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The most common way of increasing density in cities is by building
taller structures. The building envelope is governed by property
lines, height limits, floor area ratios and other ordinances. Some-
times, a height limit can be negotiated by purchasing the unused air
rights of a neighbor or by taking advantage of incentives written into
zoning laws. Regardless, a building envelope tradionally does not go
beyond this imaginary volume extruded straight up from its property
lines.

There are several drawbacks to this system:

1 As buildings increase in height they block sunlight and views

from the street and neighbors. In addition, if the zoning process is
abused, developers will push buildings to heights that are vastly out
of scale with the rest of the neighborhood. This situation can be-
come especially acute when air rights are bought and sold, since this
allows buildings to be taller than normal height limits, and they usu-
ally sit next to the building that the air rights were bought from, which
is locked into a height that is less than the zoning envelope.

2 Densification often means the demolition of older structures to
make way for larger buildings. Because of the amount of structural
and code work required, it is often too complicated and expensive
to add more stories to an older structure. While an accepted part
of a city’s growth, it seems wasteful to demolish a perfectly sound
building only to replace it with another, albeit taller, building.

These drawbacks can be addressed if we stop to rethink the way in
which we look at property and the way that the building envelope is
defined.




Conventional development, with the addition of zoning laws and
other practical considerations, follows this envelope very closely.
Rarely, if ever, do we see a building cross the property line over
into a neighbor’s space. We do, however, see property lines
negotiated amongst neighbors to create plots of land more suitable
for development. What if the negotiation of property was not
restricted to a two dimensional map, but instead could occur in three
dimensions? Rethinking the spatial limitations of property might be a
solution to the aforementioned drawbacks of densification.
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1 By allowing property owners to negotiate the ownership of
volumes of space with each other, development can follow a path
that is no longer “straight up.” For example, if a developer purchases
the air rights above a neighboring building, those air rights would

not be transferred. Instead, the developer’s building would be
cantilevered into that negotiated air space. By developing in this
fashion, the height limit of the developer’s property is not broken, but
the building still reaches a higher density. In addition, a more uniform
building height is produced for the neighborhood.

2 Depending on the circumstances, adding a floor to an older
building usually requires extensive structural work in addition to
bringing the whole building up to code. By allowing an older building
to expand horizontally into a neighbor’s air space (in exchange

for allowing the same neighbor to build overhead), the structural
problem is neatly addressed, and the city is saved the waste of
demolishing a structure.

The ubiquitous bay windows in San
Francisco provide a precedent. They are,
in effect, a negotiation of three dimensional
volumes. At the ground level, a building
will stop at the property line. However, on
higher floors, the building is allowed (within
carefully defined boundaries) to cantilever
out, crossing that property line into public
airspace.
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Application to the project:

The hostel project gains a wider, more open top floor when its

volume is built out over its neighbor. In return, the neighbors

are each given an equal volume that punches through the

_J envelope of the hostel, allowing the neighbors to maintain their
= frontage on Octavia Blvd.
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This idea stemmed from a set of windows that the neighbors
had on the party walls. Building up to the property line would
have covered these windows. Not only does this alternative
address the problem of obscuring the neighbors’ windows,

it furthers the solution by providing a more open and flowing
contiguous space in the gathering areas of the hostel on the
top floor.

The volumes of space that have been traded between the
neighbors and the hostel are carefully matched in an attempt
allow an accurate reading of the negotiation of space.
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Pushing this property envelope can drive the imagination and
give rise to new building forms that would otherwise be difficult
to conceive. To frame this, consider Hugh Ferriss’ delineations
of mass driven by the 1916 zoning law. In the same way that
the zoning law was explored
as an influence on form,
PUSHING and PULLING
the property lines in three
dimensions can also be an
architect’s tool for exploring
building form.
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