicated that people tend to
skip right over the discussion. I’m
talking, in this case, about affordable
housing.
The trouble begins with defining
affordable housing. The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) definition of affordable
housing: “In general, housing for which
the occupant(s) is/are paying no more
than 30 percent of his or her income
for gross housing costs, including
utilities.” So the concept of affordability varies greatly from place to place,
and depends on average incomes and
housing prices or rents. One can have
a fairly high income in a place like San
Francisco or New York and still have
difficulty finding affording housing because the costs are so steep.
You want affordable housing? It’s
actually fairly easy. Just find a place
where very few people want to live,
or where the economy is depressed.

Find a small town where the major
employer, such as a textile mill, closed
down and the local economy severely declined or stagnated. Or try a big
city like Detroit that’s struggling in
multiple ways. Overall, it’s not a good
situation. But, on the bright side, the
housing is affordable!
Let’s talk about South Walton, a
place where the economy is functioning, if not booming. That’s where it
gets complicated. Affordable housing
isn’t impossible to find, but it’s a challenge in a highly desirable area like
South Walton.
Affordability in real estate has always been something of a paradox. As
an urban designer, I spend my workdays trying to create great towns,
neighborhoods, buildings, and parks.
If I succeed and create a place that
people love, then prices will naturally
rise thanks to demand, and only those
with deep enough pockets will buy or
rent there.
This phenomenon isn’t limited to
a certain neighborhood. Affordability hinges on proximity, too. It’s a major driver of real estate value, either
down or up. If your property is next
to a stinky paper mill, you might not
see much value appreciation. But if
your property is within a short distance of the Gulf of Mexico or highly
desirable communities like Seaside
or Rosemary Beach, the chances are

good that even a dumpy old beach
house will escalate in value. At some
point, someone will just demolish
that old house and build a new, much
larger house in its place. You might
enjoy that dynamic when you receive
a check, but there’s no guarantee you
can afford to buy another house in
that neighborhood.
Zoning plays a major role, too.
Most zoning ordinances are built,
in part, around restricting density,
which in turn impacts affordability.
In many cases, those restrictions are
intended to establish and maintain
the low density pattern familiar in
suburbs across America: single-family detached houses on large lots, with
only one residential unit allowed per
lot. A significant portion of South
Walton is zoned in this way. And minimum parking requirements drive up
costs, too, by using valuable land for
cars rather than people.
(By the way, I’ve heard some people say that Walton County does not
have zoning. It’s true that the county
uses “land use categories” instead of
“zones,” but that’s really just semantics. The map is divided up into categories/zones that each have specific
rules about what a person can and
cannot do on a parcel of land. That, in
essence, is zoning.)
Two notable challenges arise from
this kind of zoning: 1. For houses and
lots with desirable locations (i.e. most
of South Walton), this restriction of
supply through zoning eventually
pushes demand and prices up so high
that affordable housing is basically
impossible, and 2. Owners of such

houses and lots have a vested interest
in keeping out anything seen as “undesirable,” including higher densities
and affordable housing (whether justified or not). This is how “NIMBYs”
(Not In My Backyard) are born. They
fight anything they perceive as a threat
to their property values.
Well-intentioned people have, for
many years, put forth ideas and proposals to fix the affordable housing
problem, but with varying degrees of
success. Our local Land Development
Code allows for a density bonus if a
developer provides some affordable
housing. However, the code simultaneously drives prices up by maintaining huge areas of detached single-family houses on large lots. Some people
want to kill zoning altogether to increase supply, but that would likely be
a disaster in several ways. Most proposals involve a government mandate
of some kind, including “inclusionary
zoning,” which requires a certain percentage of units to be affordable in any
given development. This works best in
large cities with year-round residents
and large inventories of multi-family
housing.
In some of America’s extremely expensive cities, a few brave souls have
started speaking up in favor of more
density and other ways to bring down
housing costs. They are sometimes
called “YIMBYs” (Yes In My Backyard). I’m hearing more people in
South Walton talk about affordability issues as prices have escalated to
levels above the real estate boom of
the mid-2000s. It’s hard to imagine the
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Win-Win Solutions

A modest proposal for affordable housing in
South Walton can benefit all
By Mark Schnell

The first six Honeymoon Cottages, designed
by Scott Merrill, are built. Inspired by Thomas
Jefferson’s honeymoon cottage, they are built
into a hill so that it appears to be one story from
the lawn above and two stories from the hillside
below.

Pizitz Home & Cottage
opens as the town’s
stylish home décor
shop.

Dawson’s Yogurt
& Fudgeworks
opens, just in
time for Seaside’s
Independence Day
celebrations.

Win-Win Solutions cont. page 22

Modica Market opens
as Seaside’s gourmet
grocery store, with
three family generations to continue the
tradition of providing
top quality foods and Southern hospitality.
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Could South Walton
Incorporate?

Local organization hopes for more effective
governance and local representation
By Julie Kerwin Cumby

The beauty and enviable lifestyle of
Seaside, 30A and South Walton has
been attracting residents and visitors
to our area for decades. This area continues to grow in popularity. And with
it, the need to direct, plan and manage
this growth has never been greater.
A Better South Walton (ABSW) is a
volunteer-run organization dedicated
to seeking more effective governance
and local representation. Focused on
preserving and protecting the South
Walton community and its unique
way of life, ABSW has spent the last
19 months researching incorporation
and the impact it would have on South
Walton’s residents and visitors.
Working closely with a team of consultants, ABSW commissioned a feasibility study that concluded that South
Walton is a viable candidate for incorporation. The feasibility study cited
our significant population (more than
23,000 estimated residents) and our
fiscally strong tax base as strong drivers in this conclusion.
ABSW then drafted a charter summary providing the framework for the
incorporated municipality of South
Walton. Now complete, the charter
summary outlines how the governing
body would be structured and includes
the proposed name for the municipality based on community feedback.
Once finalized, the charter and feasibility study will be presented to the
District 5 state representative in early
September 2016.
With every major development
in the incorporation process, public
meetings are held to inform the South
Walton community and engage them

in discussions regarding the proposed
municipality. The most recent round of
town hall meetings presented the key
charter provisions and asked for the
community’s suggestions for the final
version of the charter.
A survey asking South Walton residents for their opinion on a possible
name for the proposed municipality
was recently conducted online. The
survey results and the public’s feedback
on the name were considered for inclusion in the final version of the charter.
ABSW encourages everyone to review the completed feasibility study
and charter summary and educate
themselves on the incorporation process and what it would mean for South
Walton.
For more information on ABSW, the
incorporation process and how you
can get involved by signing the petition, making a donation or volunteering, visit abettersouthwalton.org. c
Julie Kerwin Cumby is a marketing
communications professional and vice
chair of the public relations and marketing committee for A Better South
Walton.
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problem getting much better without
a major market correction (which nobody wants).
In an effort to make a dent in the
affordable housing quandary, I offer
a modest proposal: Walton County
should allow Accessory Dwelling
Units (ADUs) with a few minor restrictions.
An ADU is a small secondary unit
on the same lot as a typical detached
single-family house. Examples include
a small apartment over a garage or a
guesthouse in a back yard. They are
allowed in Walton County, but only
if they are occupied by family of the
house’s owner. There are other restrictions, too, such as a maximum area of
800 square feet, which are typical of
such ordinances.
I suggest that Walton County eliminate the clause limiting use of the
ADU to family occupancy. That’s a
very difficult rule to enforce, and it’s
ultimately hurting our ability to provide affordable housing. (Some communities like Seaside, Watercolor
and Rosemary Beach can have ADUs
without family occupancy thanks to
their PUD — i.e. the zoning specific to
that community.) And South Walton
might need a requirement for owner-occupancy of the main house.
ADUs primarily serve smaller
households such as singles, childless
or empty nester couples, and single
parents with one child. This is a significant portion of the U.S. population. For some context, here’s one
of my favorite statistics: the classic
“Leave It To Beaver” household of
two married adults with children
(who also live in the house) makes up
only 22 percent of U.S. households.
That means there are a great number of other types of households,
many of whom need something
smaller than a four- or five-bedroom
McMansion. Strangely, that’s not

what’s being built, and it’s in short
supply in places like South Walton.
You might be asking, “Wouldn’t
this increase density?” Yes, but not
significantly, and it’s not necessarily
a bad thing. “And wouldn’t this increase traffic?” Slightly, but it’s ultimately better for people to live near
work, school, etc. rather than clogging all roads on their commute
from far away. “And what about
letting those people into my neighborhood?” The people who inhabit
these units are far from scary. They
are your server at a restaurant, the
firefighter, the manager of a store,
and so on. And sometimes a life
change — such as divorce, for example — sends a person in search
of a smaller place to live. And your
son or daughter just out of college,
or your elderly parents, might need
a smaller, more affordable place to
live, too.
I believe this is one helpful step
towards affordable housing because
it’s a classic “win-win” scenario. The
homeowner benefits from receiving
a rent check every month from the
tenant, and the tenant gets to live in
a place they can afford and one that’s
located closer to the places they
need to go. Cities large and small
like Portland, Ore., and Durango,
Colo., have adopted ordinances allowing and even encouraging ADUs
in recent years. In a complicated situation, this is one small reform that
makes sense. c
Mark Schnell is an urban designer
based in Seagrove Beach. Among his
most prominent projects are three New
Urban beach communities on the Texas coast: Cinnamon Shore, Palmilla
Beach, and Sunflower Beach. Learn
more about his firm Schnell Urban
Design at SchnellUrbanDesign.com.

Kirk Williams (who works at Bud & Alley’s) and Lynda Miller (who works at Dawson Group in Seaside)
celebrate daughter Harper’s 1-year-old birthday at It’s Heavenly. Photos by Lori Leath Smith

