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With oil prices climbing, it seems natural that affordable housing
developers would work energy-saving sustainability into their
designs. But it doesn’t work that way, says consultant and
architect Rosemary Dolata.

Dolata, who also has worked as a nonprofit housing developer,
spoke Tuesday during a “Food for Thought” presentation held by
the American Institute Architects St. Paul chapter. She recently
earned a master’s degree in sustainability from the University of
Minnesota, and her presentation was a distillation of her
master’s thesis.

Numerous barriers to sustainable design exist in the affordable
housing market, she told a roomful of roughly 50 architects in
St. Paul’s Landmark Center.

Lack of affordable housing funding, in general, is perhaps the
chief roadblock, says Dolata, whose thesis surveyed several
international research papers while incorporating her own
analysis of Minnesota’s nonprofit developers. (Her paper is
online at conservancy.umn.edu, key phrase “Rosemary Dolata.”)

Funding problems essentially stem from the nation’s viewpoint that affordable housing is not a
basic right, she says. As a result, its creation — usually financed by state and federal
government agencies, municipalities and private nonprofits — is complex and burdensome.

That means affordable housing projects take longer to complete, jacking up their costs and
further inhibiting sustainable design, Dolata says.

Other factors such as regulations and the requirements of key government funders at the
Minnesota Housing Finance Agency (MHFA) and the U.S. Housing and Urban Development
department also hinder sustainability, she says.

Complicating matters even more, Dolata says, are common misperceptions about the overall
costs of sustainability. Developers balk at sustainable design in the belief that such elements
waste money, she says, but they fail to consider the long-term benefits.

“It feels like it’s extra things being put on, like you’d frost a cake,” she says. That can keep
planners from considering ideas — like extra insulation or shade-producing roof overhangs —
that reduce energy costs over the life of the building, she says.

So what to do? Dolata suggested that the architects play an active role in fostering
sustainability in the affordable housing space.

They can help educate the public about what sustainable design really means, thereby driving
consumer demand for greener buildings, she says.

They can also play a role by advocating for changes to regulations and building requirements.
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She pointed out that, from her vantage point on the fourth floor of the Landmark Center, the
MHFA’s offices were just across the street.

The three architects on the MHFA staff are accessible, she says. And because it is a state
agency, it has some influence over legislative policy in addition to its oversight of state
affordable housing construction policies.

Finally, she says, architects interested in sustainable affordable housing must educate
themselves about new ways to collaborate in the building process, particularly in the
beginning design stages. They should also learn more about how funding streams work,
something she says they often don’t bother with.

“If we understand how these things each affect the other,” she says, “maybe we have a better
chance of figuring out the solutions.”

Asked if she was optimistic about that, she joked, “My name is Rosie. I have no choice.”

Craig Rafferty, principle architect at Rafferty, Rafferty, Tollefson, Lindeke Architects in St.
Paul, called the presentation an eye-opener.

It forced him, Rafferty said, to look at sustainability from beyond his usual perspective as a
designer and to consider such factors as collaboration, funding mechanisms and the
regulations developers must obey that tend to stifle sustainability.

“She is pulling it all together,” Rafferty says. “Frankly, if we are talking about integrated
design, then why don’t we have some integrated planning for the process? We don’t have
that.”

Nathan Johnson, president-elect of the AIA’s St. Paul chapter and a partner at the 4rm+ula
architectural firm, organized the “Food for Thought” program, which the group holds three
times yearly.

He said that Dolata was selected for the program partly because of her recent scholarly work,
the likes of which is lacking in affordable housing sustainability.
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