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1 .  I N T R O D U C T I O N

Purpose

This report on housing and colonia transformation 
investigates and documents the current housing conditions 
in colonias in New Mexico, and proposes design and 
implementation strategies to ameliorate conditions in 
existing neighborhoods as well as to establish new and better 
neighborhoods.  Furthermore, the report helps city staff and 
planners, private developers, and citizens better understand 
the low-income housing components of colonias, and 
outlines the challenges and potential of several design and 
implementation strategies.  Utilizing case studies of successful 
low-income housing projects and designs that emerged out of 
a design charrette, the report presents the benefits of well-
designed low-income neighborhoods.  The report is meant to 
be utilized by a number of different stakeholders:

State government
Municipal government
Non-profit organizations
Private developers
Households and individuals

The report begins with a description of the overall approach 
and process adopted to address colonia transformation in 
New Mexico, based on the city of Sunland Park as a case study.  
Chapter 2 documents existing conditions by clarifying the 
varying definitions and perceptions of colonias, and describing 
socio-economic profiles.  Chapter 3 examines different colonia 
types, including local precedents in Sunland Park and the 
range of housing types found in the residential neighborhoods.  
Chapter 4 outlines a series of affordability strategies, 
including existing government programs, examples of non-
profit organizations, and strategies utilized by individuals 
and developers.  The second part of the report proposes a 
multifaceted strategy for colonia transformation based on the 
documentation, analysis, and understanding presented in 
the first part.  Thus, Chapter 5 outlines six rules of sensitive 
and humane placemaking based on regional precedents and 
traditions.  Chapter 6 then describes in text and graphics three 
levels of intervention in a colonia:  light, moderate, and full, 
and proposed a number of basic housing types that can be 
implemented.  The final chapter, Chapter 7, concludes with 
concrete strategies for implementation, such as a model code 
to regulate colonias, housing affordability strategies, legal and 
financial tool sets, and in the last section, the desirable social 
organization for rich and vibrant neighborhoods.

•
•
•
•
•

Aerial view of the Anapra neighborhood in Sunland Park, one of the 
oldest colonia neighborhoods in the city, with a relatively new park in the
foreground, funded by the City of Sunland Park through state grants.

The Anapra Study Group meeting in Sunland Park to discuss strategies 
for improving the low-income Anapra neighborhood.
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Approach and Process

The starting point of this project was to document and 
analyze existing conditions in colonias, with a focus on the 
city of Sunland Park, in order to gain a deeper understanding 
of the nature of colonias, the challenges they face, and 
the potential they embody.  In addition to this systematic 
analysis of the on-the-ground reality of colonias, the team 
also conducted research from published reports on various 
aspects of colonias, including their definition and sometimes-
misguided popular perception, demographic profiles, and 
economic trends.  In addition, the team gathered information 
on national, state, and local programs to facilitate the 
implementation of the strategies outlined in this report, 
especially funding. 

The process undertaken for this report included the following 
steps:

Site visits to Sunland Park and its colonia neighborhoods
Photographic and drawing documentation of case studies
Discovery workshop to present initial analysis and obtain 
feedback from local leaders and residents
Research from multiple sources on:

official government definitions of colonias
existing socioeconomic conditions
existing colonia improvement programs
funding for colonias

Multidisciplinary charrette, with participants including:
local elected official (Mayor)
local city official (Building Inspector)
regional investor and developer
regional architect / researcher of colonias
economic development specialist
nationally renown geographer and sociologist
team of architects, urban designers, and planners

The charrette, which is an intensive design workshop, enabled 
the team to brainstorm and debate a wide range of ideas from 
multiple perspectives.  These included identifying priorities 
in the transformation of colonias to the urban design of 
future colonia-type development to practicable strategies for 
implementation.  Results from the charrette included housing 
and neighborhood designs, colonia upgrading strategies, and 
implementation mechanisms.  These have been further refined 
and correlated with research and lessons from relevant case 
studies.  The report is the cumulative outcome of all these 
efforts.

•
•
•

•
»
»
»
»

•
»
»
»
»
»
»
»

A conceptual view of well-designed and landscaped colonia neighborhood 
with a usable public realm.
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Colonia on the Mexican side of the border, in Ciudad Juarez, with a grid of 
streets and regular blocks (except on its fringe), and a much higher level of 
poverty than on the U.S. side of the border.

Definitions and Perceptions

Colonias are solutions.

The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 
defines colonias as rural communities located within 150 miles 
of the U.S.-Mexico border that often lack the basic necessities 
most Americans take for granted—running water, electricity, 
and paved roads.  The New Mexico Environment Department 
estimates that colonias are home to about 40,000 people 
in the state, and are characterized by substandard housing, 
inadequate roads and drainage, and inadequate environmental 
infrastructure.

Research by the Housing Assistance Council states that the 
vast problems with infrastructure are compounded by the fact 
that most buyers in colonias have poor or no credit, and thus 
enters a contract for deed arrangement in which the buyer 
obtains no equity in the property while land ownership remains 
with the seller until the entire purchase price is paid.  Often, 
the deed imposes a high interest rate and allows the seller to 
repossess the land if a buyer falls behind on a single payment.  
In fact, many emerged during the 1950s when developers 
began selling land to aspiring homeowners outside of cities 
using unconventional financing mechanisms such as contract 
for deed.  Weak land use regulations and lack of enforcement 
by local authorities allowed initial creation of colonias.

In all these ways, colonias are problems.  However, the myopic 
view that emerges from this limited understanding is that 
unless they can be improved, colonias are not sustainable 
human environments. This is because they offer few human 
resources, they are not well serviced, they stifle economic 
growth and viability, and they foster social isolation.

2 .   C O L O N I A S  -  D E F I N I T I O N S 

Many colonia neighborhoods and houses, such as this one in Sunland 
Park, are located on inappropriate sites--such as steep, sloping land or 
land with eroding soil.
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How can colonias possibly be considered solutions?

At a fundamental level, colonias fulfill a basic need for 
thousands of low-income families; that of modest and 
affordable housing that may not otherwise be delivered either 
by private developers or by government initiatives.  Second, 
colonias often consist of self-built or self-managed housing 
which closely represents the needs and available resources of 
each household.  Third, colonias represent the resourcefulness 
and innovation of those who are less privileged economically 
and continue to struggle to survive.  Fourth, as the Anapra 
neighborhood in Sunland Park attests, colonias often exhibit 
the positive attributes of urbanity that more and more people 
yearn for—compact size, interconnected streets, efficient use 
of land through small lots and a higher residential density 
than their surrounding areas.  Fifth and finally, colonias are 
not simply physical places representing the resourcefulness of 
their inhabitants and desirable urban qualities, they are also 
supportive social networks of families and communities, many 
of whom struggle together to survive and succeed.

The purpose of this report is to establish a clear understanding 
of both the challenges and the potential of colonias by drawing 
from original documentation and analysis in Sunland Park 
(New Mexico) and research on other colonias in New Mexico 
and nearby Texas.  The entire city of Sunland Park falls under 
the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s 
definition of colonia, and it is designated officially as a 
colonia by the State of New Mexico.  However, conditions 
typical of colonias are found in only a few of Sunland Park’s 
neighborhoods.  While the report draws many of its examples 
from Sunland Park, the objective is to develop a series of 
design and implementation strategies that will benefit other 
colonias in and around New Mexico.

The Anapra colonia neighborhood with the power plant across the Rio 
Grande and in the background.
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Socioeconomic Profiles

Colonias exist in four U.S.-Mexico border states – California, 
New Mexico, Arizona, and Texas and the following areas:

• New Mexico – primarily Doña Ana County
• Texas – Lower Rio Grande Valley
• Arizona – Yuma, Cochise, Douglas Counties
• California – Salinas and Imperial Valleys

Colonias in these four states vary significantly in terms of 
physical structures, level of services, and demographics.

Border colonias commonly have median household incomes 
below $20,000 per year.  Individual settlement surveys have 
shown that it is not uncommon for almost half of colonia 
households to earn less than $12,000 total per year, and for no 
more than 25% to earn above $20,000.  There is higher degree 
of abject poverty common in the U.S.-Mexico border region 
than further in the interior of the United States.

The New Mexico Environment Department estimates that 97 
percent of colonias residents are Hispanic, almost exclusively 
of Mexican origin, and with an average annual income of 
$5,000.  In New Mexico, about 85 percent of colonias residents 
are U.S. citizens.

Usually one-third or more of household members are 
less than 15 years old, and the average household size is 
significantly larger, especially in the border region.  Colonias 
allow for family extension, either vertically to aged parents and 
grandparents, or horizontally to siblings and other extended 
family.  Among Mexican households it is not unusual for later 
migrant relatives to live close to or with kinsmen; and colonias 
provide a safe and relatively low cost residential environment 
in which to care for elderly parents, especially where the latter 
are infirm.

Although the primary purpose of a colonia is usually 
homeownership, depending upon location, rental housing 
may also develop.  While generally rental housing and trailer 
parks are a feature of the built-up area of the city proper, 
renting can begin to proliferate where the colonia is near to a 
major metropolitan area – as is the case in Sunland Park and 
Anthony, New Mexico, both adjacent to the city of El Paso, 
Texas.

Those colonias in Doña Ana and Otero counties are larger 
and more recent than in other parts of New Mexico, and 
closely resemble the colonias in Texas and especially their 
counterparts in neighboring El Paso.  New Mexico’s Doña Ana, 
an agricultural community with seasonal farm employment, 
is slightly better off than the City of Sunland Park, which has 
many urban poor households living within it, some of them 
in rental trailers, but most of them would find it impossible to 
afford a $90,000 home through the formal mortgage market.  

Many of the housing units in Anapra are small trailers or mobile homes 
with no paving or street frontages.

2 .   C O L O N I A S -  D E F I N I T I O N S

Above:  Aerial photograph of colonia neighborhood along Anapra Road
in the city of Sunland Park, New Mexico
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Doña Ana County, which borders Mexico and includes the 
City of Sunland Park, contains 37 of New Mexico’s 55 federally 
designated colonias.

For many households, the low level of income together with 
the administrative restrictions such as poor credit rating, 
lack of cash for down payment, and even the lengthy time to 
process a loan application, makes entry into formal mortgage 
markets (even the subsidized sector) at worst impossible, and 
at best intimidating.  For low-income households, therefore, 
the options are to rent; to share with family; or if they wish 
to become owners, to lower the cost of housing acquisition 
through cheaper land costs and through housing options that 
are seller-financed, outside of the normal mortgage market.

Many colonias originally emerged during the 1950s when 
developers began selling land to aspiring homeowners outside 
of cities using unconventional financing mechanisms.  One 
such mechanism is the Contract for Deed, through which the 
purchaser of the property obtains no equity in the property 
and ownership remains entirely with the seller until the entire 
purchase price is paid.  These contracts, which allow the 
seller to repossess the land without going through traditional 

foreclosure procedures if the purchaser defaults on a single 
payment, also typically include high interest rates, steep late 
payment fees, and compounding interest penalties. 

Furthermore, in other areas such as Anthony, New Mexico, 
developers were able to exploit potential buyers using 
loopholes in New Mexico’s Subdivision Act.  Through this 
act, parcels of land could be divided into four parts, and 
these four parts into four parts, etc.  Developers used this 
act to split a piece of land into as many as 200 residential 
lots without providing roads, drainage or other infrastructure 
improvements, thus leading to flooding problems and other 
waste-related health problems.

In order to enter the housing market as homeowners, 
households trade off the social costs of living in distant and 
poorly serviced subdivisions, and invest their “sweat equity” 
for home acquisition and improvement.  “Sweat equity” 
normally refers to self-help dwelling construction and dwelling 
improvements that financial equity-poor households make in 
lieu of property or cash equity.

There are structural issues which add to the challenge of 
limited financial resources.  Many colonias are located in 
rural areas, and usually fall outside of jurisdiction of cities.  
These isolated locations make organization difficult and make 
delivery of services more costly.  There is often an absence of 
platting, or the delineation of property lines and access roads 
which prevents infrastructure development.  As an illustration 
of these conditions, colonias in Texas lack the following 
amenities:

Treated water – 24% lacking
Wastewater service – 44% lacking
Paved streets and drainage – 44% lacking
Adequate heating and cooling – 20% lacking

Location contributes also to political disadvantages that 
inhibit colonias’ development.  Since colonias are typically 
set apart from cities, it is very difficult for multiple colonias 
to mobilize in order to affect any change in the government 
at the city, state and federal levels.  Also because colonias are 
generally impoverished regions, they offer little incentive to 
cities for their incorporation and wield little political power at 
any higher level of government.  In the federal government 
they are at a distinct disadvantage because they only 
technically exist within four states throughout the U.S.  There 
is also a general perception, albeit false, that most of their 
residents are illegal immigrants, which further limits political 
will to take substantial steps in the development of these 
areas.  In fact, about 80 percent of colonia residents across 
the U.S. are citizens.  Poor infrastructure, poor education 
systems and health services, limited job opportunities and 
high unemployment combine to limit political activity and 
perpetuate the cycle of poverty in the colonias.

•
•
•
•
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Colonia Types

Colonias are one option—a solution—to those unable to 
afford market-rate housing, and thus turn to other options.  
Informal housing options for the urban poor in the United 
States include the following:

• Informal Homestead Subdivisions
-  Classic Border Colonias
-  Non-Border Peri-Urban Informal Subdivisions
-  Semi-Urban or Rural Housing Subdivisions
-  Recreational Colonias and Subdivisions
-  Retirement Colonias

• Formal Subdivisions
-  Mobile Home Communities
-  Trailer Parks

The colonia types highlighted in bold are the most prevelant 
in the border region, and are further described in the sections 
below.

Classic Border Colonias

.OZOXNSXQ�_ZYX�^RO�\OQSYX��NO`OVYZO\]�]OVV���"�������Y\�������
acre lots cheaply without services which must be acquired 
and hooked up later, and even if households are less likely to 
self-build their homes (as would their counterparts in Mexico), 
they are similar in so far as they self-manage the sequence of 
dwelling improvement, substituting dilapidated trailers and 
campers for newer manufactured housing (trailers or modular 
units). Dwelling types are mixed, and often show considerable 
innovation, as a trailer unit melds with a self-help extension, 
and as an additional roof is added above the structure to 
provide shade and protection from the elements.  These 
structures, and the freedom of individual choice regarding lot 
layout, makes for an irregular housing footprint, even though 
the actual lot pattern and platting may be regular and ordered. 
Colonia households are large and sometimes extended units. 
Most residents have family living in the same settlement 
– parents or siblings – and it is not uncommon for them 
to live in adjacent lots with open access between lots and 
housing units.

Mobile Home Communities

Mobile Home Communities are an option for the moderately 
poor whose incomes or credit rating do not make them 
eligible for conventional mortgage finance or state insured 
type housing, but who can afford to buy a modular home or 
a new trailer home and lease or purchase the fully serviced 
lot site. Given that these are developed within code, they 
usually occupy low cost peripheral locations of cities and 
enjoy full services.  Homes are likely to range from modest 
to substantial manufactured homes rather than single trailer 
manufactured homes, and seen from the air, the footprint is 

3 .   T Y P O L O G I E S

The oldest neighborhood in Sunland Park, Anapra, is a classic border 
colonia, with a regular lot layout, and dwelling types that range from self-
built shacks to mobile homes to two-story houses.  The neighborhood has 
a relatively dense and compact urban fabric.

The Lazy S trailer park consists exclusively of mobile homes on narrow lots 
in two rows, and has little in terms of public amenities.
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likely to show larger lots than for trailer parks.  Sometimes, 
too, the entry price for these homes can be quite high (often 
$45,000 and upwards), and these settlements are rarely 
targeted at the very poor. Instead they appear to target smaller, 
nuclear families, and also retirees.

Trailer Parks

Trailer parks are a similarly understudied and yet widespread 
housing alternative for low income households.  Located 
within the city limits or nearby, they offer low-cost rental for the 
site and services, and the trailer itself may also be rented from 
the site manager/owner.  They are often confused for colonias 
given that they comprise of trailer homes.  Trailer homes may 
increasingly feed future colonia and homestead subdivision 
development, once the equity advantages of owning a home 
and lot become more fully appreciated.  Trailer parks primarily 
target low-income singles and young couples, but can also 
provide homes for the elderly.  Trailer parks are usually 
distinct from Recreation Vehicle (RV) sites, although it is not 
unusual for an operator to have two sections, one for RVs 
and the other for more permanent or long stay residents, who 
usually live in larger trailers.  Seen from the air, lot footprints 
are clearly different from those of colonias, showing very 
high densities, small sites, standard lozenge-shaped trailers, 
arrayed in a regular layout, and each with its on vehicle pad 
at the front of the lot.  In aerial photographs these are very 
easily identified, except where they are under heavy woodland 
cover.  They are targeted at low income working populations, 
and towards elderly empty nesters seeking to live off reduced 
retirement incomes.   It is sometimes difficult to make a sharp 
distinction between new trailer parks and older mobile home 
communities.

The Guy Keating subdivision is on the fringe of the city, with relatively 
larger lots, wide paved streets, and a mix of mobile homes and larger 
custom built houses.

A mobile home subdivision at the corner of Anapra Road and Ardovino 
Drive, with homes placed both perpendicular and parallel to the 
street.  The street layout of cul-de-sacs draws from the typical suburban 
subdivision patterns of disconnected streets.
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3 .   T Y P O L O G I E S3 .   T Y P O L O G I E S

Local Precedents

The typologies can been illustrated by long-standing colonias 
in southern New Mexico. 

Anapra, at Sunland Park
Settled approximately 60 years ago, Anapra nestles 
near a bend in the Rio Grande, and is one of the oldest 
neighborhoods in Sunland Park.  It represents a classic border 
colonia type.  Several positive aspects are seen in the colonia, 
including regular lot layouts, a central public park and space 
for another, a compact pedestrian-scale, narrow streets, and 
a range of site built and manufactured houses, as well as 
utilities.  In addition, most homes delineate the public realm 
of the street with consistent walls and fences at their front 
property lines.  Neighborhood identity, social networking 
and cohesion is also very strong.  One issue is the siting of 
the neighborhood - sitting so close to the Rio and an arroyo, 
the elevation of the site subjects it to occasional flooding.  
Drainage mitigation measures are needed in Anapra.

Milagro, at Hatch
Milagro is located within Hatch in the north eastern part of 
Doña Ana County.  Most of the original settlers were and 
remain involved in the agriculture of the valley, focused on 
chile and pecans.  Like the other colonias, it exhibits some 
good urban traits such as compact lot form and streets, but it 
suffers for lack of infrastructure.   For better or worse, Milagro 
is one of the more famous colonias due to its focus in a book 
by John Nicholas in 1974, The Milagro Beanfield War, and 
a movie based on the book directed by Robert Redford in 
1988.  The book and movie focused on a small community’s 
agrarian life and fight against a large corporation over water 
rights.   Recent improvements by Dona Ana County’s Health 
& Human Services include funding for design and preliminary 
construction of a much needed wastewater project and flood 
control services.  

La Union, Dona Ana County
To the north of Sunland Park and Santa Teresa, La Union is 
one community made up of two early settlements.  Nearby 
Dona Ana had been created by Mexican land grants from 
Chihuahua in the 1840s, and offshoot settlers from there 
began the two early Mexican settlements then called Los 
Ojitos and Los Amoles that came to comprise La Union.  
It was created as an agricultural area with a plaza,  pecan 
orchards and a variety of other crops.  It exhibits the first 
rule of placemaking of locating in an appropriate site - earlier 
attempts at settling nearer to the Rio Grande exposed crops 
and homes to periodic flooding, so residents of La Union 
moved to higher ground.  La Union is one of the southern-
most communities in Dona Ana County. 

Anapra - strong urban pattern of regular & narrow lots, narrow streets, 
and definition of the public street edge with walls and buildings. 

La Union - was moved to higher ground to avoid flooding of the nearby 
Rio Grande.  

La Union - rural edge of colonia near irrigated chile fields
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Housing Types

For many low-income households, manufactured housing 
represents a lower cost alternative to homeownership, 
particularly when this is combined with low cost and flexible 
methods of financing.  Manufactured housing is built entirely 
in the factory under a federal building code administered by 
the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development and 
is the only federally regulated building code. Manufactured 
homes may be single or multi-section, and are transported to 
the site for installation.  A manufactured home is defined as 
a movable dwelling, 8 body feet or more in width, or 40 body 
feet or more in length, or, when erected on site has a floor 
area of 320 or more square feet. Further, which is built on a 
permanent chassis and designed to be used as a dwelling 
with or without a permanent foundation when connected to 
the required utilities, and includes the plumbing, heating, 
air-conditioning, and electrical systems.  These manufactured 
homes include multi wides, as well as expandable 
manufactured homes, such as single, double, multi wides or 
sections, but do not include travel trailers, motor homes, or 
modular housing. The term ‘mobile home’ is used to describe 
older manufactured homes that were produced prior to 
enactment of the HUD Code in June 1976.

Modular homes are also manufactured either in units or as 
prefabricated parts and are built to the state or local building 
code where the home will be located. Modular homes are 
transported to the site and installed but unlike their other 
manufactured counterparts, they do not possess integral 
transportation gear, and are more likely to be erected on a 
permanent foundation.

Manufactured housing built under the HUD code (or local 
codes in the case of the modular units) and affixed to a 
permanent foundation is considered to be comparable in 
quality and longevity to a site-built home and may qualify 
for traditional FHA-insured mortgage financing. However, 
several key elements of the purchase and use of manufactured 
housing mitigate against acquisition through standard 
practices. Barriers include the complicated and cumbersome 
process of negotiating a mortgage and the time (at least 30 to 
45 days) for approval, such that the alternative to traditional 
mortgage finance for purchase of manufactured housing is 
financing that is made available through the dealers – either 
the producers themselves or through intermediaries. This 
financing, which more closely resembles car financing than 
mortgage financing, is much less complicated, has lower credit 
hurdles, and takes less than a day for approval. For low-income 
households this represents an attractive alternative to going to 
the bank, but the interest rates associated with manufactured 

The most basic form of manufactured housing is the trailer, such as this 
one in Sunland Park, with a hitch and a propane gas tank on the outside, 
and a hand-built entrance ramp in wood for ease of access.

An older, unused double-wide manufactured home sitting in storage 
yard off Anapra Road in Sunland Park.  One of the advantages of the 
manufactured housing is the ability to expand as space needs increase.
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State Senate Committee on International Relations, Trade, 
and Technology has undertaken a variety of reforms over the 
past several years to provide consumer protections to people 
who purchase land in the border region counties, especially 
under the contracts for deed.  The “Fair Land Sales Act of 
1995” requires that developers record and that counties keep 
track of all contracts for deed made in the area.  Developers 
must also provide a statement documenting available 
services in the area, including water, wastewater disposal, 
and electricity, as well as an annual statement of the buyers 
account.  In addition, the 79th Texas State Legislature passed 
Appropriations Rider 11, which directed the Texas Department 
of Housing and Community Affairs (TDHCA) to spend a 
minimum of $4 million on contract for deed conversions to 
address the contracts that had been negotiated before the 1995 
legislation.  The directive stipulated that at least 400 contracts 
for deed be converted into traditional mortgages and deeds of 
trust by August 31, 2007.  Colonia residents who are eligible 
for the program must not earn more than 60 percent of the 
Area Median Family Income.  After these conversions, the 
program also focuses on the rehabilitation and renovation of 
these residents’ homes to bring them up to Colonia Housing 
Standards.  The state of Texas Colonia Housing Standards 
are used to insure loans in the colonias, and are meant to 
provide safe, sanitary and structurally sound housing needed 
to alleviate the existing health risks.

In addition to this program, the Senate Committee also passed 
legislation that would benefit the colonias in a variety of other 
manners.  First, it directed the TDHCA to set up five Self-Help 
housing centers in border counties so that colonia residents 
could take a proactive role in improving their living conditions.  
Other legislation reserved $40 million in tax exempt mortgage 
bonds for the colonias.  Under the “Economically Distressed 
Areas Program” subdivision regulation, the sale of land was 
halted because of the lack of water and sewer facilities that 
met state standards.  One of the initial factors that led to the 
creation of the colonias was the illegal subdivision of land 
without the construction of such facilities, and this deficit at 
the onset has made it increasingly difficult and costly to install 
the proper infrastructure now.  The Economically Distressed 
Areas Program halts further subdivision and sales in order 
that local entities can focus their attention on remedying the 
existing problems instead of needing to curb the creation of 
new ones.

U.S. Government

Political will in the federal government has historically been 
weak in regards to the issues surrounding the colonias 
because of their isolated locations and relative invisibility since 
they technically exist in only four of the 50 states.  However, 
there are several programs through the Rural Housing Service, 
which is part of Rural Development in the U.S. Department of 

housing loans are several percentage points above mortgage 
finance rates, inevitably translating into significantly higher 
interest costs over the life of the loan.
Existing Government Programs

In more recent years, governments have begun to take a more 
proactive approach in fighting the poverty and inadequate 
living conditions that exist in the colonias.

State of New Mexico

In 2005, the New Mexico State Government announced 
a $5 million investment into 15 different colonias projects 
throughout the County of Doña Ana.  These projects were 
focused primarily on infrastructure development, including 
improvements in wastewater disposal, water treatment, road 
construction, and flood and drainage mitigation.  This money 
also included $840,000 for Sunland Park to address water, 
wastewater, drainage and street problems within the Anapra 
and Guy Keating subdivisions.  Furthermore, legislation 
was passed in 1995 to create the Colonias Wastewater Grant 
Policies program, under Title 20, Chapter 7, Part 9.  This 
program allowed for grants from $50,000 to $1,000,000 to 
be awarded for the planning, land acquisition, design, and 
construction of sewage treatment plants, interceptors, lift 
stations, collection systems and on-site systems.  A total of 
$21.2 million was made available, largely through funding 
by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.  According to 
this legislation, counties, municipalities, special districts, 
associations, or cooperatives acting on behalf of identifiable 
unincorporated communities, which include colonias, are able 
to apply for grants.

Another group that was created by the New Mexico 
government is the New Mexico Mortgage Finance Authority.  
This group provides finance and other housing related services 
for low to moderate income families in primarily underserved 
communities such as the colonias.  Such services include the 
establishment and oversight of programs that range from 
assistance to the homeless to the development of new housing 
projects.  For homebuyers and homeowners, MFA provides 
assistance through the provision of low-interest loans as well 
as down payment assistance programs.  Other such programs 
that have been implemented by New Mexico include the New 
Mexico Wastewater Facilities Construction Program, which has 
a similar focus of creating infrastructure improvements for the 
colonia subdivisions.

State of Texas

The Texas State Government, like New Mexico, has also 
implemented a variety of programs and targeted legislation 
towards the improvement of the colonia areas.  The Texas 
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Austere modular home, effectively a low-cost shell, at Mike’s Colonia in 
Rio Grande City, Texas.

Four Hills mobile home community in Albuquerque, New Mexico.

Agriculture.  This service operates a range of programs that 
support affordable housing and community development, 
specifically in rural areas.

The Section 502 Self-Help Housing and the Homeownership 
Direct Loan Programs help very low- and low-income 
households construct and finance their own homes.  Many of 
the families in the colonias begin to construct homes without 
adequate funding to build structures that meet safety and 
health standards.  Instead they build with the materials they 
have available and, in later years, add and improve them as 
their financial resources allow.  The Section 502 program 
targets families who cannot buy clean, safe housing through 
conventional methods, whether for inability to afford a down 
payment or to qualify for traditional mortgage loans, and 
it provides them with the resources to construct their own 
homes with safe building standards.  Families actually provide 
about 65 percent of the labor necessary, which reduces the 
labor costs in the initial construction.

Under the Homeownership Direct Loan Program, the Rural 
Housing Service provides direct loans which are made and 
serviced by the Department of Agriculture, and guarantees 
loans for mortgages that are serviced by other entities.  To 
be eligible for these monies, families must have less than 80 
percent of the Area Median Family Income and must be unable 
to obtain credit through other sources.

Another program instituted by the Department of Agriculture 
is the Section 504 Very Low-Income Housing Repair Loans 
and Grants program.  This program provides money to very 
low-income homeowners, who have less than 50 percent of 
the Area Median Income, in the form of direct loans to repair 
and improve their dwellings or to remove health and safety 
hazards.  This program assumes ownership of a home already, 
which is often not the case in the colonias; however, there are 
some people in areas such as Anthony, New Mexico where 
most residents own their homes but do not meet health and 
safety standards.

The National Affordable Housing Act of 1990, section 916 
established the Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) 
Colonias Set-Aside Program.  Under this legislation, Texas, 
Arizona, California and New Mexico were required to set aside 
some amount of their CDBG funds for the specific needs of 
the colonias.  From 1991 to 1996 the percent and requirement 
varied, but in 1997 the appropriations act made the set-aside 
percentage permanent.  Since 1997, Texas, New Mexico 
and Arizona have set aside 10 percent of their CDBG funds 
specifically for colonias and California fluctuated between two 
and five percent.  Most of these funds have been spent on 
water and sewer infrastructure and housing assistance.
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Non-Profit Organizations

In addition to government efforts to begin fighting the 
problems in the colonias, non-profit organizations have 
also taken an active role.  Case studies highlight various 
approaches that three non-profits have taken in order to 
alleviate the housing and living situations of colonia residents.  

Tierra Del Sol

The first organization, Tierra Del Sol, has done work primarily 
in the colonia of Anthony.  Tierra Del Sol, or TDS, is a private, 
community-based organization located in Las Cruces, New 
Mexico that was first formed by a group of farm workers, 
rural families, and other community members.  They started 
work in the colonia of Anthony in 1984, though before that 
they worked to develop single-family housing as well as to 
rehabilitate homes using the self-help method to keep costs 
at a minimum.  When they arrived in Anthony, however, there 
was a need first for basic infrastructure because the colonia 
was without water and sewer services.  Because they could 
not proceed with their provision of housing without such 
infrastructure, their first task was to bring water services to the 
community.

TDS’ first attempt to bring water services to the area was to 
contract an agreement with Anthony, Texas, across the state 
border, to use the excess capacity in their existing system.  
This agreement worked for a time; however, larger political 
water conflicts from elsewhere in the two states ended the 
relationship.  In response, TDS worked with the Anthony 
colonia residents to form a nonprofit water association, 
which, with the support of the county and community, then 
lobbied the state to pass legislation for the creation of the 
Anthony Water and Sanitation District.  Funds were obtained 
from the federal government CDBG set-aside funds as well 
as other state appropriations and federal sources in order to 
design a wastewater system for Anthony.  Over the course of 
the next 20 or so years, the District levied funds both from 
the state and the surrounding community to begin serving 
its constituents—initially only in the core community and 
gradually to the surrounding areas.  According to the Border 
Colonias Region report, the District provides over 1,500 sewer 
connections and 2,200 water hookups and serves most of the 
Anthony community.  

After the establishment of the District and the beginning of 
the infrastructure development, TDS and the local community 
were able to turn their attention back to the development of 
housing units.  They petitioned for grants from both the state 
and federal government to create self-help homes, utilizing 
community labor and energy in their construction.  One of 
the key features of the projects’ successes lay in the planning; 

Construction of Tierra Del Sol’s Tierra Linda Phase 1.
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instead of developing new homes in random areas, all of the 
new housing was constructed in areas that could be easily 
connected or integrated into the existing District, ensuring 
that the new housing would benefit from the past years of 
work.  Furthermore, TDS worked in conjunction with a variety 
of other organizations such as the Doña Ana County Planning 
and Zoning Commission and the Housing and Economic 
Rural Opportunities organization, who assisted TDS in aspects 
of the work that they did not necessarily have the expertise in 
or resources for.

Applicable lessons from Tierra Del Sol:
Major effort towards building partnerships and 
relationships with a broad range of players, from local 
communities to infrastructure agencies
Being clear about juggling several funding sources and 
their reporting requirements early on
Lock in desirable land with an option, while pursuing the 
rest of the financing
Be prepared for a long-term commitment, sometimes 
taking a few decades to achieve goals

El Azteca Low Income Housing Tax Credit Project

This project was headed up by the Azteca Economic 
Development and Preservation Corporation (AED & PC), 
which was originally organized in 1982 to work with Azteca, 
one of the neighborhoods in Laredo, Texas.  Through the 
early 1990s, Laredo had one of the highest growth rates for 
any city in the U.S., but levels of affordable housing were not 
keeping up.  Colonias are often created because of a lack 
of affordable housing within the cities, and Laredo was no 
exception.  Thus, instead of trying to bring aid directly to the 
colonias surrounding Laredo, AED & PC focused its efforts on 
providing alternative low-income housing in Laredo where the 
necessary infrastructure and services was already available.  
The El Azteca Low Income Housing Tax Credit Project created 
50 units of housing within the city in the Azteca neighborhood, 
each with Section 8 assistance that should last for about 15 
years.  

In order to achieve this end, the small nonprofit worked to 
gather support from a wide range of both public and private 
groups which allowed it to gather enough financial support 
and enough diversity in support to ensure the success of the 
program.  The El Azteca project was first selected for funding 
through AFL-CIO permanent financing.  AFL-CIO had created 
the National Partnership for Community Investment, working 
with groups such as Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac, and other 
governments and organizations to help subsidize housing 
projects.  Working in conjunction with the U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development (HUD), they were given the 
authority to allocate Section 8 subsidies.  

•

•

•

•
Elevation of El Azteca Multifamily Housing Development.
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El Azteca received a 100 percent Section 8 subsidy to 
begin serving the housing needs of the Azteca residents.  
Additionally, a group of private investors including Bank of 
America, Banc One Community Development Corporation, 
Freddie Mac, Fannie Mae, and Comerica Community 
Development Corporation, pooled their resources to help 
finance the project as well.  This group, the Texas Housing 
Finance Corporation, invested as a partner in the housing 
projects.  With these resources, AED & PC found a contractor 
that met with AFL-CIO stipulations to develop the housing 
units and obtained equity through the sale of tax credits to the 
Texas Housing Opportunity Fund II.

The El Azteca project was largely a success because of 
its diversity in investment and because of its successful 
partnership with a variety of other organizations.  Because of 
its relationship with Intrust, an investment banking firm, it was 
able to submit a successful tax credit application, which in turn 
it was able to sell to raise equity for the project.

Applicable lessons from El Azteca:
Integrity of nonprofit developers creates support from the 
community and  reputation that is critical to obtaining 
much-needed financial support from the state and local 
levels
An effective way to building relationships with local 
government is through ongoing community development 
activities that eventually facilitate the receipt of critically 
needed support
Even though nonprofit developers don’t always benefit 
monetarily in initial projects, they do develop the capacity 
and skills to pursue future ones as well as attract the 
interest of various corporate investors
Take advantage of the growth and momentum along the 
U.S.-Mexico border by acting quickly and collaboratively 
with other similar-minded organizations

Proyecto Azetca’s Self-Help Housing Program

Proyecto Azteca is a rural, nonprofit housing development 
organization, based in the Lower Rio Grande Valley in Texas, 
where much of the colonia developments are concentrated.  
Started in 1991, it focuses on the improvement of conditions 
for low income people, especially farm workers in the Valley 
by building affordable housing.  The program is a self-help 
venture, much like that discussed earlier with regards to the 
government programs, in which the tools, materials, training 
and financing necessary for home building are provided for 
low-income families.  Such resources allow families to not only 
build their own homes, but also serve to enhance community 
development by empowering residents with new skills and new 
connections to access other opportunities for employment.  

•

•

•

•

Proyecto Azteca houses under construction.

4 .  A F F O R D A B I L I T Y  S T R A T E G I E S



©Moule & Polyzoides Architects and Urbanists
 for the State of New Mexico

19

By 1996, Proyecto Azteca had worked with families to build 
about 70 homes, and its 1997 goal was to build about 36 
single-family homes by the end of the year.  In addition to 
helping families help themselves, Proyecto Azteca focuses on 
securing financial assistance for the families after the initial 
construction and work is done on the homes.  This allows 
the family to obtain single low-interest standard mortgages 
to cover the costs of construction as well as the costs of 
the lot.  Additionally, the family obtains a warranty deed to 
the property in their own names, which thus allows them to 
have the opportunity to build equity in the property.  Unlike 
contracts for deed, families can use this equity as collateral, 
and they are protected under standard consumer protections 
and should not have their properties taken from them without 
proper procedures.  Most of this work is funded through the 
U.S. Housing and Urban Development program as well as the 
Texas Department of Housing and Community Affairs Single-
Family and housing Trust Fund Programs, and it is a direct 
demonstration of the State of Texas Government programs in 
use.

Applicable lessons from Proyecto Azteca:
Establishing strong community-based support through a 
Board of Directors with community residents and other 
beneficiaries of projects
Supporting selected families to complete their units ahead 
of time and helping them become emissaries within the 
colonia communities to recruit other residents into the 
program
Use careful counseling to prevent loan repayment 
deliquencies and to help families maintain their houses in 
good condition
Assisting families to convert their lots from contracts 
for deed to actual ownership helps families escape an 
exploitative financial system and to begin to build equity in 
their houses
Effective approach is to start small and focus on short 
term goals (e.g. providing basic housing) before 
expanding the scale of production of units

Crucial Role of Non-Profit Organizations

As seen above, non-profit organizations can play a crucial role 
in the transformation of colonias.  The State of New Mexico 
should facilitate the coming together of non-profits and 
developers interested in improving the conditions of colonias 
and support their funding efforts. The State could provide a 
clearinghouse of information, and employ a liaison to provide 
assistance in financial planning specifically geared to the 
needs of non-profits who are interested in helping colonias, for 
example by hosting workshops on mixed-income finance, or 
on ways to partner with local community land trusts.

•

•

•

•

•
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Individuals and Developers

Even when the household income is sufficient to leverage 
formal financing, families may deliberately choose colonia 
residential options since these provide greater flexibility of 
financing, more space and freedom to build, opportunities to 
share or to live close to kin. They do so even though doing so 
entails high social costs of inadequate services and living at 
distant locations from city services without access to public 
transport. Below we outline how affordability is achieved for 
these groups.

Cheapening through Low-cost Residential Land Production

The major cost reduction is achieved through developer-
initiated sale of land that is usually agricultural land without 
services for residential lots. Being poorly located and un-
serviced, the land is sold cheaply at around 80 cents to $1.10 
a square foot in 1999 values.  The cost of a lot varies but it is 
usually somewhere between $6,000-$12,000 in 2002 prices, 
depending upon location, lot size, type of development 
standards, as well as the effective local demand.

Typically, sales are undertaken through Contract for Deed, 
with no transaction costs, and which promise the deeds upon 
completion of the lot purchase. Both the initial down-payment 
and regular monthly payments are modest – commonly $80-
$120 – and the developer retains an absolute lien on the lot 
until deeds are transferred.

For developers, the creation of colonias and low-cost 
subdivisions has often been hugely profitable, comprising as it 
does relatively little investment in basic infrastructure.

Lower Housing Costs through Cheaper Homes

The second principal mechanism for making home ownership 
affordable in colonia-type subdivisions is by reducing 
one’s actual housing costs through either self-help, or 
through purchase of a manufactured home, or sometimes a 
combination of both.  Costs can vary: a single unit 13 x 60 foot 
new manufactured home will cost around $20,000, while a 
used trailer (usually repossessions) can run as low as $1,500 
or $2,000.  However, fully equipped multi-wide manufactured 
and modular homes start at around $40,000 and can go as 
high as $80,000 or $100,000.

The same structure -- with sheetrock walls, full plumbing 
and electrical -- starts at around $22,000. In these cases 
considerable self-help is required to finish out a home, 
and the neat and ostensibly finished external appearance 
disguises minimal internal services, and cloth sheets dividing 
internal room spaces. Unlike Mexican colonias where most 
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The Lazy S Trailer Park in Sunland Park is one example, of low-cost 
residential production, located far from services and little investment in 
infrastructure.

Self-build, especially with local materials such as stone, is an example of 
residents’ contribution of sweat equity in order to lower construction costs.
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dwellings are entirely self-built and consolidated over many 
years, classic self-build in the US is less common, and to 
the extent that it occurs is undertaken in conjunction with 
some form of manufactured residence – ether finishing out 
as indicated above, or as room extensions to a trailer or to 
a modular home.  In colonias, it is not uncommon to find a 
single dwelling that integrates a trailer or modular home with 
other self-help or modular home extensions. This reflects 
extensions and improvements – often through self-help – that 
a household has made to the dwelling over time.

While most people do not occupy their lot until they can afford 
to place or erect a dwelling on it, households may begin with 
a rudimentary home (a camper or low cost trailer home), 
gradually replacing the cramped or dilapidated structures with 
a new manufactured home, or with modular factory units, or 
by self-built rooms

Whatever the scenario, the yard and the touches that 
people put on their homes (shaded patios, shade-roofs over 
trailers, “skirts” around the wheelbase of trailers, Christmas 
decorations, laid-out gardens, children’s play areas, etc.) 
all attest to considerable pride and satisfaction with their 
homestead status, and to a general perspective of anticipated 
improvement.

An absence or low level of services is another mechanism 
for reducing housing costs.  Power and water are essential of 
course, and while the absence of a piped or integrated supply 
reduces the initial land costs, most households correctly 
view this as a false economy since purchasing water and 
storing it in tanks, as well as buying propane in tanks or from 
delivery trucks, is much more expensive than contracting a 
regular water and power supply. Most colonia residents are 
willing to cover the costs of water and electricity provision, 
although assistance is sometimes necessary to enable very 
poor families to hook-up to infrastructure once it is brought 
on line to the settlement. More problematic is sewage and 
wastewater removal since these are high cost items, and may 
not lend themselves to desert or semi-desert conditions. 
Where network drainage and water borne sewage removal 
systems are simply not feasible, then septic tank systems 
are used. A septic tank and evaporation field will usually cost 
between $1200 and $2000 to install, so it is a relatively high 
cost – albeit essential – item. However, local building codes 
sometimes make installation impossible on smaller-sized lots, 
since serious health and environmental problems can arise 
from the back-up of effluent.

Manufactured houses, such as this one in Sunland Park, often have 
personal touches like the brick “skirt” around the base of this house.

Low quality or no infrastructure, such as dirt roads, is one--undesirable--
tactic landowners and developers use to lower the costs of housing.
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Regional Precedents and Traditions

The “rules of place making” are in fact principles of urbanism 
and design guidelines that many municipalities should adopt 
to proactively guide the development of low-income residential 
neighborhoods.  The rules are based on an extensive review 
of the ways residents who came before us have created towns 
in this region.  For millennia, creating villages and towns has 
been refined in the American Southwest, and the hard-won 
lessons learned from our predecessors’ enduring cities greatly 
influences the rules presented in this report.  

The Southwest, and New Mexico in particular, has a rich 
history of creating beautiful communities that have stood 
the test of time.  The pattern used for settlement, discussed 
following this introduction, forms a continuum of design 
which has slowly evolved over the past 1000 years to adapt to 
a variety of cultures (Native, Hispanic, Anglo), and physical 
and economic situations.  The pattern is, at its core, the most 
fundamental human forms of expression – how one lives 
harmoniously with one’s community and with the local setting.  
It is from the following precedents that our proposed design 
principles are drawn from. 

In the areas’ earliest days, the Anasazi and Puebloan cultures 
made settlements where individual buildings surrounded 
communal plazas.  The village represented a  microcosm of 
the physical and spiritual worlds, and at the center of both 
those worlds was the origin point, the center of the plaza, the 
sipapu.  Communal rituals of the sacred, both seasonal and 
daily, occurred and still occur in the plazas which symbolize 
the connection of the community to each person,  to the 
natural world,  and to the divine.  

The subsequent settlers from Spain and Mexico created towns 
similar to those of the local native groups.  They planned 
their new colonies with the Laws of the Indies, espoused 
by King Philip II of Spain.  The Laws were a codified piece 
of legislation which gave clear instructions for settlement: 
the selection of healthy sites near already-existing ones, the 
creation of a public central plaza surrounded by public and 
private buildings, and interconnected roads accessing adjacent 
agricultural lands.  The Laws themselves were adaptations of 
the Roman Mediterranean planning techniques (used to settle 
newly acquired territories), and were also influenced by Native 
cultures with existing cities in South and Central America.   For 
the Spanish, the plaza became the focus of public life, and 
it supported the religious, governmental and commercial 
activity of a new people in the New World.   Its formal design, 
landscape, and buildings came to represent the origins, pride, 
and success of each community. 

Acoma Pueblo: Native origins of place-making: homes surrounding public 
plazas. Photo courtesy of  Dennis Holloway, Architect, Rio Rancho N.M..

Albuquerque Plaza plan: development pattern based on Laws of the 
Indies, walkable scale, interconnected streets, identifiable center.
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Sawmill Neighborhood, Albq.: modern mixed-use neighborhood utilizing 
a continuum of urban and building patterns long-standing in N.M..
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As the area became part of the United States, new towns arose 
with the coming of the railroads.  The earlier precedents of 
town planning continued to be used, but the modus operandi 
had changed – rather than towns with spiritual or cultural 
centers, the railroad era town represented and commercial 
enterprise.  Retail buildings, and some civic buildings 
surrounded the town square and roads still connected 
adjacent parcels, and the entirety was speculatively created 
and sold.  Very few of these places matured into long-standing, 
well-loved community places.  As Stefanos Polyzoides wrote 
in a presentation of the Plazas of New Mexico in 2002:  The 
fact is, that because they carry so much less cultural weight, 
they have been more easily displaced and diminished as place 
and as memory of history and culture by the current ravages of 
Southwestern sprawl.

More  recent colonias too, have their own tradition in New 
Mexico, having to do with seasonal work, and close ties 
to agriculture.  Colonias such as Milagro in Hatch, or La 
Union have a distinct settlement pattern that maintains 
a strong system of blocks and streets which interconnect 
with agricultural fields and acequia (ditch) systems.  The 
architectural and urban design identity of the U.S.-Mexico 
border region where these colonias occur represent a 
consciousness of an ephemeral flow, because it is always 
present in the memory of the neighborhood from the 
residents’ point of origin, such as Mexican towns and barrios.  
Transitory architecture is diverse because regional ethnic 
groups coexist with their own forms of representations, 
usually found in the colors and details of their settlements.  
The designs of informal settlements such as colonias are a 
mosaic of superimpositions in three primary senses:  of both 
nationalities, of multiple regions, and a kind of involuntary 
permanence.  

While some aspects of existing colonias are lacking and 
in need of reform, they do offer socially and economically 
relevant environments for low income residents who cannot, 
or choose not to, enter into current housing markets.  The 
challenge before us is to transform the ephemeral quality of 
colonias into vibrant neighborhoods by drawing upon the 
multiple traditions of both Mexico and New Mexico.  Utilizing 
the most enduring aspects of these traditions yields the rules 
for place making that will ensure neighborhoods in the best 
time-tested traditions of the American Southwest.

Ohkay Owingeh Pueblo: clear urban pattern of homes which shape 
meaningful communal space, all done in a walkable scale.

Aldea, Santa Fe: modern mixed-use neighborhood, with a mix of housing 
types (townhouses shown here).

Santa Fe Plaza plan: also based on Laws of the Indies, buildings frame 
the public realms of the street and plaza.
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Six Rules
The report proposes a set of rules for transforming colonias 
for the benefit of its current and future residents, and for the 
larger communities in which they reside.  The rules espouse 
building upon the vitality of everyday urbanism by the people 
already in place within colonias.  The rules are based on Native 
and Hispanic precedents of many New Mexico communities, 
and are blended with the principles of New Urbanism.   

1. Location:  The site will be located advantageously.
• Terrain - site on relatively flat areas for ease and economy of 
   building, with little need for retaining walls.    
• Drainage - site at an elevation out of the flood plain, and safe
   from heavy runoff routes (such as arroyos or barrancas).    
   Mitigate colonias currently subject to such conditions to 
   prevent recurring damage or loss of life.   
• Runoff - use water runoff as a resource for public and 
   private planted areas by including multiple small-scale 
   retention areas to enhance the local landscape and reduce 
   the need or extent of  public infrastructure. 
• Proximity - site near existing goods & services, streets, 
   schools, neighborhoods, & transit to assist residents and 
   reduce dependence on autos as the sole means of transport.
   
2. Health:  The site will sustain a healthy environment.
Providing utilities for hygiene and protecting the groundwater 
benefits residents and environment.  New neighborhoods will 
be located in proximity to existing utilities to minimize utility 
expansion and leap-frog development.
• Water - community water lines or wells will be provided.
• Sewer - community sewer lines will be provided, or 
   new technologies for on-site waste treatment utilized to 
   reduce the need for expanding facilities and pipe lines.
• Power - community power lines will be provided.
• Refuse- community garbage pick up will be provided.

3. Public Space - Organization:  The neighborhood will be 
organized around a public plaza at a walkable scale. 
• Scale - the colonia will be laid out at the scale of a five minute 
   walk from center to edge, or 1300’, approximately 1/4 mile.  
   Blocks, made up of lots, will be of a size of 350’ max. length. 
• Plaza - the colonial will have a clear center, the  plaza, which 
   is reserved as open space, possibly with a small building 
   upon it.  The plaza enhances the social networking of 
   colonias.  Ideal size is 120’ x 200’.  Existing colonias 
   lacking plazas may aggregate vacant lots or land overtime 
   near the center of their community. 
• Other open spaces - space will be set aside for additional 
   smaller public open spaces throughout the colonia, such as 
   pocket parks, green belts, and paths along acequias.  
• Streets - will radiate from the plaza in a connected network 
   between blocks in a pattern that can be expanded upon.        
   Streets will connect to existing road networks.

1. Location: easy to build upon, with good drainage and adjacent to exist-
ing neighborhoods and services. 

3. Public space organization: the colonia is organized around a common, 
central plaza, and the colonia is a walkable scale. 

2. Health: basic utilities provide for environmental and community health.
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4. Public Space - Streets: the colonia will be organized around 
a connected network of streets.
• Grid - the streets will be a connected network grid 
   (orthogonal or organic) that provides a variety of pedestrian 
   and auto routes to destinations. 
• Scale - a variety of street widths, descending in size from 
   those surrounding the plaza, will be provided.  Streets will be 
   narrow to calm traffic, especially in residential areas.
• Details - streets, like plazas, are also public space, and will 
   have proper treatment including space for walking, shade 
   trees and landscape, traffic, and parking.   Planting will occur 
   in swales along the parking areas to utilize runoff water for 
   trees and landscaping.  
• Street edge - each private lot shall contribute to the street 
   edge by defining its property line (see 5. Private Space-Lots).

5. Private Space - Lots: blocks surrounding the plaza and 
beyond will be divided into private lots. 
• Scale - a variety of lot sizes will be provided, with the narrow    
   side to the street to maintain a walkable scale.  Lot sizes near 
   the plaza are narrowest, typically 40’ wide x 110’ deep.  
   Corner lots and lots further from the plaza will be larger, 
   typically 50’ to 60’ wide x 120’ deep to allow for tienditas, 
   agriculture, or larger animals.   
• Details - the property line adjacent to the street will be 
   defined by the house itself, a low wall, fence, trellis, or dense 
   hedge in order to frame the public space of the street.  
• Parking - parking will be at the rear of the lot, accessed by a 
   rear alley or a side yard driveway if no alley is present.

6. Private Space - Shelter: buildings will be placed on the lots. 
• Types - a variety of types of buildings will be allowed, 
   including single family homes, multi-family compounds or 
   apartments, townhouses, live-work buildings, and accessory 
   dwellings such as over-the-garage apartments. Live-work      
   buildings allow small offices or stores. 
• Sizes - a variety of sizes will be allowed to provide for a cross 
   range of family sizes and incomes.  The house size should be 
   in proportion to the lot size: smaller house, smaller lot. 
• Construction - a variety of types of construction will be 
   allowed:  self-built, modular, or contractor-built.  Self-built 
   situations will require a minimum of concrete building pad 
   with utilities hook ups, and special reviews for health and       
   safety codes.
• Setbacks- front facade will be 0’ to 10’ from the property line, 
   side setback of 5’, and a rear setback of 5’. 
• Arrangement -  public rooms such as living, dining or kitchen 
   will be at the front of the house and lot.  Parking and garages 
   will be at the rear of the lot.

4. Public Space - Streets: the colonia is organized around a connected 
network of streets with space for walks, landscape and parking.

6. Private Space - Shelter:  a variety of housing types and sizes provide for 
a healthy mix of incomes, ages, and family sizes. 

5. Private Space - Lots:  private lots make up blocks, and their edge at the 
street will be defined by the house, or wall.  Parking is in the rear.
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6 :  A P P L I C A T I O N S 

Introduction

The rules of placemaking may be applied to both existing and 
proposed colonias, and in varying degrees of intervention:

 1. Intervention Light - in existing colonias.
 2. Intervention Moderate - in existing colonias.
 3. Intervention Full - starting a colonia (i.e. a low-  
     income neighborhood) from scratch. 

The rules seek to enhance and strengthen the positive 
aspects of colonias - aspects such as the vitality of 
social networking, and variations in house forms.  Social 
networks and neighborhood identity lend colonias a civic-
minded component which can be enhanced by the rules of 
placemaking.

Intervention (Light) - Street Edge Definition. 

Other than the plaza, streets are largest part of the public 
realm of a town, and should be treated with the appropriate 
attention to detail.  Walkways, shade, drainage, and defined 
edges are seen in the best examples of colonias and towns, 
and are sadly missing in the more recent colonias.   The 
lightest intervention in a colonia is enhancing this public 
realm of the street to provide an immediate improvement 
aesthetically and functionally. 

Most colonias already have a tradition of defining the edges 
of properties and the street.  Strategies to enhance a property 
edge along the street are:

• solid landscape hedge
• wire fence with vines
• wooden fence
• stone or block with stucco wall
• portion of building facade at property line. 

The street should receive proper treatment including good 
drainage, space for walking, shade trees and landscape, 
traffic, and parking.   Planting can occur in swales along the 
parking areas to utilize runoff water for sustaining trees and 
landscaping.  Joint public / private initiatives could be a means 
to implement and maintain the streetscape.  The landscape 
should be native vegetation as far as possible such that it 
is appropriate for the local climate and requires minimal 
maintenance.

Deteriorated road conditions:  A washboard road with bad drainage lacks 
both shade and edge definition. 

Lightest intervention:  The humanely-scaled streets are framed by building 
facades at edges, stone walls, and trees in a traditional colonia.

Lightest intervention:  Planting vines to cover a simple wire fence helps 
define the property edge and frame the street with natural materials.
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Light Intervention:  The public realm of the street is defined by solid edges, walks, and planting strips with shade trees.  Property edges at the street are 
defined with varying methods, such as low garden wall with front yard, high wall with zaguan-type gate, or the front wall of a house at the property line.
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6 :  A P P L I C A T I O N S 

Intervention (Moderate):  Infill strategy

A moderate intervention is the infill strategy.  This is 
appropriate for many existing colonias where mobile homes 
and manufactured homes are aggregated together in trailer 
parks, or interspersed with site-built homes.  This strategy 
seeks to give families a phased plan for replacing these homes 
which depreciate, with more permanent homes which provide 
for equity-building, sustainability, and endurance. 

• Phase 1 is the existing home on site.  
• Phase 2 might involve construction of a great room that 
will serve as either a staging area or living quarters for later 
phases.
• Phase 3 involves removal of the trailer and expansion of the 
home.  A site wall would occur at the street edge. 
• Phase 4 would include a garage with accessory dwelling 
for additional family members or rentals at the rear of the 
property.

Many colonias begin as trailer courts.  Trailers should be phased out over 
time with narrow lots and site-built or modular homes. 

Phases 3 or 4:  Over time, the trailer is replaced with permanent, equity-
building structures.  

Phase 1:  Trailer on site, landscape in place, and street edge defined with 
regional rock wall w/ metal fencing. 
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Moderate intervention:  The plan view above shows an existing colonia where trailers are replaced by permanent homes on existing lots.  Trailers are 
shown gray, new buildings shown black.  A phased transformation of a lot with trailer replacement is shown below. 

Phase 1: Trailer or manufactured home on lot, 
front wall at property line, and parking in rear.

Phase 2:  Site-built rooms are begun with 
trailer still in place, court is enclosed w/ wall. 

Phase 3:  Trailer replaced with site built or 
modular, and garage with apartment at rear.  
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6 :  A P P L I C A T I O N S 

Intervention (Full) - starting a colonia from scratch.

A full intervention would occur with a new development, 
or expanding an existing colonia.  Based on the six rules of 
placemaking, any new development would be adjacent to 
existing neighborhoods and utilities.  

• 1. Location - flat, well drained, adjacent to existing services.
• 2. Health - basic utilities of water, sewer, power, refuse. 
• 3. Public Space - plaza - the colonia is organized around a 
public plaza. 
• 4. Public Space - streets - streets radiate from the plaza in a 
connected network. 
• 5. Private Space - lots - blocks are divided into a variety of 
sizes of lots with narrow edge toward the street. 
• 6. Private Space -shelter - a variety of house types is included 
to provide for a healthy range of ages, incomes, and family 
sizes.   Accessory dwellings and live-work buildings enhance 
the interconnected social network of colonias by allowing 
extended family living quarters,  home businesses, and local 
retail space. 

New development - an appropriate site adjacent to existing neighborhoods 
and utilities and services. 

Private realm - a variety of house types is necessary for a healthy mix of 
residents - duplexes, such as shown, apartments, and single homes. 

Public realm - the public plaza and streets are the identifiable center of 
the colonia.  Blocks and streets are arranged around the plaza. 
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Intervention (Full) - the site plan above represents the right location adjacent to existing fields and neighborhoods, a buildable site, a shared plaza, con-
nected network of streets, blocks divided into narrow lots at a walkable scale, and footprints of many different house types.   

Phase 1:  A small starter house, with low wall 
defining the front property line, and parking 
in rear.

Phase 2:  A 2 story addition is built, and 
court enclosed with wall. 

Phase 3 or 4:  A back addition, garage, and 
apartment added to complete site.
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TABLE 2: COMPARISONS OF SITE-BUILT AND FACTORY-BUILT HOUSING

Most Typical Characteristic Site-Built Factory-Built

Construction location On site of finished home In controlled factory setting

Pre-site construction None 70-90%

On-site construction time 3-6 months 1-2 days

Quality control Middle High

Set date of completion Varies Guaranteed

Foundation Permanent, concrete or Generally permanent,
concrete block concrete or concrete block

Applicable codes Local or State State or HUD-Code 

Acquired from Local contractor Manufacturer or dealer

Site prep and finish work Local Contractor Local contractor or
“turnkey” finish crew 

Limit to builder location from site Varies 500 miles

Design variations Wide Moderate to narrow

Share of housing market Half 25-35%

Zoning restrictions None None to moderate

Market appeal Wide Wide 

SUMMARY
There are clear advantages to factory-built housing over site-built housing, many having to do with
containing cost and ensuring quality construction. As elucidated in this chapter, understanding the
differences should help the reader to decide whether modular and manufactured houses are a
viable alternative to site-built houses for their particular development project. The factory environ-
ment contributes to both cost savings and higher quality and helps to keep house construction on
schedule. Of the factory-built technologies available, manufactured and modular homes appear to
offer the best options for nonprofit developers of affordable housing on urban sites. The matrix
comparing factory-built and site-built housing is provided as an aid in the decision-making process.

Adapted from “Factory and Site-Built Housing—A Comparison for the 21st Century,” NAHB Research Center, 1998.

Housing Types

Single-family houses are usually built on site, in which all the 
materials needed to construct a house are delivered to the site 
in pieces, and a construction crew assembles them.  Houses 
can also be self-built by the family and friends, using either 
conventional construction materials or makeshift materi-
als such as those scavenged from other places and sources.  
Single-family houses can also use factory-built components, 
and are of four kinds:

manufactured houses
modular houses
panelized houses
pre-cut houses

This section will focus on modular housing as one high-quality, 
reliable, and expandable form of affordable housing.

The modules in modular housing are shipped from the factory 
to the site either ready to be finished inside and out or com-
plete with interior amenities, appliances, paint, carpet, and 
more.  A house is built in sections, transported to the site, and 
set on a foundation.  Many are two or three stories high and 
can consist of two to six modules or sections.

The State of New Mexico defines a modular structure as “any 
structure built for use or occupancy by persons or property, 
whether or not designed to be placed on a permanent founda-
tion.  Modular structures include factory-built buildings and 
subassemblies for manufactured residential and commercial 
units, modular homes and pre-manufactured homes.  Modular 
structure does not include non-assembled component parts 
that are subject to all permit and inspection requirements, or 
to manufactured housing structures that are subject to federal 
regulation.”

Affordability

Modular houses are constructed in an efficient and cost-ef-
fective way because they are built in a centralized, controlled 
environment and not subject to the many varying conditions 
of site construction.  Furthermore, once a house is ordered, 
the price is set and reliable, and unexpected price increases are 
highly unlikely.  

Housing production factories are most often in rural areas 
where prevailing wage rates are lower, and because modular 
housing is manufactured and shipped, so it can be produced 
in locations with low labor costs (such as Mexico) and shipped 
to places where the cost of housing is high.  Industry data 
shows that the labor cost component of a modular house is 
typically 8 to 12 percent to the total house construction cost, 
while the labor cost of a site-built house is upwards of 40 to 60 
percent of the total cost.

•
•
•
•

Above:  The table compares site-built houses with factory-built ones 
(including modular houses), and provides major characteristics as an aid 
to decision-making for the design and implementation of low-income 
housing projects.
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Working with permit officials:
The modular producer was much
more accustomed to working in
rural areas where “anything goes.”
City codes were much stricter and
there were tighter constraints to
design.
Reception by neighborhood:
Plans were taken to the neighbor-
hood, which had a well-organized
homeowner group. Brought in an
artist’s rendering of the plan and
made several minor design changes
after the meeting. 
Point of interest: Rural Housing
Institute, a nonprofit developer in
rural Iowa, became interested in
using modular homes. The organi-
zation worked with several manu-
facturers but found that they were
unable to accommodate the cus-
tomization they wanted. So they
opened their own 20,000-square-
foot modular housing plant. The
land was acquired through grants
and was in an industrial part of
town. The plant was built from
scratch. While starting up was not
an easy prospect, they’re now pro-
ducing homes and plan to produce
45 this year. They have worked out
great deals with local Iowa manu-
facturers like Pella Windows and
Amana to obtain products at low
costs.
For more information: See
www.ruralhomes.org. A modular housing unit being assembled on site with site-built porches 

and steep-pitch roofs in keeping with existing neighborhood character.

Production cycles are shorter—a site-built home can take more 
than 3 months from start to finish.  Site work, production, 
and set up of a modular house can take a month or less, 
depending on the complexity of the multi-section units.  
Shorter production cycles can mean savings on construction 
loan interest.

Replicability

Since modular housing is manufactured and shipped, 
hundreds of housing units can be produced.  A basic modular 
house can be about 300 square feet on one level and a 
maximum of 16 feet wide so that it may be loaded onto a truck 
and hauled to the site.

A small modular unit can also serve as an accessory dwelling 
to a larger unit (e.g. for grandparents or other extended family 
members), or a home office, a craft or music studio, living 
space for teenagers in the family, and so forth.  The unit can 
also be transported to different locations and become a field 
office for non-profit housing or development organizations, or 
housing for seasonal workers.

Design Quality

A missing component of modular housing has been popular 
appeal.  Popular appeal is essential for the long term viability 
of this technology, and it can be achieved through inspiration 
from widely-appreciated regional architectural traditions, 
attention to detail, and accommodating the comfort and future 
growth of residents.  If a family could buy a smaller house with 
the knowledge and confidence that the house can grow when 
their family does, then may be willing to accept a smaller and 
more efficient lifestyle, thus helping to conserve resources and 
energy costs.

Design innovations in modular housing (e.g. cleverly designed 
storage and sleeping areas) can provide a more spacious 
experience than mere square footage suggests.

Quality control is inherent in having houses produced in 
a factory setting with professionals who build houses on a 
daily basis.  Factory operations benefit from a federally or 
state supervised quality control program with independent 
inspection agencies.

Modular housing producers compete more directly with 
site builders in terms of design flexibility, amenities, and 
the ability to customize.  This is an important consideration 
for non-profit developers in urban areas who may require 
customization to maximize space, to fit homes on small lots, 
and to ensure production of a house that fits aesthetically into 
a region or neighborhood.

72

Project Name: ROAR Project

Location: Toledo, Ohio
Developer: Wallick Construction,

Columbus, Ohio, along with

Renaissance Ottowa Area

Residences, a nonprofit housing

group in Toledo.
Home Manufacturer: Unibilt

Industries, Inc.
Design: This large-scale scattered

infill project consisting of 50 homes

is, at press time, more than halfway

completed. The homes are all varia-

tions of three basic neo-Victorian

styles in sizes ranging from a

1,300-square-foot three-bedroom,

one-and-a-half bath home to a

1,500-square-foot four-bedroom

Colonial. Homes have front porches

and garages and feature fish-scale

siding, gable details, varying win-

dow sizes, and different colored

siding.
Why chose modular: Main rea-

son was to get the house up and

secured quickly to deter thieves and

vandals. Quicker production time

also helped save money on interest

on the construction loan.

Modular homes in foreground are virtually indistinguishable from older house at left (courtesy, Unibilt Industries, Inc.).

Above:  In order to fit into the neighborhood and to maximize square 
footage, these modular houses were designed with partial basements built 
to store each house’s mechanical systems.
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Katrina Cottage and Grow House Prototypes

An excellent example of the well-designed modular housing 
is the ongoing evolution of the Katrina Cottage, designed in 
the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina on the Gulf Coast.  The 
Katrina Cottages are designed to take advantage of the latest 
approaches in panelized construction techniques, and while 
initial designs range from 240 sq. ft. to 700 sq. ft., the homes 
can be expanded into full-size permanent homes going from 
1,500 sq. ft. to 2,500 sq. ft.  The structure can be built and 
delivered within three weeks.

Housing International, the manufacturer of the Katrina 
Cottage, is based in Sausalito, California.  Each automated 
factory can produce 8,000-12,000 homes per year for shipping 
anywhere in the world.  Housing International’s advantage 
is that it can create homes that are ready to assemble in 14 
to 20 days. They are packaged so efficiently that they can be 
shipped anywhere in the world in 4 weeks.  The design and 
production of these modular units offer a promising direction 
for ameliorating housing conditions in colonia neighborhoods 
as well.

Image of an early Katrina Cottage prototype ready to be delivered to the 
site on a flatbed trailer.  Each cottage contains a front porch with sitting 
space and living areas in the back.  The original cottage was designed 
to be highly price competitive with trailer homes, but is much better 
designed and much more durable.

Regulations

Modular homes are governed by the building code adopted 
by the state and amended by the community, although some 
states do not permit these codes to be amended at the local 
level.  Local codes only apply to foundation work, home instal-
lation, and site-built elements such as garages, porches, decks, 
and other finishing materials and touches.  For building code 
purposes, modular homes are similar to site-built homes.

Since they are seen as code-complying houses versus mobile 
or trailer homes (which are treated like vehicles), modular 
houses, are far less likely to be restricted by local zoning or 
building regulations than are manufactured homes.  Even 
so, modular houses often do suffer from comparisons with 
manufactured homes and are often considered to be “trailers 
without wheels,” which is inaccurate.

Constraints

Transportation constraints imposed by state highway regula-
tions limit modular houses to 76 foot lengths, approximately 
11 foot heights, and widths of 14 to 18 feet (wider with special 
permits).  These constraints can actually be an advantage 
for urban lots that are narrow and deep.  At the same time, 
transportation costs of the modules, when more than 250 to 
500 miles from the site, can significantly mitigate cost savings.  
The dimensional constraints can be leveraged into creative 
plan and section design, while transportation costs can be 
minimized by locating modular housing villages near factories, 
or for large-scale developments, to set up a new factory in the 
region.

In addition, contractors have to learn a new construction 
process, including ordering sections, obtaining permits, site 
preparation, foundation work, and setting up the complete 
house.  Similar obstacles may arise when obtaining approval 
from planning commissions and building inspectors who are 
unfamiliar with the logistics of modular housing.  Both these 
sets of constraints point to the need for an active public out-
reach process explaining the details and benefits of modular 
housing, such as:

meeting with neighborhood groups to show them visual 
illustrations and answer questions
explain how the designs will fit with regional architectural 
traditions and thus appreciate in value
emphasize that modular houses are placed on permanent 
foundations (and not driven away in the winter)
if necessary, arrange for a field trip to a successful 
modular housing project in the region
quality of design is key in not only keeping with or creating 
neighborhood character but also appreciating in value

•

•

•

•

•
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The Grow House 2 is an example of a well-designed, compact, and highly efficient modular house that can expanded over time as needs and resources 
increase.  The design of this modular house grew out of the Katrina Cottage designs, conceived originally as a 500 square foot house and a maximum of 
16 feet wide so that it can be loaded onto a truck.  Courtesy:  Marianne Cusato and Eric Moser.

LONG TERM: Phase 3          1,262 TOTAL SQ.FT.
Lot fills out with possible garage and  courtyard.

IMMEDIATE:   Phase 1      420 SQ.FT.
Cottage nestles to frontage line

NEAR TERM: Phase 2                     842 SQ.FT.
2 story back building is directly attached.

PHASE 2: 
FIRST FLOOR

SECOND FLOORPHASE 1: 
FIRST FLOOR

GROW HOUSE 2
MARIANNE CUSATO AND ERIC MOSER

These are conceptual illustrations, and not intended for any 
planning or construction activity.  Copy right Marianne Cusato 
and Eric Moser 2006, all rights reserved.

GROW HOUSE 2
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7 :  I M P L E M E N T A T I O N

A Model Code

This code represents a model for both settling a new colonia, as well as improving an existing colonia. The diagrams on these 
pages show the sequence of subdividing a given area at a walkable scale, using the six rules for placemaking as applied to a 
theoretical site. 

• 1. Location - flat, well drained, adjacent to existing services.
• 2. Health - basic utilities of water, sewer, power, refuse. 
• 3. Public Space - plaza - the colonia is organized around a public plaza. 
• 4. Public Space - streets - streets radiate from the plaza in a connected network. 
• 5. Private Space - lots - blocks are divided into a variety of sizes of lots with narrow edge toward the street. 
• 6. Private Space -shelter - a variety of house types is included to provide for a healthy range of ages, incomes, and family sizes.   

Accessory dwellings and live-work buildings enhance the interconnected social network of colonias by allowing extended family 
living quarters,  home businesses, and local retail space. 

A. Site.

To create a colonia or lower-
income neighborhood, a flat, well-
drained site is chosen near existing 
development. The site shall be 
subdivided further into blocks.  Lots 
nearer the center of the colonia are 
of an urban scale, with the larger lots 
put at the periphery of the site.  Sites 
which are 1 acre or larger shall be 
subdivided.  

B. Introduce Streets

Subdivide the site into additional 
blocks by introducing streets through 
the site.  The pattern shall be 
interconnected, and easily expanded 
as the colonia grows.  Block size 
shall have a maximum of 350’ on 
any side.  Streets may be orthagonal,  
organic, or a mix in layout design, 
but in any case must be connected.  
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Basic Diagrams Examples of Illustrative Plan
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C. Introduce Alleys

Access to blocks and individual lots/
parcels is allowed by alley/lane, side 
street or, in the case of residential 
development, via small side drives 
accessing multiple dwellings.  The 
intent is to maintain the continuity of 
the streetscape without interruptions,  
such as multiple driveway access, 
and allow a place for utilities and 
services.   Alleys can be ‘T’ or ‘L’ 
shaped in configuration, or access 
shared common areas, such as in a 
compound (not shown here). 
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D. Introduce Lots

Lots/parcels are introduced on each 
block.  These lots/parcels are for the 
purpose of design and reflect the 
minimum area needed to effectively 
design corresponding housing types.  
There should be a mix of housing 
types in a project - single family, 
accessory dwellings, townhouses, 
apartments, duplexes, triplexes, and 
live-work.  Lot configurations may 
also include shared common areas, 
such as in a compound (not shown 
here). 
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E. Introduce Projects

Each lot is designed to receive an 
appropriate housing type and can 
be arranged to suit the particular 
organization of buildings desired for 
each particular block.  Buildings shall 
follow the regulations on following 
pages. 
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Basic DiagramsExamples of Illustrative Plan
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Plaza - at the center of the colonia is a public plaza surrounded by walk-
able scale blocks, and a connected street grid.

Compound block - this block, also subdivided into individual lots of 
varying size, contains a shared public space at its center. 

Alley block - this block is subdivided into individual lots, with an alley in 
the middle - utilities and services, as well as parking access is via the alley.

7 :  I M P L E M E N T A T I O N

A Model Code - continued

An illustrative sample of the model code is shown here in 
sequence. 

To begin, a flat, well-drained site is chosen near existing 
development. The site is divided into blocks, with one or 1/2 
block at the center of the colonia reserved for a public space, 
that is, a plaza.  Lots nearer the center of the colonia are of 
an urban scale, with the larger lots put at the periphery of the 
site.  The lots surrounding the plaza are appropriate for live-
work - with small offices and business enlivening the public 
realm of the plaza.  

The blocks are further subdivided into individual lots and 
parcels.  The block types include alley and compound blocks, 
shown at right.  Though illustrated as orthogonal and regular, 
alleys can be configured in ‘T’ or ‘L’ shapes to accommodate 
trapezoidal block shapes or topographical conditions.  The 
compound block type allows for a large common space 
at its center, which is used for common purposes such as 
agriculture, parking in and/or play area.  This typology is very 
common to New Mexican communities and colonias.  Utilities 
and services are located in the alley, for ease of connection 
and repair.  Houses face the fronts of lots.  Parking areas are 
designated at the rear lots, and are accessed via the alley.  
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Placement -  rules for placement on a lot.  Setback may be 0’ on one side 
if construction meets local fire code regulations.  

Model lot - a possible variation of house on lot meeting the code require-
ments.  

Height - transparent volume represents the envelope in which building 
may occur

Rules for developing individual lots are given here.  These 
represent minimum standards for placement of houses of 
various types on the lot.  Standards were developed with 
precedents in mind, enhancing the best regional traditions 
of New Mexico and the positive urban aspects of certain 
colonias. 

Placement refers to location on site where building and 
parking areas might be located.  Parking is provided at the 
rear of the site - it may be accessed by rear alleys.  In special 
cases, as reviewed and approved by the local jurisdiction, rear 
parking areas may be access from narrow drives from the 
front of the lot along the side property line.   This should be 
avoided where possible, as the safety and walkable scale of 
the street are negatively affected by consistent drive cuts in 
front-loaded parking access situations (typically seen in sprawl 
suburbs).  The 0’ side setback on one side is allowed (when 
provisions for local fire codes are met) to allow the types of 
denser development commonly seen in colonias.  

Height refers to the envelope where the volume of the house 
may sit.  The 28’ height is a typical height for residential 
development, and maintains the proper scale for colonias.  

Exceptions to placement and height must be reviewed and 
approved by the governing local authority to ensure the 
intents of these standards are met.  

5’ rear setback

building 
placement

10’ side setback

5’ front setback

parking 
placement

Lot

28’ height 
maximum

Note:  Site walls 
may occur at all 
property lines, 
limit of 4’ at front.

lot fro
ntsidewalk

lot rear
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Recommended Policies

The population of southern New Mexico, including the city of 
Sunland Park and the U.S.-Mexico border region, is expected 
to continue to grow, driving an increasing demand for 
affordable housing, economic development, and urban design 
to guide commercial investment.  Significant benefits to the 
colonias and their residents can be derived by offering a range 
of solutions, and targeting resources and initiatives.  Through 
partnerships among non-profit organizations and foundations, 
local, state, and federal governments, the private sector (e.g. 
financial institutions, real estate investors), and the residents 
themselves, innovative strategies for the future development 
of colonias can be highly effective.

The policy aim should probably not be to prohibit 
developments from happening in the first place (which was 
the early policy response of the Federal and Texas governments 
in the case of colonias), but instead to work creatively in order 
to provide greater protection for homesteaders, and to offer 
a raft of incentives that will achieve the following: i) enhance 
self-help development of communities; ii) assist in the 
improvement of infrastructure to minimally acceptable levels; 
iii) develop finance systems capable of underwriting house 
purchase and sales at around the $30K—$40K level; and iv), 
to generally make such land and housing markets work more 
effectively.  A number of mechanisms will help improve market 
operations and ensure greater equity growth for homesteaders 
:  land and contract regularization or conversion to warranty 
deeds, low transaction costs for title transfer, finance 
institution support to enhance lot and property sales and 
exchange, and more assiduous property tax assessment.

Any policy recommendations and strategies must be preceded 
by our ability to truly understand informal homestead 
subdivisions for what they are:  rational responses to low-
wage and to low-income structures, tied to the desire to 
share in the dream of homeownership.  In these ways and 
more, low-income housing in colonia neighborhoods can be 
solutions.  In metropolitan areas, colonias serve as relatively 
stable sources of housing for low income residents.  Housing 
opportunities must be seen in the context of the regional 
housing market; for example,  in  rural areas colonies serve the 
function of a hamlet.  In the urban areas of parts of Texas and 
New Mexico, colonias serve as reserves of affordable housing 
for the region.

7 .  I M P L E M E N T A T I O N

Affordability Strategies

Because colonias serve as prime locations for affordable 
housing in the border states, it is important to pursue 
strategies that will continue to make housing more affordable 
and at the same time viable.  There are a number of design 
strategies that can be utilized to make housing more 
affordable.  One such strategy is to link a principal unit to a 
rental unit.  This enables income boosting and the payment 
of the monthly mortgage.  Another is through land subsidies 
or land sharing, which entails receiving a portion of free land 
from a higher revenue-generating retail, commercial or market-
rate land development.

Two other strategies focus on enabling the residents 
themselves to participate in the work.  Residents may be 
provided with unfinished shells for self-help improvements.  
This not only encourages the residents themselves to be more 
involved in the process, but also promotes development by 
encouraging people to learn good technical skills.  Similarly, 
another strategy is to provide basic site amenities such as 
plinths, which are bases and foundations on which to build 
housing structures, as well as water and sewage connections 
for self-building.  This strategy promotes the development of 
human capital as residents learn useful skills necessary for the 
construction of homes.  Furthermore, it promotes community 
development because most of these projects require the 
participation and input of multiple people in the area, which 
leads to increased community ties and involvement.

Legal and Finance Tool Sets

Though such strategies make housing more affordable, it is 
also necessary to examine financing mechanisms and tools 
available to fund such projects.  The “tool sets” are as follows:

Tool Set #1: Regulate the Private Housing Market
Tool Set #2: Create Nonprofit-Owned Affordable Housing
Tool Set #3: Increase Affordable Homeownership 
Opportunities
Tool Set #4: Resident-Controlled Limited-Equity 
Ownership
Tool Set #5: Leverage Market-Rate Development

These tool sets of strategies and funding sources are described 
in the following sections.  Several of these tools were derived 
from Policy Link, a national research and action institute 
advancing economic and social equity (website:  
http://www.policylink.org).

•
•
•

•

•
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Tool Set #1:  Regulate the Private Housing Market

This tool set focuses on the regulations and ordinances that 
control the housing market, which means that its primary 
focus is to work within and through the local and state 
governments to affect change that will thereby aid the colonia.  
The first of these strategies is to prepare a special colonia 
subdivision ordinance that sets out requirements tailored to 
the nature of the colonias.  Such an ordinance should be based 
on the model code described in this report, and could include 
reduced infrastructure burdens for streets and a lower ongoing 
maintained cost for infrastructure.  Also, local governments 
should plan for lower ongoing maintenance costs for 
infrastructure by initially creating infrastructure that requires 
less maintenance such as passive storm water retention 
systems.  Also tied in to this strategy is the planned and 
expected public sector commitment to the provision of public 
goods within the colonia.  Local government must understand 
the financial capability of the residents within the colonia 
and must plan to be able to provide more public goods and 
services than may be otherwise necessary in higher-income or 
more mixed-income locations.

A key code intervention is changing density designations in 
building type for particular sites, especially those owned by 
institutions—for example, by allowing accessory dwelling and 
live/work building types, or smaller, higher density units on 
land developed by churches and social service organizations.

Furthermore, another strategy focuses on the platting for 
conventional sale of subdivided land.  By dividing land in 
smaller or more affordable lots, it creates more opportunities 
for low-income property ownership as well as allows 
developers to create more affordable housing.  Finally, local 
governments could consider partnerships with private 
developers by allowing them access to submarket costs 
of funds for public improvements through the creation of 
infrastructure districts.  One example of this is found in the 
Anthony colonia in Las Cruces, New Mexico where Tierra 
Del Sol, a nonprofit community group, formed a Water and 
Sanitation District that has allowed them to provide water and 
other services to the Anthony colonia.

A special code for regulating colonia neighborhoods would encourage 
affordable housing types such as single houses, accessory dwellings, and 
bungalow courts--all of which retain the character of detached houses 
while becoming more affordable through smaller lot and house sizes.

The code would also encourage medium-desnsity house types such as 
rowhouses and live/work units which help reduce costs in a number 
of ways such as shared walls and work spaces that can help generate 
additional income for the family.
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In addition to these approaches, there is also the possibility of 
utilizing rent control, just cause eviction standards, conversion 
controls, and transfer taxes.  Rent control and just cause 
eviction standards help to protect low-income tenants by 
ensuring that their rents may only increase by set percentages 
each year and by ensuring that they cannot be unjustifiably 
evicted from their residences.  There are a variety of Legal 
Aid groups available that work to establish such policy.  The 
Center for Community Change is a lobbying organization that 
works to mobilize grassroots organizations to enhance their 
leadership and to help them get their voices heard in local and 
national governments.  One of their campaigns is the Housing 
Trust Fund project, which is working to obtain and then to 
manage Housing Trust Funds, or funds granted through 
legislation, resolutions or ordinances that must be expended 
on affordable housing.

Another group is the National Economic and Development 
Law Center, which similarly focuses on helping to develop 
networks and mobilize efforts to advocate change.  The 
National Housing Law Project works to advance housing 
justice by increasing the supply of affordable housing and 
improving housing conditions as well as by expanding tenants’ 
and homeowners’ rights.  This is accomplished through the 
provision of legal assistance, advice and housing expertise 
to legal services and other attorneys.  Finally the National 
Lawyer’s Guild, an organization of lawyers, students and other 
legal workers, is an organization focused more generally on the 
change and improvement of the structure of our political and 
economic system.  They both advise grassroots movements 
and lobby themselves to improve the nation’s justice system. 

Resources on the web:
Center for Community Change:
http://www.communitychange.org
National Economic and Development Center:
http://www.insightcced.org
National Housing Law Project:  http://www.nhlp.org
National Lawyer’s Guild:  http://www.nlg.org

•

•

•
•

7 .  I M P L E M E N T A T I O N

Tool Set #2:  Create Nonprofit-Owned Affordable Housing

The second toolset focuses on the provision of moneys 
for nonprofit organization to purchase and develop afford-
able housing within the colonias.  The resources that exist 
are many, but they must be made available and organiza-
tions must know how to access them in order for them to be 
utilized.  These resources include loans from banks, philan-
thropy or other nonprofit organizations, grants or loans from 
government agencies, and equity from investors or sponsors.  
Furthermore, nonprofit organizations can work to provide 
technical services to home owners so that people can learn 
about financing mechanisms, how to obtain them and how to 
manage their finances.

There are a number of groups that work to obtain money to fi-
nance affordable housing developments.  One group, the Local 
Initiative Support Corporation, is a national organization that 
works to mobilize corporate, government and philanthropic 
support to help local community development organizations.  
They help to provide loans, grants and other funds to nonprof-
its, working with the groups to identify the greatest community 
needs and projects that will target these needs.  In the past, 
LISC has helped about 2,800 organizations build or rehabili-
tate 215,000 homes.

Another organization that focuses on the financing of afford-
able housing and other projects is the Enterprise Founda-
tion.  One branch of this foundation, Enterprise Community 
Partners, works to provide affordable housing to low-income 
people by providing loans, grants, and expertise to community 
and housing developers.  Another branch, Enterprise Commu-
nity Investment, offers tax credit financing and asset manage-
ment services, partnering with other investors and developers 
to provide the necessary finance mechanisms to low-income 
populations.  Other such resources include the Corporation 
for Supportive Housing and the Neighborhood Reinvestment 
Corporation, which also work to provide loans and finance 
mechanisms to be able to develop affordable housing.
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This toolset includes a variety of other strategies.   Workforce 
housing utilizes the resources of major employers to provide 
housing assistance to seasonal labor.  In the colonias, many 
of the people have seasonal jobs because they work in the 
agricultural industry that does not have demand for people 
year round.  Workforce housing, then, encourages employers 
to help provide housing and to join with other key employers 
with opposite seasons to be able to provide housing all year.  
Another strategy is to utilize sweat equity and revolving loan 
funds.  Revolving loan funds are pools of public and private-
sector funds that recycle money as loans are repaid, meaning 
that as businesses or other organizations are able to pay off 
old loans, they are reissued new loans.  This helps to create 
dependable financing sources for long-term development and 
to fill credit gaps for people and businesses that would not 
necessarily be able to qualify for the funds.  Sweat equity is 
the contribution of time and effort in place of actual capital; 
Habitat for Humanity utilizes this mechanism by requiring that 
families who cannot afford homes contribute some amount 
of labor to the construction of their own homes to further 
decrease construction costs.

 In addition to these mechanisms, there already exists some 
government legislation that mandates the participation of 
community businesses and organizations in creating afford-
able housing.  Under the Community Reinvestment Act of 
1977, “regulated financial institutions have continuing and 
affirmative obligations to help meet the credit needs of the 
local communities in which they are chartered.”  However, it 
remains necessary for the government to ensure compliance 
with this act.  As in the case of the other mechanisms, there 
are organizations and legislation that currently exist, it is nec-
essary to tap into the resources they provide.

Resources on the web:
Local Initiative Support Corporation: http://www.lisc.org
The Enterprise Foundation: 
http://www.enterprisecommunity.org
Corporation for Supportive Housing: http://www.csh.org
Neighborhood Reinvestment Corporation: 
http://www.nw.org/network/home.asp

•
•

•
•

Enterprise Community Partners joined with Providence Community 
Housing to create a vibrant mixed-income community with 1,500 new 
affordable homes in New Orleans in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.

Nuevo Amanecer Apartments in Pajaro, California was partially funded 
by the Local Initiative Support Corporation and contains low-income 63 
apartments, 26 of which are reserved for farm worker families.

Nuevo Amanecer Apartments
Pajaro, California
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Tool Set #3:
Increase Affordable Homeownership Opportunities

Like Tool Set #2, this tool set focuses on the provision of 
public funding and subsidies through low-interest loans 
or grants to both developers and buyers so that affordable 
homeownership is made possible.  The tool sets differ 
primarily in that Tool Set #2 is focused on the acquisition 
of housing by non-profit organizations to rent or sell to 
individuals and families, while this toolset is focused on 
the acquisition of housing by the individuals and families 
themselves.  The strategies in this toolset include sweat equity 
housing, as mentioned above, nonprofit development of For-
Sale Housing, and the financing by state agencies of below-
market mortgages.  As aforementioned, Habitat for Humanity 
works with families and individuals to build homes that are 
ultimately turned over to the residences.  These arrangements 
require that each person whose name will be on the mortgage 
put in about 500 hours of labor into the building of the home.

ACORN Housing Corporation and NeighborWorks 
Network also work to make affordable housing available.  
NeighborWorks achieves this focus by partnering with various 
organizations across the U.S. to provide technical assistance, 
financial support, and training to community developments.  
Additionally, NeighborWorks is involved in national efforts, 
including the NeighborWorks Campaign for Homeownership, 
which works with about 160 organizations to help low-income 
people become homeowners.  ACORN Housing Corporation 
focuses more on the provision of counseling services to low-
income people.  They offer one-on-one counseling in mortgage 
financing and first-time homeownership courses.  Additionally, 
they help potential homeowners obtain low-interest loans 
through their lending partnerships.

Resources on the web:
Habitat for Humanity:  http://www.habitat.org
ACORN Housing Corporation:
http://acornhousing.org/index.php
NeighborWorks Network:
http://www.nw.org/network/home.asp

•
•

•

7 .  I M P L E M E N T A T I O N

Tool Set #4: 
Encourage Resident-Controlled Limited-Equity Ownerships

This toolset focuses on ensuring that units are and continue to 
be low-cost to potential owners and developers.  Strategies to 
achieve this goal include the use of deeds that stipulate price 
parameters, the establishment of low-income housing trusts, 
providing assistance to nonprofit developers, land banking 
for future sites, and allowing residents to own their own units 
with limited ownership contracts to make it more affordable to 
initial buyers and future owners.  Ownership may be limited by 
designating units as limited-equity condominiums, which are 
condominiums that cannot be bought or sold for more than a 
price set by a formula.

Another mechanism is the limited-equity cooperative, which 
allows for shared ownership of the home by all of the people 
who live in it, whether it is a home, apartment complex, 
townhome, etc.  These cooperatives do not require that 
members have a mortgage; instead each member owns shares 
in the corporation made up of all of the residents in the unit 
and thereby participates in the governance in the unit.  The 
National Association of Housing Cooperatives is comprised 
of housing cooperatives, mutual housing associations, and 
other resident-owned or controlled housing.  Its mission 
is to represent, inform, and serve these organizations.  
This includes networking and counseling services and 
representation before the federal government.

The Urban Homesteading Assistance Board (UHAB) is similar 
in that it works both to create cooperatives and then to assist 
them after their creation.  This includes the provision of 
counseling and training, as well as crisis intervention, loan 
packaging, and low-cost member services like group fire and 
liability insurance, legal assistance and monthly bookkeeping.  
UHAB also helps by providing classes on all stages of the 
co-op development process so that tenants will have the 
skills necessary to control and maintain control of their own 
housing.

Finally, there are community land trusts (CLTs), which are 
private non-profit corporations that work to acquire land for 
the benefit of a community to be used to create access to 
affordable housing.  The Institute for Community Economics, 
or ICE, established the community land trust model in 
the 1960s and, in the years following, worked with local 
organizations to establish local CLTs.  Now they provide 
technical assistance and counseling for the management of 
CLTs through the provision of courses as well as financial 
assistance through its Revolving Loan Fund.
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The Sawmill Community Land Trust (SCLT), formed in 1997 to 
serve the Albuquerque area, is currently working to reclaim 27 
acres of land to be built into a livable community, known as 
the Arbolera de Vida in the Sawmill area.  The SCLT works to 
gain control over local land use and to reduce absentee owner-
ship in order to provide affordable housing to lower income 
residents and to allow for resident control of their neighbor-
hood.  The organization was initially established because Saw-
mill, with its proximity to the downtown business district and 
Historic Old Town area, was becoming increasingly costly and 
forcing current homeowners out.  As a response, the SCLT is 
working to develop the currently vacant property north of Old 
Town to provide affordable housing to these residents.

Resources on the web:
Institute for Community Economics:  http://www.iceclt.org
National Association of Housing Cooperatives:
http://www.coophousing.org
Urban Homesteading Assistance Board:
http://www.uhab.org
Sawmill Community Land Trust:  
http://www.sawmillclt.org

•
•

•

•

Tool Set #5:  Leverage Market-Rate Development

Tool Set #5 is a set of strategies that use local government and 
city planning mechanisms to provide lower cost housing.  One 
of these strategies is local tax increment financing for public 
improvements.  This system utilizes future tax gains to finance 
the projects that will achieve those gains.  For example, if new 
water treatment system is installed in an area that does not 
currently have one, property values in the area will increase, 
thereby increasing the taxable property and tax gains.  The 
money that will be gained from those improvements is the tax 
increment, which, in tax increment financing is used initially to 
finance the improvement.

Another strategy is to utilize inclusionary zoning, which refers 
to the practice of ensuring that affordable housing is included 
in a city plan.  A final strategy is to utilize linkage fees, as-
sessed on new industrial, commercial and office develop-
ment.  This means that fees collected from other development 
projects may be utilized to undercut the costs of residential 
development in order that it would be more affordable to low-
income populations.

The Innovative Housing Institute works to advise developers 
in the creation of housing for mixed-income areas.  They have 
worked with city planners in inclusionary zoning as well as 
provided assistance to local developers, local governments, 
housing associations and community organizations.

Resources on the web:
Innovative Housing Institute:  http://www.inhousing.org•

ARBOLERA DE VIDA is an innovative mixed-use, master planned 
community on 27 acres of vacant property in Old Town, Albuquerque built 
by the Sawmill Community Land Trust.
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7 .  I M P L E M E N T A T I O N

Conclusion:  Social Organization

Due to the extended kinships, similar points of migration 
origin, and common economic struggles, residents of colonias 
find the colonia to be at least a partial solution to the socio-
economic fragmentation and isolation experienced by many 
lower-income families.  These internal and external networks 
require institutional support from nonprofit organizations and 
local government to be able to foster a continued sense of 
connection.  In addition, the morphology of urban form and 
patterns of building affects the sense of social connection, 
for example, via the creation of a viable public realm or 
architectural elements, such as porches, that encourage face-
to-face interaction.

In addition to the design and implementation strategies 
outlined in this report, there is a concurrent need to encourage 
social engagement in order to effectuate and sustain colonia 
improvements.  Effective engagement includes:

Organizational capacity:  Residents possessing or 
developing the collective ability to participate in the 
planning and design of their neighborhoods
Effective participation:  Truly collaborative and productive 
involvement will have a lot to do with the long-term 
viability of colonias
Project management:  There is a need for facilitation of 
collective financing and self-build approaches that are 
coordinated

Furthermore, social diversity is essential because it ensures 
better access for all social groups -- it nurtures what is known 
as the “geography of opportunity.”  Studies by sociologists 
indicate that if people are confined to a social environment 
with concentrated problems, a variety of life chances are 
diminished, such as employment information, networks for 
economic mobility, and health care.  Children growing up 
in neighborhoods of diminished resources are negatively 
impacted because student achievement is significantly 
influenced by classmates and their families, not just teachers.  
Research shows that the concentration of social disadvantages 
lead to an increase in crime rates.

Because of concentrated social conditions like joblessness, the 
segregated neighborhood is more likely to experience property 
disinvestment, housing abandonment, and the withdrawal of 
commercial activity.  Loss of consumer income means loss of 
consumer demand and a depleted retail sector.  Low-income 
neighborhoods will have to tax themselves at a much higher 
rate to receive a comparable level of service.  Diversity is also 
essential for making sure that groups can share interests and 
build political effectiveness.  Social segregation, by limiting 
this power, limits the degree to which physical improvements  
-- facilities like schools and parks -- are likely to be funded.

•

•

• There are a number of ways of increasing social diversity in 
low-income colonia neighborhoods:

Increase the middle class:  Help households build 
wealth and move up a portion of the population, thereby 
increasing access to social and financial resources, which 
are assets for the whole neighborhood.  One strategy is 
to conduct asset-mapping, which is a documentation 
and analysis of whatever human, financial, and material 
resources each colonia neighborhood possesses, rather 
than simply fixating on the problems.
Integration:  Relocation of colonia populations to mixed-
income neighborhoods, which require public subsidy (e.g. 
vouchers), or the existence of non-concentrated affordable 
housing options.  One possible drawback of this approach 
is the loss of existing social networks through the 
dispersal of the colonia populations.
Limited gentrification:  Facilitate the location of those with 
more access to resources within the colonias, through 
the provision of slightly higher-end housing or smaller 
households (e.g. single professionals or couples without 
children) who wish to live a more compact and walkable 
lifestyle.

With the design and implementation strategies presented in 
this report, transformed colonia housing and neighborhoods 
can be the solutions of well-designed and equity-building 
affordable housing, and the legitimate and vibrant 
neighborhoods that many families with modest resources are 
searching for on the New Mexico / Mexico border.

•

•

•
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