




Urban Oasis - Narrative

Affordable housing cannot seek the lowest unit production cost in isolation. Consideration must be given to running
costs, transport costs, and, perhaps most importantly, the quality of life that arises around the house. Why are so
many houses sitting empty on the city outskirts while miniscule spaces in NY City fetch millions? The community,
opportunities, and services available to a household contribute to quality of life which in turn creates desirability,
increased property value, and successful housing projects.

Urban Oasis is a community-level approach to sustainable and affordable housing for migrants within the chosen
location of Tijuana, Mexico. This approach benefits from economies of scale, reduced transport costs, community
safety, service delivery, and opportunity generation. Each of which contribute to affordability and sustainability as
well as quality-of-life improvements – a metric previously ignored in several, now-abandoned, Mexican affordable
housing projects.

Affordability is both cost and revenue. We solve for lifetime costs of the house, namely the larger cost items of
energy, maintenance, and heating/cooling. By providing commercial space within each unit, we provide the
opportunity for the house to be a revenue generating asset – whether a shop, workshop, school, or rental space. This
allows the community to provide for itself. Combined with a desirable location, selected in consultation with the
Tijuana Economic Development Council, in proximity to factory job opportunities, commute costs are minimized.
Participation in community projects – gardens, construction, maintenance – is how lower-income residents subsidize
rent while increasing the value of the community.

A tiered construction methodology provides a framework for further growth and expansion with lower upfront cost.
Each household can grow in a unique way according to individual needs. The framework for growth offers
opportunities within the community to build/adapt/expand the base models. It is based on self-assembly principles,
avoiding heavy machinery, and inspired by traditional techniques such as Japanese joinery.

Sustainability is considered holistically, across economic, environmental, and social dimensions. Economically, the
affordable units are wealth generating assets, situated in value enhancing neighborhoods. Environmentally, low
carbon embodiment and emissions are achieved through construction, materials, passive thermal strategies, and low
transport costs from meeting basic community needs from within the community. Socially, having learnt from
previous affordable housing attempts, for the project itself to be sustainable it must be desirable. Households need
more than a house; they require the surrounding quality-of-life. This is achieved through a community-level focus
which solves for economic opportunity, safety, self-expression, and well-being.

A community-level approach is achieved through active participation from stakeholders. Asking and answering the
questions: what needs aren’t being met? How to meet these in a sustainable way? It comes with scale benefits – from
economies of scale in construction to mini-grids for renewable solar generation – and with the right training and
equipment, greater water and waste recycling opportunities. Importantly, community engagement delivers proven
wellness benefits and can add to both real and perceived levels of security. Altogether these serve to make housing
projects desirable, creating demand and, over time, value. This value creates resilience as households see and value
the space they occupy which in turn prevents the abandonment and decay commonly seen in other affordable
housing projects.

Nuances of this project will not be replicable. We believe that this is appropriate. There will never be a
one-size-fits-all solution to affordable housing as the terrain, people, materials, and climate will differ at every
location and solutions should be tailored to solve unique problems. What is replicable is our core solution - a
community-level approach that focuses on more than just the housing unit in isolation. This is combined with
modular buildings with a framework for extensions to suit the household and its location. Finally, the prefabricated
panels, constructed from wood waste, are suitable across most global locations with local labor easily capable of
assembly.
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