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vacancy

Hearing the word “vacancy” can be both welcoming and worrisome.

Obviously, vacancy is perceived negatively when structures go dormant.

But vacancy, as in “available space,” can spur dreams of possibilities.

We address both sides through a special look at vacancy in North Texas.
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PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

Vacant Today, Home Tomorrow

° rr

i
Photo: Michael Cagle

Discussions regarding the impact of architecture and design should

be central to the growth of our city and region, and I can think

of no better location for our new home than at the center of it all.

The theme for this issue of Columns is vacancy, a broad topic that

can be defined or interpreted in many ways. For our purposes,

vacancy is being examined in the context of the built environment.

In this context, vacancy usually means empty land or the absence

of an occupant, which in real estate can also indicate opportunity.

As discussed in these pages, opportunity has to be balanced with

the thoughtful participation of all stakeholders during the process

of redevelopment. Another aspect is that vacancy can occur from

the cyclical nature of development, driven by societal trends,

economics, and demographics.

While this issue explores the concept of vacancy at a high

level, | would like to discuss the concept at a very specific location:

our new home at the mid-century architectural icon and national

landmark-designated Republic Center. By relocating the Dallas

Center for Architecture to the vacant first floor at the corner of

St. Paul and Pacific, we not only have the opportunity to enhance

our visibility with the public but also to help revitalize a long-quiet

part of downtown. Recently, AIA Dallas and the Dallas Center for

Architecture were recognized with the Dallas Business Journal's

Best Real Estate Deal of the Year Award in the Neighborhood

Impact category.

The design of our new home began in Decemberwithatalented

team assembled by Omniplan. The goal istocreate a highly flexible,

transformable space that is functional as well as inviting to the

public and our members. Because this is a larger space than our

current location, we have the opportunity to create member lounge

areas and landing spaces for study, work, a conversation, or a cup

of coffee between meetings. We hope to become the “living room”

for a citywide discussion regarding the transformative powers

of architecture and design. Even though many of our AIA Dallas

members are within walking distance of our new home, we have

negotiated free (to volunteers) two-hour parking validation at the

building's valet area, making it easy to come to a meeting, seminar,

or get that cup of coffee.

The Pacific Plaza Park being developed directly across

the street from our new home will give us great visibility and

will become a new anchor for that area of the central business

district. After telling someone about our new location, that person

said: “Our new home will be at the center of the new center for

downtown.”| like that.

| would like to extend my thanks to the Omniplan collaborative

design team, which has dealt with numerous voices from the

“owners” side with grace and good humor. And| would like toextend

thanks to the AIA Dallas Board of Directors, the DCFA Board of

Directors, AIA Dallas and DCFA staff, and all those who contributed

their time and talents to the design of our new headquarters. We

look forward to sharing the design with our greater membership

and community. Stay tuned for details.

Discussions regarding the impact of architecture and design

should be central to the growth of our city and region, and | can

think of no better location for our new home than at the center of

itall.

Mike Arbour, AIA

AIA Dallas President
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EDITOR'S NOTE

One Vacant Lot at a Time

Photo: Allison Richter

As architects, civic leaders, and citizens, let’s work to teach

ourselves and our community how we in Dallas can take notions of

vacancy and not look at them from a negative perspective but

as a unique opportunity to grow together and reshape our city.

Ona cold and rainy winter evening this past February, | joined

a packed theater in Dallas to hear from the architect and urban

planner who is working to reimagine the city of Detroit, one

vacant lot at a time. Maurice Cox is considered a phenomenon

within urban planning circles and, with a passionate team, is

working to transform the urban landscape of that city.

The magnitude of Detroit's challenges has forced residents

to be innovators in neighborhood rejuvenation and many other

realms. Rather than waiting for home developers to come in and

fill the vacancies, they have created new visions for the land that

weave the fabric of neighborhoods together with uses such as

community gardens, wildflower meadows, orchards with picnic

areas, and other park-like landscapes. With no playbook or model

to draw on, this visionary and his team have rewritten the rules.

Cox began the presentation that evening with a familiar and

fitting quote by Benjamin Franklin: “Tell me and | forget. Teach

me and | remember. Involve me and | learn.” That so resonated

with me as he continued his presentation and acknowledged the

importance of involving his community in these transformative

ways of approaching the challenges his city faces. As architects,

civic leaders, and citizens, let's work to teach ourselves and our

community how we in Dallas can take notions of vacancy and

not look at them from a negative perspective but as a unique

opportunity to grow together and reshape our city.

On another note, | want to encourage the readers to let us

know your thoughts and opinions regarding the features in

Columns. We want to continue the dialogue set forth in each

issue and hear from you. We are adding to the publication with

“Letters to the Editor” and would like to encourage you to submit

your opinions so that we can share with our community.

Wak
Harry Mark, FAIA

Editor

harry@rsmdesign.com
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Re: “Dialogue: Art, History, & the Politics of Memory With

Regards to Confederate Monuments” (Winter 2018)

NO PLACE FOR JIM CROW

Thanks for your efforts in putting together a thought-provoking

issue. | found that | cannot support the points of view contained in

this commentary.

The commentary turns on “whether public art can ever be

stripped of its historic political meaning” in line with the theme of

this particular issue of Columns.

The removal of the Robert E. Lee statue in Dallas’ Lee Park

was not an aesthetic issue. Art matters little to its victims if a

tyrant or tyranny is memorialized, no matter how beautifully it

may have been conceived and crafted. Since every sculptural

monument is a memorial, the purpose embodies civic memory

andits “historic political meaning.” The Lee equestrian is a maudlin

memorialization of the most outrageous attempt to uphold the

chattel enslavement of millions of fellow Americans, and that is its

“historic political meaning.” It was conceived to memorialize Jim

Crow with a plethora of similar monuments throughout the South.

Moreover, the fact that it was dedicated by asitting American

president lends no justification or credibility, considering that

this was the same president who placed Japanese-Americans

in concentration camps during World War || and made no effort

regarding Jewish immigration to America to escape the Nazi

Holocaust. Also, the fact that the majority of those who were in

the Confederate Army owned no slaves only speaks to the horror

of beguiling youth to take up arms for a cause in which they had

no material interest, a condition that persists today in the various

foreign adventures in which our country and has been engaged.

Since this subject of “historic political meaning” has been

broached, I'd like to be directed to where in the South (or in the

North, for that matter) has a monument been erected to the

tortured enslavement of millions of Americans under extremely

brutal conditions. That is a worthy subject for sculptors and

political constituencies.

The only condition under which | can imagine that the Lee

‘statue would remain in the park if it were renamed “Traitors Park.”

— Bernard Bortnick, FAIA, Dallas

[Editor's Note: The first U.S. sculptural memorial on lynching

and slavery opened in Birmingham, AL in April 2018.]

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

WIPING AWAY THE PAST?

| would echo the sentiments in the dialogue that express how the

removal of the Lee statue was a mistake and how that act reflects

an unfortunate attitude about our past as it is manifest in our

present. Barvo Walker and Bryce Weigand, FAIA, clearly lay out

the sculpture’s value as art and its contribution to Dallas’ urban

fabric. Bryce also lists the primary qualities of both the statue

and the park that would readily qualify them as legitimate historic

landmarks, even though they do not boast a formal designation. At

atime in our city when| feel we have been makinggreat strides in

our understanding of historic sites and buildings andtheir essential

contribution to our city’s character, it is a great disappointment

to see such a resource that is also an important public space fall

victim to such a narrow view of our past. We should measure this

response against that of President Kennedy's assassination.

For years following the events of Nov. 22, 1963, many in Dallas

endeavored to wipe the memory of that terrible event from the

public consciousness, including the removal of the physical

reminders, such as the Texas School Book Depository building.

Ultimately, however, Dallas has faced that tragedy with courage

and grace, preserving important monuments and sites, and finding

effective ways to honor a president while telling the whole gripping

story of the environment in Dallas at that time. It is not a pretty

story, but one that needed telling and that has helped us, |believe,

do better. | am sorry we have not been able to summon such

courage and grace in this instance.

In historic preservation circles, one of the most fundamental

principles is that buildings are a product of their time. To be more

accurate, | would propose that buildings are a productof a people,

and those people area productof their time. The things they create

reflect their beliefs and the priorities they hold, the summation of

experiences and knowledge available to them. Just as we have

learned to make accommodations for historic buildings that

cannot be expected to fully and seamlessly meet the expectations

of modern users, so we should find ways to appreciate how

our predecessors could not fully anticipate our modern beliefs

and expectations.

For my part, Lee Park was the view out the window at my

first job in Dallas in 1979. There isn’t much that actually remains

of the neighborhood that | knew as a young intern architect. Lee

Park conjures no thoughts for me of supremacy or hatred, only

the memories of the exciting city that | was privileged to call my

new home and of the wonder | felt at embarking on a career in this

proud profession. | am saddened to see the loss of yet another

important reminder of that time.

— Norman Alston, AIA, Dallas

Columns welcomes letters to the editor. Send letters to

columns@aiadallas.org with your name, phone number,and email

address. Submissions may be edited for clarity, grammar, and

length. Letters represent the opinion of the writer. Unsigned

letters will not be printed.
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Vacancy is often viewed as the absence of

people, homes, businesses, or cultural amenities

within blighted, and often historically neglected,

neighborhoods. In our desire to find solutions

to vacancy, we decide to fill the empty space

with affordable housing, urban farms, and art

installations, with the idea of place-making and

activating space.

For a moment, | ask you to focus on the notion of we decide. Who

are we? What power and privilege allowed us the opportunity to

decide? And as a journal of architects, who—in terms of diversity

of thought, race, gender, income, ethnicity, religion, etc.—is

missing from these decisions?

THE POWER OF MOVING

Let's begin with the notion that vacancy is common in American

cities as people, money, and jobs move between municipalities,

regions, and states. Those with financial means often move, or

vote with their feet, to new neighborhoods based on their personal

preferences and ingrained perceptions. As a result, vacancy is

rooted in the perceptions of people and then of neighborhoods.

Those perceptions influence the location of jobs, housing,

transportation, schools, restaurants, grocers, retailers, and arts

venues, such as galleries and performance spaces.

These observations take us back to the concept of power. The

opportunity to decide to move based on personal preferences is

a privilege that can result in empty space. The mobility of more

privileged individuals can expose the neighborhoods andresidents

left behind to blight, empty lots, food deserts, closed schools,

inadequate transportation, and the list could go on. Over time,

vacant neighborhoods become home to the most vulnerable and

politically powerless residents by income, race, and immigration

status. So while vacancy is pervasive in the cycle of cities, to

truly support vulnerable communities, we must consider how we

use our power to work with neighborhoods on solutions that

revive communities.

INVITING INNOVATION

We can look to national and local examples of how cities, non-

profits, and community leaders are offering solutions to the issues

surrounding vacancy, often seen as blight, crime, or perceptions

of safety. The City of Memphis established the Memphis

Neighborhood Blight Elimination Charter to address abandoned

properties as populationdeclined. The charter launched ongoing

efforts to coordinate code enforcement across city and county

departments, increase publicly available data, and encourage

rehabilitation of vacant properties through partnerships with

community organizations. In Ohio, the Cleveland Urban Design

Collaborative established Pop Up City, a program exploring “ideas

for urban reinvention through temporary interventions.” A project

in the heart of Cleveland transformed an underused parking deck

into a performance space and downtown destination through

collaboration with property owners, urban designers, and arts

Photo: Craig Blackmon, FAIA
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groups. In Dallas, Golden SEEDS Foundation serves the Bottom

neighborhood, a community near downtownDallaswith over 60%

vacant lots. Golden SEEDS is building partnerships to develop

affordable housing, pilot inclusive growth, and provide community

empowerment opportunities for families. In their own way, these

initiatives in Memphis, Cleveland, and Dallas offer practical,

creative solutions to vacancy, often requiring myriad stakeholders

to take part in improving communities.

At the same time, without knowing key players and nuances,

it's hard to understand the history and relationships that

triggered the problems in the first place. To address vacancy, we

must contextualize the causes to be able to provide sustainable

solutions. After we understand the context, we can build the trust

and relationships to solve pervasive problems.

Given that, we turn to our own city, Dallas, Texas.

SOUTH DALLAS/FAIR PARK

The historyof the Dallas neighborhood of South Dallas/Fair Park

elucidates how vacancy reflects power in our society.

Prior to 1920, South Dallas/Fair Park was a thriving Jewish

community with mansions on Park Row and South Boulevard and

family-owned businesses along what is now Martin Luther King Jr.

Boulevard. After World War II, Dallas, like many cities, experienced

population shifts as soldiers came home and moved north to

neighborhoods like Preston Hollow. Government-backed FHA

mortgages made it affordable for primarily non-minority veterans

to move to what were seen as areas with better opportunities,

leaving South Dallas behind.

Transportation decisions like the construction of Julius

Schepps Freeway, or Interstate 45, only exacerbated the issue by

tearing through the Fair Park neighborhood. As Jewish families

migrated north and left behind vacant homes and businesses,

African-American families began to populatethecommunity. Even

as African-Americans decided to move to this more opportunity-

rich area, they were unwelcome and even faced bombings

throughout the 1950s. Although not pleasant, this history

demonstrates the reality of aneighborhood where Jewish families

had the resources and opportunities —the privilege of mobility —

to vote with their feet and move away. With housing segregation,

limited financial resources and other systemic hardships, African-

American families did not have that same opportunity.

For Dallas, this history is not isolated to South Dallas. Dallas’

Uptown and Victory Park neighborhoods still retain remnants

of Little Mexico, a once-thriving business hub for Mexican and

Jewish immigrants. Other parts of Uptown were previously known

as North Dallas, a historic freedman’s town and likened to a Black

Wall Street.

Fast-forward to today's South Dallas/Fair Park neighborhood,

and there lies a community that has struggled to thrive as it did in

its prewar years. The median household income is $26,000, 35%

of the nearly 15,000 residents live below the poverty level, and

20% of the area's housing units are vacant, accordingto the 2012-

2016 American Community Survey.With thesechallenges, groups

both inside and outside the neighborhood seek to address the

pervasive issues of blight and empty lots, inaccessibility to healthy

food, and limited arts amenities. Local development organizations

like SouthFair Community Development Corporation and South

Dallas/Fair Park Innercity Community Development Corporation

are taking on vacancy through developing affordable housing

on city-owned properties. Community-based groups such as

Advocates for Community Transformation and UNT Dallas

College of Law's Community Lawyering Centers are helping

to provide the legal expertise as property owners fight against

absentee landlords, disruptive property uses, and problematic

ownership transfers. Community development organizations

like Frazier Revitalization Inc. are supporting pop-up markets,

like Bertrand Market, to revive underused streets and strengthen

small businesses. Grassroots organizations such as Nella Roots

Gardening, led by Clarice Criss, are using empty lots to promote

urban agriculture, bringing education and healthy food options to

the community.

Though each organization is unique, the leaders all use a

collaborative, community-driven approach to address vacancy.

While not all are from the South Dallas/Fair Park neighborhood,

they nevertheless show residents how to gain the power and

access to decide what happens in the empty spaces of their own

communities. This work is accomplished through first building

true relationships and listening to residents’ ideas. Outsiders

must acknowledge the need to establish trust, which means

acknowledginga community's assets. Where there are empty lots,

there also might be neighborhood block parties or local artists

who create a sense of place and history for those living there.

Leaders must drop any idea of swooping in for the short term as

saviors but rather forge relationships for the long-term advocacy

of people and neighborhoods. In serving South Dallas/Fair Park,

these non-profit organizations make residents the visionaries for

their own neighborhoods. The vacancy that once dragged down

the community's quality of life can now become an opportunity

for residents to reimagine their street, block, and neighborhood.

REFRAMING ‘WHO DECIDES’

As practitioners, we seek solutions that will improve our city. Inthat

process, let's remove the notion of vacancy as an opportunity to

implement our ideas. Let's stop coming to blighted neighborhoods

and spewing frustration as to why “they” haven't fixed the area

For many reading this article, your power, privilege, and personal

preferences have prompted you not to live there, reflecting a

decision and further contributing to empty spaces. My goal is not

to blame but to cause each of us to pause and be mindful of how

our decisions have adirect impact on other communities and how

our desire to help is framed by these decisions. As we all seek

to improve Dallas, with hopefully a heightened insight into our

power, let's use our resources and ideas to transfer power to the

residents and support their vision to address vacancy.

Maggie Parker is director of The Real Estate Council Community Fund.
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