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				It is a fresh and continuous robbery, that goes on every day and every hour.
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				The center was not holding.
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			PREFACE

			

			IF YOU ASKED a stadium full of people to close their eyes and imagine what the American dream means to them, a large percentage of the crowd would be thinking of a home. Different homes, no doubt. A ranch house in the suburbs, a fortieth-floor condominium in Manhattan, a one-bedroom apartment in a new country where the kids will get a shot that the parents never had. A home is rarely just a roof over our heads. It’s a roof in a bright city, or a neighborhood near work and family, close to a freeway or train stop, with parks and a stretch of water, maybe a street full of shops and restaurants. A good school, a field to plow, a welcoming church, a Sunday drum circle. Home is a private space, and yet it’s the community of work and social life that determines where we want it. It’s the dream of being as close as possible to the lives we wish to have.

			Around the world and country, that dream is under threat. In the United States, the homeownership rate for young adults is at a multi-decade low, and about a quarter of tenant households spend more than half their income on rent. Homelessness is increasing, eviction displaces about a million households a year, and about four million people spend at least three hours commuting to and from work. One need only look out an airplane window to see that this has nothing to do with a lack of space. It’s the concentration of opportunity and the rising cost of being near it. It says much about today’s winner-take-all economy that many of the cities with the most glaring epidemics of homelessness are growing technology and finance centers where good-paying jobs are plentiful and industries of the future are on the rise. California, home of the nation’s worst housing crisis, has the dubious distinction of having somehow managed to produce some of the highest wages in America as well as the highest state poverty rate once the cost of housing is figured in.

			This didn’t happen all at once. It has become a popular narrative, at least in a certain kind of high-cost city, to say that the reason housing has become so expensive is that working-class neighborhoods are being gentrified, foreign investors are parking money in U.S. condominiums, houses and apartments are being commodified by hedge funds, and companies like Airbnb are turning rental buildings into hotels. These things are all happening, and they’ve been exacerbated by years of federal disinvestment in affordable housing, a tax code that subsidizes wealthy homeowners at the expense of poor renters, and a building industry that hasn’t had any meaningful innovation in decades.

			But underneath all that is a larger disease, which is a dire shortage of available housing in places where people and companies want to live, along with tectonic changes in how today’s technology-centric economy operates. Unlike in the past, when good-paying manufacturing work spread widely across the country and took middle-class wealth beyond cities into small towns, the new economy is more unequal by nature, and its companies tend to cluster around dense metropolitan areas. This has fueled a resurgence in American downtowns and tons of new jobs for people with a wide range of skill levels, but because U.S. cities don’t accommodate new people or housing nearly as well or as eagerly as they used to, the growth has caused new residents and speculators to bid up prices of the not-enough housing that already exists.

			For the past several decades, America has by and large solved its housing needs by building progressively cheaper neighborhoods progressively farther out. It has forever changed the landscape and upended our governance as well. In effect, we shattered urban regions into a constellation of smallish cities and reactionary single-family house neighborhoods whose influence over local land use decisions give them an astounding amount of control over how much shelter we build, where, and at what cost. These decisions have huge implications beyond housing. Rising housing costs are a main driver—arguably the main driver—of segregation, income inequality, and racial and generational wealth gaps. You can’t talk about educational inequities or the shrinking middle class without talking about how much it costs to live near good schools and high-paying jobs. Transportation accounts for about a third of the nation’s carbon dioxide emissions, so there’s no serious plan for climate change that doesn’t begin with a conversation about how to alter the urban landscape so that people can live closer to work.

			One way or the other, many of the biggest challenges in America are at some level a housing problem, which is why there is now tremendous pressure on cities to abandon the old pattern of building subdivisions on distant cow pastures and instead to favor taller, denser buildings in places where people already live. The meaning of density varies, from condo towers in the urban core to triplex apartment buildings and backyard cottages in the enclaves of single-family houses beyond. Either way, as cities drive to put more housing in established neighborhoods, the result has been a furious clash over growth, class, preservation, quality of life, and the environment.

			The story of modern America is the story of a nation struggling to reconcile the way things are today versus the way we think they used to be. Housing is a central narrative here as well, and like so much of contemporary society that story begins at the end of World War II. In October 1945, a month after the war ended, Life magazine ran a thirteen-page spread titled “The California Way of Life.” The idea was to use California as a window into postwar trends—the state “may in time radically influence the pattern of life in America as a whole,” the magazine wrote—and they did it by profiling three Los Angeles families who made $50,000 a year, $10,000 a year, and $3,000 a year (about $700,000, $140,000, and $42,000, respectively, in 2019 dollars).

			The rich family, the Stotharts, lived in a big house in Santa Monica with a live-in cook and four cars. The middle family, the Campbells, were nearby in a West Los Angeles ranch house with a pool on a three-quarter-acre lot. No servants, two cars. The surprise was the third family, which was headed by a fireman named LeRoy Loeffler. The Loefflers lived in a six-room bungalow in Glendale that was full of modern appliances and had a backyard patio and lemon tree. “The Campbells do not live as differently from the Loefflers as might be supposed from the difference in incomes,” Life noted.

			There’s plenty about this picture that we can’t or don’t want to go back to. All of the families were white. Women’s lives are described in terms of shopping trips and social circles. Life made casual mention of the Stotharts’ “Negro cook” and no mention of the black families across the nation who were being denied access to the federally backed loans that the Loefflers bought their house with. Circa 1945, Life also seemed to operate under an assumption of endless open space connected by endless open freeways. The wrongs of the past are so easy to identify that it can be hard to appreciate the pieces that feel right. What feels right about the story isn’t the style of the houses or the size of their respective yards, but that it defines affluence in terms of breadth. It’s a picture that can’t be reproduced today, when the California housing story is about a growing market for homes that cost $30 million and up, Silicon Valley software engineers who consider a $400,000 annual salary middle-class, and teachers who get up at 4:00 a.m. to drive to work and along the way pass tent cities under freeways.

			This book is about that new, less flattering version of California. Most of it takes place in the San Francisco Bay Area, the nation’s foremost center of technology and a place where housing costs are routinely described as “a crisis.” The region’s cost problems are so long-standing and extreme that it provides a bright and fully formed picture of how housing goes wrong and the mix of solutions that can help fix it. But San Francisco is just an exaggerated example of the geographic inequalities that are rising in tandem with global income and wealth gaps, and a cautionary tale of what happens when you combine a high-performing economy with decades of antigrowth sentiment. You can find the same basic story, in different shades and tones, in Seattle, Minneapolis, and Nashville, or Vancouver, London, and Berlin—cities that are economically leaving their peers and where a steep rise in housing costs has made it harder for lower-income people to benefit from the fruits of growth.

			City planners started documenting the urban housing shortage in the 1970s, and in the decades since economists have shown that many of the country’s highest-income regions have become so expensive that they have all but gated out middle-class jobs and people. According to some studies, the exorbitant cost of living in such places is distorting state-to-state migration and reducing the entire nation’s economic growth. The ability to move to a high-opportunity city is a huge and vastly underrated piece of how societies get richer. Growing cities tend to have the highest economic mobility, and there’s plenty of data and common sense to support the idea that people’s lives can be vastly improved by going from a place that doesn’t have much work to a place that has a lot of it.

			And yet, at a time when America is facing big questions about how to make the economy better and more just, the idea that we should be making it easier for people to live in high-mobility places gets little attention outside academic circles. This is not to suggest that politicians should start telling the residents of depressed places to abandon their homes for cities that are better off, but they could at least try to make it easier for those who would like to. When the country’s highest-growth regions become so expensive that it is considered an extravagant luxury for people to live near jobs and industries that everyone in America has played at least some role in building, that qualifies as a major national issue.

			Golden Gates is the story of how we got here and some of the early efforts to solve what is fast becoming a national housing crisis. It’s a story about one group of people searching for new homes while another group of people clings to the ones they have. The struggle at the center is the struggle to make space and coexist. This is fundamentally a struggle of politics, but those politics do not conform to a red/blue map. Cities are ultimately about people, so this book is too.

			There is an upstart activist who helps create a national movement that says yes to new development, a fifteen-year-old girl who leads her apartment complex in a fight against eviction, a suburban city manager who goes rogue in a crisis of conscience, a developer who spends his golden years trying to build housing on an assembly line, a South LA anti-gentrification activist who builds alliances with politicians in Beverly Hills, and a nun who becomes a property mogul in an effort to outmaneuver gouging landlords. Sometimes together and frequently in opposition, these people meet in the halls of democracy to chart a new course for urban America while reconciling with capitalism, each other, and the nation’s oldest sins. If they succeed, they will have undone some of the deepest tribal patterns and answered the endless question of civilization, which is where we’re all going to live. They won’t succeed, by the end of this book or in their lifetimes. But together they could make things better, or at least we should all hope.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 1

			

			MEMBERS OF THE PUBLIC

			THE POLITICAL REVOLUTION known as BARF began during a seven-hour-and-fifty-two-minute planning meeting inside San Francisco City Hall. It was half a century in the making and in the space of two years would upend California politics and help to spawn a national uprising of angry, millennial-aged renters. But there on that first day you almost had to squint to see it. The meeting was in the judicial-looking chambers of the San Francisco Planning Commission, and it had been going for about three and a half hours when the commissioners turned their attention to a proposal for a new building that would have eighty-three subsidized apartments reserved for low-income households in the impoverished Tenderloin neighborhood. When it was time for public comment, a nervous young woman in a striped sweater and shorts walked from her seat to the audience microphone and addressed the semicircle of commissioners sitting on the platform in front of her.

			“Hi, my name is Sonja Trauss,” she said. “I’m just a member of the public, and I’m here because there is a housing shortage in San Francisco. And, um, I look forward to as much new housing being brought to market at all levels, uhh, as possible. I mean, quickly as possible. Thanks.”

			Whoever this Sonja was, she was obviously not alone. Over the next hour, she and a bearded friend kept using the public comment time to say they were in favor of every project in the pipeline, as well as more housing generally. It began with the 83 subsidized apartments in the Tenderloin, then continued with the 111 units at 650 Indiana Street and the 259 units at 1201 Tennessee. Through hastily prepared comments that she strung together with a surplus of “ums” and “sos,” Sonja proceeded to lay out a platform that would make her a housing celebrity and inspire a run for city office: how expensive new housing today would become affordable old housing tomorrow, how San Francisco was blowing its chance to harness the energy of an economic boom to mass-build housing that generations of residents could use. She wasn’t there to complain about shadows over her yard or a lack of parking on her street. She didn’t care if a proposal was for apartments or condominiums or how much money its future residents had. It was a universal platform of more. Sonja was for anything and everything, so long as it was built tall and fast and had people living in it.

			“I decided to come speak in support of large housing projects when I realized that the entitlement process is biased against beneficiaries of new building,” she told the commission when the Indiana Street project was up. “So neighbors around the projects, with valuable opinions, um, you know, get notified, but the potential probably two hundred new residents have no way of giving input into whether, like, this project or any similar project gets to be built. . . . Sooooo, I’m part of the general community of renters in the Bay Area, so I’m affected by the lack of housing through high rent and lack of options, so I’m here on behalf of myself as, like, a general part of the public. So yeah, so, in general, I’m here to remind the planning commission to consider all the people that will benefit from this once it’s built. Because they don’t exist yet as, you know, as renters.”

			The rhetoric wasn’t new. The term “NIMBY,” developer shorthand for “not in my backyard,” had been around for at least four decades at that point, and there were numerous books, countless news articles, and an entire sub-specialty of economics to show that the Bay Area was the national capital of NIMBYism. Had she been a man with white hair or identified herself as the employee of a real estate developer, chances are nobody would have noticed. But for a young adult with no obvious signs of intoxication to show up at a midday city meeting to say she was just generally in favor of housing because San Francisco didn’t have enough of it? That made no sense.

			Nobody attended eight-hour city meetings if they didn’t have to, and while the planning commission was a place of arguments and strange behavior, it was also a place where people at least knew where each other’s lanes were. The people who showed up to speak in favor of new projects were the developers who’d proposed them, the trade organizations they paid to shill for them, the unions who worked for them, and the community organizations whose wheels they had successfully greased. The people who showed up to oppose new projects consisted of environmentalists, angry neighbors, and community organizations that felt their wheels hadn’t been greased enough. Sonja claimed to be none of these—“just a member of the public.”

			After the meeting, people walked up to her in the marble hallway to try to figure out if someone had sent her. What’s your name? Sonja. What do you do? I’m a high school math teacher. What brought you here today? I’m just a member of the public. The sorts of people who were usually against things asked Sonja questions that were designed to figure out which developer she secretly worked for. The developers she secretly didn’t work for tried to figure out if the opposition had recruited her as a reverse-psychology trick. Whichever side they were on, bystanders wanted to know where she had come from and if she had a hidden angle.

			Sonja was a grad school dropout who had moved to the Bay Area because she was too embarrassed to move home. She was originally from Philadelphia and ended up in California after bailing out of the economics PhD program at Washington University in St. Louis. Technically speaking, she’d left with a master’s, but school had not gone well, and because she was too proud to go back to Philadelphia after telling all her friends that she was off to become Dr. Sonja Trauss, she continued west to El Cerrito, a few miles north of Berkeley, to help her dad’s cousin Myrna while she went through chemotherapy. It seemed like a good thing to do for family while she figured out what to do with herself, although that figuring was a lot easier when you had someone you could stay with.

			After Myrna’s treatment, when Sonja went looking for work and an apartment, she joined the long line of people who’d discovered that the Bay Area was an easy place to get a job and an impossible place to afford rent. She and two friends got a West Oakland apartment that cost $3,000 a month, and Sonja started teaching math at a pair of across-the-bay community colleges for $20 an hour, before quitting to make $10.50 an hour at a nearby bakery that didn’t involve commuting. It made sense: once she subtracted the cost of all the buses, trains, and ferries that sat between her place and the two teaching jobs, the bakery’s take-home pay was the same. It was also depressing: working the night shift twisting pretzel dough was not what she’d expected to be doing at thirty.

			She’d never really had it together in the career department. Sonja graduated from Temple with a philosophy degree, then went to law school and dropped out. Later came the economist phase that sent her to the Midwest before she left. She’d been a bike messenger, a window washer, and a legal aide. She worked at a neighborhood association and answered the phones at a mortgage hotline in the throes of the financial crisis. Sonja liked reading and school, and her mom was a nurse and her dad was a lawyer, so the professional expectation was there. She just could never throw herself into the pursuit of a real job or credential the way she could so totally throw herself into the new hobbies and activist side projects she picked up whenever some problem or perceived injustice appeared along the way.

			This had started early. In seventh grade Sonja got sent to detention after she and a friend persuaded their science class to be dead silent for an entire class period to punish the teacher for telling the class to shut up. No questions, no greetings, nothing but eerie preteen stares for forty-five straight minutes. She’d been arrested for protesting a city plan to renovate a popular park so that it wouldn’t be so attractive to skateboarders, and later spent a year organizing friends and sewing spandex costumes as part of the founding of a thirty-person comedy troupe, the Vaudevillains, that marched in the New Year’s Mummers Parade. When the owner of a printing press across the street from her house in Philly started operating at all hours, Sonja turned it into a months-long war that began with a noise complaint to the city, escalated to more complaints about the city’s lack of responsiveness, and ended after she started calling the owner of the printing press’s cell phone and leaving messages that consisted of nothing but the sound of his press in the background while she held the phone out of her bedroom window, then kept calling, over and over, until the voice mail ran out of space and the owner asked a judge for a restraining order.

			In Philly, you could afford to be a marginally employed rabble-rouser because everything was cheap. Sonja had a cheap four-bedroom house that had open walls with exposed wiring, and she packed it with cheap artist and musician roommates who turned the place into a subcultural melting pot of punks, rappers, artists, zinesters, graffiti writers, Hollertronix DJs, and grad students. Years later, the people who lived and hung out there would describe it with strange vignettes, like how Spank Rock and Santigold once filmed a music video in the living room, or how there was this one period when Sonja got really into weight lifting and another when she was all about role-playing games, and how on occasion these interests would overlap and one day you’d come home and find her in a circle with a bunch of buff dudes drinking protein shakes while playing Call of Cthulhu. Bargain rent was the backdrop, the freedom that brought these scenes into existence. And it was 180 the experience of the Bay Area, where art seemed to be defined by political activism and the struggle of just being there.

			This was never more true than it was during one of the region’s periodic tech booms. During the late 1990s dot-com boom, a group called the Mission Yuppie Eradication Project started encouraging residents of San Francisco’s Mission District to vandalize parked SUVs on the logic that this would prompt young professionals to move to neighborhoods where their cars were safer (and the restaurants who catered to them to go out of business). Two decades later, when Sonja arrived at the beginning of a new boom tied to smartphones and social media, the yuppies had traded their SUVs for Ubers, so activists had instead taken to spray-painting the sidewalks with phrases like “Tech Scum” in nicely stenciled lettering. Things started escalating in 2013, when a group calling itself Heart of the City descended on the annual Pride Parade with a white bus emblazoned with a banner that read “Gentrification & Eviction Technologies OUT” (GET OUT) in Google font and coloring. Later that year, on December 9, 2013, the same group created a human blockade that prevented one of Google’s employees-only shuttle buses from leaving a stop in the Mission en route to the company’s headquarters, which sat thirty-five traffic-choked miles away in the Silicon Valley city of Mountain View.

			Anyone in search of a meme-ready example of the “barbell economy”—bulges of rich and poor separated by a rail of middle class—would have a hard time doing better than the Bay Area tech buses. They were hulking double-deckers with velvety seats and fast Wi-Fi and tinted windows to hide the private lives of software geeks. It wasn’t just that tech jobs paid well and came with a ride to work. They had good health care and free lunch and gyms and laundry, and the people who got them were “talent.” The spectacle of a bus full of talent being protested by several dozen people holding signs that said things like “Stop Evictions Now” and “Warning: Two Tier System” seemed to encapsulate America’s vastly more unequal direction, and within a few hours the story, which had been heavily chronicled on Twitter, was splashed on newspaper home pages around the world.

			Sonja was plenty bothered by rising rents but had a different view on what the problem was. Having spent most of her life in Philadelphia, a city with blocks of empty property that had lost about half a million people from its 1950 peak, she knew what a troubled city looked like and was not going to blame anyone for moving to a region that to an outsider felt like an economic wonderland. It had been only a few years since the Great Recession. Most of America was still grappling with what the pundits called “a jobless recovery” (whatever that meant), while the Bay Area lived in a bubble of exuberance and self-satisfaction. Google had just revealed its self-driving car project, Facebook was gearing up to go public, and the venture capitalist Marc Andreessen was coining the phrase “software is eating the world.” Sonja thought it was exciting to live in a place with so much optimism and easy employment, and when she heard people complain about how San Francisco was being murdered by runaway growth, she regarded them as ingrates who didn’t know or didn’t care what places like Philly and St. Louis looked like.

			So, no, the problem was not too many jobs, which is fundamentally what the tech protests were about. The problem, as Sonja saw it, was too little housing. She was two years removed from economics school. The law of supply and demand was still fresh in her mind. She’d also found it shocking just how flat Bay Area cities seemed to be given how much it cost to live there. There were some skyscrapers and a few Parisian-height neighborhoods around the core of San Francisco and Oakland, but most of the rest was single-family houses, and the region’s two major commuter rail lines, Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) and Caltrain, were surrounded by empty fields and sprawl of the sort Northern Californians supposedly scoffed at LA and Orange County for. The mythical Silicon Valley, charter of America’s future, was a land of unremarkable cul-de-sacs with unremarkable $2 million houses, surrounded by a bunch of office parks and strip malls that could be mistaken for the suburbs of Phoenix. And yet seemingly anytime someone talked about building a duplex or triplex, let alone a five- or six-story building, it was tarred for having too many shadows or being “out of character.”

			Out of character was a concept Sonja had failed to absorb. She grew up in a three-story house in Germantown with enough rooms to test your vocabulary (study, cloakroom) along with a suburban-scale yard with a swing set surrounded by thick greenery. The building next door, which filled the view from her childhood window, was a four-story apartment complex. It sat across the street from an even taller public housing project, near a single-family house that had been turned into a halfway home. The walk from Sonja’s house to a nearby strip of beauty shops and discount stores had houses next to schools next to offices next to a convalescent home, which was near a park next to a coffee shop that sat across the street from the historic Germantown White House, which is a little gray building that according to an outdoor plaque is where George Washington lived for a few weeks during the yellow fever epidemic of 1793, back when Germantown was a rural village. This was Sonja’s version of normal, and it made her psychologically out of place with most Americans’ notion of what an orderly neighborhood should look like.

			Patterned on the American mind, in ways we rarely stop to notice, are layers of zoning and land-use rules that say what can be built where. They are so central to how American cities look and operate that they have become a kind of geographic DNA that forms our opinion of what seems proper and right. The idea is to divide cities up based on what should go near what, which clearly has some logic to it. The classic defense of zoning is that you wouldn’t want to make it legal for someone to build a chemical factory next to a school, and you can find at least some kind of building regulation, at least by custom or culture, in essentially every city on earth going back to ancient Babylon. Napoleon appears to have pioneered the idea of separating housing from polluting industries by royal decree in 1810. Germany invented municipal zoning a few decades later, and it spread around the Continent before jumping to America, where it became something else entirely.

			Unlike Europe, where zoning started as a centralized endeavor that consisted of a few relatively simple rules for how a city should be laid out, American zoning was local and community-centric, which is another way of saying haphazard and idiosyncratic. Part of Germany’s logic for zoning was to make private land less expensive by regulating how it could be used. In America, zoning was often used to raise or at least protect property values, and over time this caused people to see office and residential neighborhoods as rigidly distinct and to treat single-family houses and apartment buildings as alien forms of living.

			Cities started dividing up housing types around the turn of the twentieth century, and it was Berkeley, in 1916, that wrote what was probably the nation’s first ordinance creating neighborhoods with single-family houses only. Rules are full of paradox, and so it is with land use and zoning. One person’s protection is another person’s exclusion, which is why just about every city hall zoning fight can be summarized as one side talking about its freedoms and another side answering, “Free for whom?” Does zoning protect property rights or restrict them? Does it promote economic freedom or hamper it? Is it capitalist or socialist? There is no single answer, which is why zoning says a lot about who we are and who we are becoming. At least at the local level, zoning is democracy, and democracy is zoning.

			Philadelphia is as regulated as any other place is, and Sonja’s neighborhood wasn’t exactly unplanned. Still, she only knew what she’d grown up with, which was a block whose mash-up of history stretched from the colonial period and Revolutionary War through industrial growth, industrial decline, urban blight, and urban revival. It was a mix of squat and tall, commercial and residential, historic and new, and it gave her a centuries-long sense of just how much the inner lives of buildings changed with the passage of time.

			Take, for instance, the Fairfax, which was the name of the apartment building that filled the view from her bedroom window. The Fairfax was a stately brick building with portico balconies and an arched entryway that according to a 1914 advertisement was intended for “a most discriminating class of prospective occupants.” Back then, the rent included bellboy service and maids by the hour, and the ad described Germantown as “fashionable” and boasted about the three-minute walk to the Chelten Avenue train station. Those attributes fell out of favor as America built the freeways and Philly saw a good chunk of its population bolt to surrounding suburbs. By the mid-1980s, the Fairfax was in the hands of a pair of debt-burdened investors who presided over an ignominious period of burned-out lightbulbs and unanswered tenant complaints.

			It was right around the moment when the dumpsters started overflowing that Sonja’s dad, Irwin Trauss, surmised that the owners had probably abandoned the building. It was also around that time that the building’s front-door call system stopped working, and Sonja got used to a nighttime routine in which she would lie on her bed looking at the fluorescent stars on her ceiling while listening to Fairfax visitors announce their arrival by yelling to a friend’s window and asking him or her to drop the keys. Then someone shattered the glass front door, and yelling was no longer necessary. The Fairfax’s abandonment was great for the building’s superintendent, who converted his sudden unemployment into a lucrative business pocketing rents before disappearing with a cash nest egg. The remaining tenants picked up the enterprise by renting kicked-in apartments to random people off the street, and from there the building was overrun with squatters and a crack dealer who often had dozens of antsy customers waiting in the marble hallways during his peak Friday night hours.

			It’s one thing to have your city decline in the pages of a local newspaper. It’s another to see it fester next to the home where you’re raising your children. The only perimeter between the Fairfax and Sonja’s house was an old cedar fence that was leaning and full of holes, and the family lost a number of TVs and VCRs to burglars. This was reality for some people, but families with options had to ask hard questions about just how long they were willing to hold on. For Irwin and Sonja’s mom, Georgette, the answers for how to deal with the problem were diametrically opposite. Georgette started looking at potential new houses in the suburbs, while Irwin started looking for investors and worked out a plan to buy the Fairfax so that he could clean it up on his own.

			Irwin’s parents were Polish Jews and Holocaust survivors who had moved to Philadelphia after the war. Sonja’s grandmother, Blanka Trauss, was in the Warsaw ghetto during the uprising and made it through Majdanek, Auschwitz, Bergen-Belsen, Aschersleben, and Theresienstadt before the Russians freed her and two remaining sisters (Blanka was one of eight girls and each of her other five sisters were murdered by the Nazis). After liberation Blanka sailed to America with Sonja’s grandfather Kazimir, and along with her siblings produced a brood of social justice–minded shrinks, teachers, and civil rights lawyers. Irwin, the youngest, was a nonprofit housing lawyer who defended homeowners from foreclosing banks. After a career of fighting bad actors, he was intrigued by the challenge of trying to rescue the Fairfax from negligence and return it to stability. Neighbors thought he was delusional, and the week before the purchase was finalized, a police raid left one of the apartments with splintered furniture, broken windows, and a thoroughly demolished bathroom. Many people would see an omen. Irwin reasoned the wrecked unit had probably held the most criminally inclined tenants, and if their apartment was now uninhabitable, the building could only get better from there. And after years of night and weekend renovations, it did.

			Sonja would later recall all sorts of little lessons from this experience. How an excess of property leads to lower rents. How once high-end buildings filtered down the income ladder. Also, her father’s gumption. Before the Fairfax, all she knew of her dad and work was that he was a lawyer who took an elevator up an office building and sometimes went to court. Buying and running an apartment complex seemed like some special skill that certified apartment people were supposed to handle. And yet, when her mom was out engaging in the sensible business of shopping for a new house, Irwin was calling investors and talking to banks and dealing with tenants and haggling with contractors and doing repairs. The impression it made on Sonja was that it was possible for a regular person to insert himself into a big and complicated problem that he seemingly had no business getting involved in.

			When the tech bus protests broke out in San Francisco, Sonja was dating a software engineer named Micah Catlin, and one of their frequent outings was to go to a bar called the Trappist and loudly agree that the Bay Area didn’t have enough housing. The bus protesters were right to be angry about rent but were focusing on the wrong things. The data was on Sonja’s side here. In the time she had lived in California, the Bay Area region had created about eight new jobs for every new housing unit, way beyond the figure of one and a half jobs per housing unit that planners considered healthy. In essence, the policy was to enthusiastically encourage people to move there for work while equally enthusiastically discouraging developers from building places for those people to live, stoking a generational battle in which the rising cost of housing enriched people who already owned it and discouraged anyone who wasn’t well-paid or well-off from showing up.

			Even if local politicians never set out to create the perfect conditions for punitive housing costs and a frenzied market beset by dangerous overcrowding and speculators that displaced poor renters who were already barely holding on, this was nevertheless what they had done. It was easy and satisfying to characterize this as Google buses versus everyone else, but when you got behind the numbers and discovered that behind each job was someone like Sonja, a local teacher, or Micah, an engineer from Salina, Kansas (population: 47,716), the caricature was harder to hold. Even the anti-gentrification activists were frequently from somewhere else, making them agents of the forces they were protesting, whether they admitted it or not.

			By now Sonja had left the bakery and become a high school math teacher. The practical thing to do, at thirty-two, was to focus on stability and make the job stick. But she could never ignore a cause, so she started writing letters. In February 2014, two months after the first bus protest, she sat down in her Oakland apartment and wrote to the San Francisco Planning Commission in support of an upcoming proposal for a new apartment building. She signed it “Sonja Trauss, President, SF Bay Area Association of Renters.” To keep track of new projects, she signed up for a city service that sent paper mailers to anyone who wanted to be alerted to new permit applications. There ensued a torrent of envelopes addressed to Sonja Trauss of SF BAAR.

			After seeing enough of this mail, her roommate Max suggested she change the group’s name to SF BARF. This on the logic that nobody was going to care what a nonexistent organization called SF BAAR thought of the local housing situation. Nobody was likely to care what SF BARF thought either, but they would at least notice it. The acronym could stand for SF Bay Area Renters’ . . . and the F would be “Federation,” like the United Federation of Planets in Star Trek. Sonja thought it was funny and went online to see if the sfbarf.org domain name was available, and sure enough it was, and she bought it. Not long after, she and Micah took a day off work to go to San Francisco City Hall and speak in favor of some projects and prove SF BARF was for real.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 2

			

			ORGANIZING THE UNORGANIZABLE

			IF THE PEOPLE OF San Francisco were surprised by Sonja Trauss, they shouldn’t have been. The emergence of her or someone like her had been forecast by decades of books, newspaper articles, and academic studies that had made all the same observations about a housing shortage years before she was born. The question wasn’t whether she had a point about the Bay Area underbuilding housing, but whether she or someone like her could create a political movement to challenge the entrenched constituency of homeowners that had a strong financial incentive to see housing affordability get worse. That was another subject people had started contemplating even before Sonja was born, and the consensus they had come to, in a pre-social-media world, was that it would be all but impossible to organize a group like SF BARF. How do you stoke the outrage of people who don’t live somewhere yet? And even if you do stoke their outrage, how do you change policy when most of those people can’t vote in the place that is refusing to build housing for them?

			The first time someone asked those questions, at least the first time housing economists remember someone asking those questions, was in a 1979 book called The Environmental Protection Hustle. The author was an MIT urban planning professor named Bernard Frieden who had done his research during a one-year residency at UC Berkeley. Frieden wrote in the preface that he had gone west with the intention of writing a book about things the federal government could do to improve housing affordability for young families, and upon arriving in California and encountering the Bay Area’s rampant and toxic NIMBYism, had decided to change course and write about local housing policy instead. California was far from the only place where antigrowth politics were conspiring to raise prices for entry-level buyers, but it was way ahead of the rest of the country, in regulation and housing costs too.

			The book was unforgiving, and its tone veered from incredulous to disgusted. Frieden used phrases like “arrogant,” “self-serving,” and “moral righteousness” to characterize the Bay Area’s land policies, and used example after example to call into question the region’s already-well-established reputation for progressive social policy. He wrote about how the region funded its BART commuter rail system with a series of regressive taxes that fell harder on poor people, then used strict antigrowth policies that had the effect of preventing those people from living near it. How the Sierra Club would oppose exurban housing for creating more commuters, suburban housing for not being closer to central cities, and urban housing for using up city space. Frieden spent an entire chapter bashing Marin County, a woodsy enclave that sits across the Golden Gate Bridge from San Francisco, employing a series of devastating anecdotes like hikers who protested measures to make nature more accessible to disabled people and homeowners who used environmental logic to fight a subsidized housing development for the elderly.

			Frieden was no zealot, and The Environmental Protection Hustle was not the Fox News screed that the unfortunate title conjures. The book had all sorts of caveats about how the Bay Area was an especially scenic place, and it acknowledged the region had done plenty of good by protecting natural treasures like Napa Valley and Muir Woods from the eyesore of overdevelopment. His contention was that festering antigrowth politics, which began as a very reasonable backlash to sprawl, had swung way in the other direction and were now using the front of environmentalism to prevent people from moving to denser corridors where housing was actually supposed to go.

			Frieden didn’t believe nature had much to do with this—such policies were actually anti-environment, because they only promoted sprawled growth elsewhere—and he seemed baffled that the press wasn’t calling it out. In the years Frieden was writing his book, newspapers were running headlines like “The American Dream Becomes an American Nightmare,” and Time magazine had a cover story titled “Sky-High Housing” that included a picture of a couple and their dog looking upward at a house floating above their heads and out of reach. “Although local hostility to growth has attracted some national attention, very few reporters or researchers have connected it to the rising cost of new homes,” he wrote. “These have been separate stories: headlines such as ‘Nation’s Cities Fighting to Stem Growth’ simply had nothing to do with the other headlines about the end of the American Dream.”

			As for how to fix it, Frieden seemed pessimistic that a political solution could be found. The people who got hurt didn’t know whom they were supposed to be angry at and had no way to conceptualize the nonbuilding of homes they might have lived in if only they’d been built. Such people, Frieden wrote, “are unorganized, and probably unorganizable.”

			And for decades it was true: unorganized and unorganizable. Frieden’s book caused a minor stir among land-use scholars who had never seen the growing environmental movement called out so forcefully, and while the book did not bring the Bay Area or the nation any closer to solving the NIMBY problem, it staked out a new policy issue and inspired generations of economists to take his ideas and build on them. The first person in this chain was one of Frieden’s former students, an economist named Ken Rosen, who became a professor at Berkeley shortly after Frieden returned to Massachusetts. Rosen would go on to produce a number of influential studies that essentially put numbers on the arguments in The Environmental Protection Hustle. The studies wouldn’t do much to change policy, but they helped bring attention to the housing shortage—“Changing San Francisco Is Foreseen as a Haven for Wealthy and Childless,” blared a New York Times headline in 1981—and would in turn inspire more economists to do more studies as the problem continued to metastasize.

			Three days after the Times’s “Wealthy and Childless” headline, one of Rosen’s students, an undergraduate named Larry Katz, graduated as Berkeley’s top economics student and gave an entire commencement speech about the Bay Area not having enough housing:

			
				I would like to begin my discussion with the following observation. This observation is that although it is fairly well-known that California in general and the San Francisco Bay Area in particular hold the dubious distinction of having the highest housing prices in the country, exceeding the national median by well over 50 percent, I believe it is not nearly as well-known that this is a very recent phenomenon and that as little as 10 years ago California house prices were not much greater than the national median.

				As my fellow graduates surely must be thinking, a primary economic issue here is the identity of those supply and demand factors which can account for this sharp relative price acceleration. The standard explanation has relied solely on demand factors such as the recent upsurge in California household formation and California’s vibrant economy. Yet, the empirical evidence suggests that the strong demand for housing can only partially explain this rapid house price inflation. The fact that California experienced even greater demand pressure in the late 1950s and early 1960s without a similar relative price explosion supports the view that the demand size does not provide a full explanation. Thus, there is a missing ingredient, and I contend that this missing ingredient is some sort of supply constraint.

			

			Katz’s speech ended on the same political conundrum Frieden had identified, which was that high-voting homeowners had every reason to see the status quo persist. “I believe, regrettably, that this will require some sort of state or federal action,” Katz said. He left Berkeley for MIT a few months later and went on to become a Harvard professor and one of the world’s foremost labor economists.

			It was hard to see this so clearly back then, but America was in the middle of a vast realignment that was fundamentally altering where we live, how we work, and the structure of our families. The early markers were all there. After decades of depopulation and white flight, cities were slowly coming back to life and attracting young professionals. Inequality was rising, homelessness appearing on city streets, and Silicon Valley establishing itself as the nation’s foremost center of technology and a really good place to get rich. Zoning rules and NIMBYism had nothing to do with these underlying trends. They would nevertheless run into them. The collisions grew in intensity and raised the cost of living a little more each decade, until you had a thirty-year trend that, upon being amplified by the Great Recession, threw the housing market so out of whack that it started distorting the entire national economy and became impossible to ignore.

			In those early moments, however, housing still seemed like a local enough problem that it was hard for anyone with a national viewpoint to get too worked up about it. Poverty. Rising health-care costs. The continued loss of factory jobs. America had plenty of other, more pressing issues, and higher-level policy makers were necessarily more concerned with guiding the country through each particular boom and rough patch than taking a time-out to reconcile with just how radically the world was shifting.

			There is an arc to technological progress, and the arc goes something like this. A group of people start playing around with a new invention that has the potential to make them and society richer by solving a big problem that currently requires a lot of work. Investors rush in, companies compete like mad, a handful of those companies win, the big companies eat the little ones, and jobs that once required a large labor force are either automated by machinery or moved to cheaper places. In the early twentieth century, when automobiles were a hot new thing, Detroit was a hive of speculative investment and audacious start-up founders like Henry Ford, Ransom Olds, the Dodge brothers, and David Dunbar Buick. As car companies and other manufacturers got their technologies pretty well figured out, they shifted from inventing new things to making those things widely available and cheap by distributing their production away from headquarters cities to plants around the country. It was an egalitarian moment, filling small towns and suburbs with millions of new factory jobs that paid a solid wage yet were simple enough to perform that broad swaths of the population could get them without having to go to college. It was also a perilous moment for cities, which began to shed their base of jobs making cars, garments, appliances, and every other factory-built product (which eventually became so easy to produce that jobs that had left cities for cheaper places in America would be sent overseas).

			By the early 1980s, America was solidly at the end of the mid-century manufacturing boom that gave us cheap consumer goods and a broad middle class built around suburbs. Cities like Detroit were spinning into decay, but other cities were reinventing themselves. Places like New York, San Francisco, and Seattle all got rocked by all the same forces that rocked the industrial Midwest. The difference was a hard-to-replicate mix of an educated populace and the presence of one or several good research universities, which helped them bounce back from industrial rot and become the beneficiaries of a new inventive arc that was tied to computers and resulted in the various digital devices that we now watch and date movies with.

			Big metro areas are where companies want to be at the beginning of a technological leap, because leaps are the product of collaboration. Whenever the economy hits a particularly innovative period and cities fill up with new kinds of jobs and industries that gather in some district so that they can steal designs and each other’s employees, what’s happening is less like a competition and more like an informal, society-wide meeting where a

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	

OEBPS/images/9780525560227_cover.jpg
“ESSENTIAL READING.”

—Francesca Mari,
The New York Times Book Review

The Housing Crisis and a

Reckoning for the American Dream





OEBPS/images/9780525560227_title_page.jpg
GOLDEN
GATES

THE HOUSING CRISIS
AND A RECKONING FOR THE
AMERICAN DREAM

CONOR DOUGHERTY

PENGUIN BOOKS





