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Abstract: A central principle of sustainability and the foundation for fivable community design and development is the
recognition of the interdependence of economic, environmental, and equity issues. These principles are clearly evidenced
in the resurgence of non-traditional housing invelving forms of shared accommodation, which seek to reduce total hous-
ing cost (and total construction), provide opportunities for collective use of space, and increase overall quality of life by
enhancing opportunities for social interaction. Literature on these forms of sustainable housing is dominated by research
carried out in Scandinavia, the UK, and the US, with houses being narrowly classified as either examples of communal
or co-housing, affordable housing or green-housing. Yet there are other emerging forms of sustainable housing which are
almost unreported in the literature,

This paper discusses some of the political, economic and socig-cultural issues at work in sustainable housing desian
typologies. It begins by exploring the current definitions of sustainable hausing and asks whether these are adequate
descriptions of emerging housing designs such as conjoined or compound housing, which are not easily classified under
the fiterature. Through an exploration of typology and case studies, it ilustrates how the notion of sustainability has come
to represent ecalogical sustainable models, as Is seen with green housing, while other forms of sustainable housing
designs have receded into the background. It argues that in the planning and design of sustainable housing attention
must also be given to the sharing of resources and space as an added method of conservation,
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Introduction Agenda 21 (UN 1992)" do exist in the West as well as in

non-Western couniries. Yet in the bulk of literatura on sus-

“The Cullure of Maxima which enshrines con-
sumerism and materfalism has caused many fo
continuously seek bigger homes. ignoring the
foll of their residential aclivities on the natural
environment, We seldom ask ourselves
whether we need all the space in our homes,
how often the different rooms are used, and
whether we need the sizes of the rooms as
they are." (Chiu, 2004).

“What I've leamed, living here in India, is that
the most wonderful fraditional solutions exist
which exempiify all the concerns of the environ-
mentalist today—we don'l have lo invent these
things again” (Corrier, 2004).

Examples of emerging housing lypes that address all four
dimensions of sustainability outlined in the ofien cited

tainable domestic architecture these examples hardly fea-
ture, Instead, what are found afler a typological search
are the same convenlional examples of 'collective’,
‘affordable’, and ‘eco-housing' or ‘green-housing’. While
collective or communal housing is heavily stigmatised by
its counter-cultural past as being "So Berkeley, so 60g',
eco-housing has become the housing exemplar of sus-
tainability for middle-class home owners in the West. This
ever-popular techno-fix design exists predominantly in the
literature and as a result altemative designs are effective-
ly side-lined in the sustainable housing typology.

In this article, we argue that eco-housing is a Western cul-
tural housing type, which despile being represented as
the ‘universal' solution ta a global problem, is not entirely
sustainable because of its sometimes inflexible layout,
consumption of space and elision of the dynamics and
particularifies of context, We argue that sustainability
must be recognised as a place and time specific prob-
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lem—uwith its own potential local solutions— as much as
a global one. As the above quole from Indian Architect
Corrier makes clear, solutions to sustainabilily already
exist; it is just a matter of acknowledging this fact rather
than ignoring it.

What follows in this paper is first a brief interpretation of
the concept of cullure as it perfains lo sustainable hous-
ing and our research, We follow this with a closer look at
the three calegories of sustainable housing most com-
monly found in the literature, beginning with 8 discussion
of the cultural history of eco-housing, After introducing the
three categories and placing them in a cultural frame, we
consider why an emerging form of housing, called con-
joined housing, does not fealure in the sustainable
domestic archileclure literature. We then discuss the
parameters of the definitions and suggest that these be
widened lo include alternative designs such as conjoined
housing.

‘CULTURE' in Sustainable Housing

“It is incorrigible fo build & glass skyscraper in
Ecuador and the same building in Moscow. The
tlimates are differen!, lhe customs are differ-
enl. There's 2 word that is seldom used in
archileclure nowadays, one thal is rather kitch,
and | believe it should be used more: appropfi-
aleness. Things have [o be appropriate.”
{Soulo de Moura, 2003)

To take into account the many complex influences of con-
tex1, In the design and building of architecture, means to
acl appropriaely. The above words from renowned
Portuguese architect Souto de Moura (2003) can be fit-
lingly mapped onto the progressive sustainable housing
movement, with its lack of contextual gaze and disregard
of pecple's divergeni needs and values. De Moura's
words, which echo critic Frampton's call for 2 ‘crilical
regionalism' (1980), ask us o not only be mindful of the
physical contextual elements but also of culture. A simple
swapping of his words ‘skyscraper’ with thal of 'eco-
house' would produce the same rhelorical answer thal
indeed il is incorrigible to build this design in lwo different
places, which have separate customs and histories. The
reason for the incorrigibility is that people occupy houses,
they do nol leave their cultural understandings and ways
at the doorstep, and as a result these behaviours and per-
ceptions affect the way the house is experienced; whelher
its intended use and lunction is {ulfilled or nol.

Furthermare, houses—as abjects made by people—are
cullural artefacts: material evidence of a cullure’s values,
ideals, polilics and history. A basic anthropological defini-
tion of culiure makes this aspect perfectly clear, "Cullure
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consists of lhe things people make, their behaviour, their
beliefs and ideas” (Rosman & Rubel, 2004). Culture
therefore is both 2 verb and a noun; that it is a concept, a
way of seeing the world which becomes materialised and
visualised into objects like bulldings, info clothing, per-
formances, and even everyday behaviours that are taken
for granted such as pulting oul the rubbish.

Culture is not an isolated entity, held by some and nol oth-
ers. We are all part of culture; agents who are informed by
culture and able to change it to a certain degree. Yet
despite this accepled thinking about the built environment
and its infimate relationship to context, Western sustain-
able solutions such as eco-housing are represented and
presented in literalure and the media as though they are
cullureless and context-free (see Guy & Farmer 2001).
This problem of disassaciation or denial means that sus-
tainability remains in the realm of science, and fhe socio-
cullural influences that have created the ecological crisis
are not fully recoanised nor addressed?. Eco-housing and
other western housing types need to be placed back into
{he cultural realm, In order o do this we mus! recognise
the historical and political influences of the single family
house design—the basic building block of eco-housing.

ECO- HOUSING: history and culture of a western
model

From the late 1800s through to the 1950s, there were
manifold examples of non-traditional housing types in the
West (Grieve & Hon, 2005), However, after World War Il
the idea of living communally with non-kin or in an extend-
ed kin-situation lost desirability, as people sought individ-
ualised, private, secure spaces in which to reside (King,
2004; Whitehand & Carr, 2001). The prototype of post-
war housing was the detached single-family dwelling, a
post-industrialist version of the Eurcpean villa. This
Anglo-Saxen model of housing was develaped in tangem
with suburbanisation, a phenomenon now gone global.
The two embodied the ideals pursued by the grawing mid-
dle class at the time: low density; aulo-dependency; sin-
gle-use zoning: controlled development; safety and priva-
cy.

The spatial layout of the single family house materialised
lhese citizen ideals, while the house itself became a sym-
bol of upward mobilily as it referred back in form fo the
couniry houses of the English upper class. In this way, the
single family house brings together nostalgia for a pasl
offering certainly—belore indusirial capitalism destroyed
human relations and created urban congestion—and 2
desire for the freedom promised by modemity through
consumerism, This desire lo retreat from the crowded,
dirty city and aspire 1o 2 higher social posilion was mel
through the Fordist production of generic ‘cookie-cutter
designs. This basic design remains ever popular lo both



developers and consumers alike; one achieves pre-
diclable market performance and the other, knowable
conventionality, This marriage, markeled to sleer con-
sumers towards the same few designs, has created land-
scapes of sprawl, standardisation, and unsustainable liv-

ing in the West? and is spreading globally as the taste for
the lifestyles these houses promote and sustain increas-
es (see Munch, 2004), "Of what use are energy savings
in a sustainable house if the occupants must continue to
use fthe automobile on the average nine times per day?”
{Ingersall, 2006).

The current trend in the West, to build single family eco-
houses, is in part because of the representation of the sin-
gle-family house as a fransferable commodity. Because of
this emphasise on the house being ultimaiely exchange-
able on the market, the reliable and popular design layout
of the single-family home has remained unchallenged,
even within the sustainable discourse. lts design layout
rainforces certain rituals and ways of living that are Anglo-
American and unsusiainable: Individualism and reclusion
into the private residential space away from the public
sphere of sociely. In the house, modes of expression take
form in the purchasing of modern appliances and as a
resull the house has increasingly become a mere back-

drop to these consumables®. Moreover spaces have
expanded, as houses have continued to grow to meet the
cultural values of privacy, "The problem is not 50 much
that current energy conservation initiatives are flawed, but
that they do not consider the most significant determinant
of building energy use—space” (Addingtan, 2003).

The cultural aspect to eco-housing—the unsustainable
behaviours conduced through the spatial layout—is often
elided in the media because of eco-housing’s association
with the universalistic solutions offered by science. It is
precisely because science appears objective and above
people and culiure that eco-houses have been assigned
such a predominant role in the literature on sustainable
housing; as a global, universal solution to a global prob-
lem. Yel sustainable issues are grounded in places and
are pluralistic; articulated through parlicular time specific
locales. Authors Guy and Farmer (2001) write that the
technically focused sustainable model of eco-housing that
attends to the global rather than the local is similarly dis-
tanced from context in lime, through its consiant refer-
ence fo the fulure and nol the present These two
aspects—time and place—when coupled with the techno-
rationalist solutions of eco-housing, further separate it
from the concrste siluations from which sustainable
issues are lived and experienced. In the two following
sections we briefly introduce the other two deminant cat-
egories of housing that appear in the literature and fhen
end the typological overview with an introduction of a new
housing type: conjoined.

In Defence of Others

Collective Housing Types: longing for community
Collective or communal housing has besn used in the li-
eralure lo describe a whole spectrum of types, from
1920s Soviet apariment blocks to post-materialist inten-
tional initiatives such as cohousing. The guintessential
example of contemporary collective housing in the West
is the philosophically minded cohousing or eco-village.
Cohousing was firsi developed in Scandinavia in the
1870s, and was adopted in the United Stales, Australia,
Canada, New Zealand and England in the 1990s. As a
new form of intentional community, cohousing organisa-
tions form with an explicit intention of creating a socially
cohesive and mutually supportive community (Meltzer
2005:2). In this lype of housing, the 1860s counter-culfur-
al movements' societal and ecological promises remain
important cardinal points for the advocates of cohousing.
Because of this philosophical underpinning, cellective
housing groups all perceive a modem living malaise in
contemporary industrial society and 'believe’ that the only
living model equipped to remedy this is a community-cen-
tred one. In cohousing an implacable belief in the benefils
of community manifests at every possible level. From the
initial stage of site planning through to whose turn it is to
cook the communal meal at night; all decisions are made
consensually and with the strengthening of an ecological-
ly sustainable community in mind. Thus ‘community’is the
ceniral concept of cohousing, and is a guiding ideal that
is held above context. In this regard, like eco-housing,
eco-villages and cohousing offer their selution 1o sustain-
ability as a universal, humanistic one that should be
adopted by all.

In design, cohousing and eco-villages consist of either
free-standing self-contained dwelling clusters or mulliple
suites in one dwelling {see Ahrentzen and Francks 19889).
Invariably collective housing designs include a common
building or central common space, which provide resi-
dents with a shared kilchen, dining hall and, depending
on the model, a library, laundry or hobby-room. The occu-
pants of collective housing are usually multiple single
families, who maintain their own individual households
and are home-owners not tenants, as is the case In
shared or affordable housing.

Although the definitions of whal actually constilutes
cohousing vary somewhal, differences are only minor.
McCamant and Durrett (1988), who coined the ierm,
describe it as resident-owned, developed and managed
cooperative communities in which individual households
are clustered around a village-like courtyard or street and
share facilities in 2 large common house. The shared
facilities are for cooking, dining, social activities and child-
care. In some instances there are also shared recreation
and workshop areas outside the main common house.
The number of households in cohousing can be from as
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A variety of house sizes:
2.3 bedroom lerrace

meadon /
“‘Common house'
{amenites bullding)

Carparks and
catports N

Qne drivable palh for heavy
1-2 bedroom apartments deliveries and
including amergencies
miobility access units

Fig 1: An example of co-housing—Earthsongy Eco-Neighbourhood, Auckland, New Zealand.

few as 3 to over 100, however most are made up of 10 1o
40, with the number of households allowed being sel by
the collective's members. Numerous publications deal
with cahousing, from handbooks for interested groups
(Norwood and Smith 1995) lo case siudies and in-depth
analyses of individual cohousing communities (Fromm
1891, Mellzer 2005). All of these publications begin by
sketching a brief history of communitarian movements,
from the nineteenth century utopian communities in the
U8, through 1o the experimental communes of the 1960
and 70s.

Meltzer (2005), in a serious attempt to dislinguish
cohousing from its stigmalised precedents, singles out
four key points of difference. In cahousing, he argues, the
political philesophy is one of democracy not autocracy.
decision-making is always reached by way of consensus.
Secondly, cohousing residents are enmeshed in main-
stream society, not marginal to it (lhis he names the
‘Outreach vs. Withdrawal' approach). Thirdly, the amount
of private space granted to individuals is larger than what
past intentional communities allowed. In fact, privacy is
fastidiously debated among residents during the initial
design phases®. Aparl from the points of difference made
by Meltzer (2005), contemporary collective housing types,
and Its predecessors, share at least one feature: a belief
in the benefits of community.
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AFFORDABLE HOUSING TYPES: economics as
the bottom line

The euphemistic term ‘affordable housing' is used to
describe the Western equivalents of public or social hous-
ing (Bullivant 2003, Fromm 1991, Hemmens, 1986). It is
linked o sustainability through its emphasis on econom-
ics and equity issues. Commonly defined in the literature,
affordable housing is policy driven, subsidised, low-cost
housing for people who can not afford fo own their own
homes. The ‘affordability’ in housing refers to the amount
of rent residents should pay and is accepted as being no
more than one-third of their gross monthly household
income. One of the principal design aims in affordable
housing Is to make units desirable for occupants to live in
and to move away from the high rise, high densily stan-
dardised modernist apariment blocks of the past hal
blighted landscapes across the globe. An essential part of
this departure is the change in terminology, as well as in
design, However these solutions only address two of the
four principles of sustainability,

According lo Ahrenizen and Franck (1989), affordable
housing is when individuals, kin or non-Kin, share a
kitchen, living room and possibly a bathroom. They have
litthe autonomy and minimal private space. Examples of
shared housing include multi-family dwellings (MFD); sin-



gle-room occupancy (SRQ); mingle units and group
homes, This category of housing includes government
subsidised housing and other forms of economically driv-
en housing options for those on limited incomes. The sus-
tainability of affordable housing is moslly economically
motivated, as a result of the sharing of services and hous-
ing infrastructure, energy and materials, As Ahrentzen
and Franck make clear, the motivation for sharing of this
type, including more innavative examples such as the
United Siales GoHomes, is still “Largely economic rather
than social or practical” (1982:7). In the Iiterature, sharing
is described as being a situation bome out of necessity
rather than & choice.

Publications about affordable housing in the Wast range
in focus from those concenirating on housing for single
people, lo those that give overviews of plans and the
types of multi-family dwellings (MFDs) buill in Japan,
Eurape and fhe Uniled Slates {Cooper and Rodman
1992, Crosbie 2003, Mackay 1977, Raimy 1879). A great
deal of the literature traces the emergence and evoluticn
of shared habitgtion from the late nineteenth century
through 1o the early twentieth century®. The main concern
in affordable housing literature, both past and present, is
how to house the poor or warking in liveable dwellings.
This perpelual sacielal and cross-cultural issue is, for the
most part, the reason for the mass and breadth of publi-
cations on the iopic.

Recent innovative cullural types of affordable housing
include 'homesharing’ for the elderly or single-parent fam-
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ily in Australia. In this siluation, a home owner is matched
wilh another person who is seeking 2 home, for a tempo-
rary period of time. This malching is facilitated through an
NGO, church or homesharing agency such as
www.co.abode.com or www.homeshare.org (Homeshare
Organisation 2005). Shared housing types are also built
to accommodate large numbers. Recenl examples
include the YWCA Family Village in Washington D.C,
which is a residential apariment of two fo three floors refit-
ted lo include common facilities; and California's
Laurel/Norton Intergenerational Complex with mulliple
self-contained units for families of forty or more (Crosbie
2003).

CONJOINED HOUSING: an emerging type in the
blind spot?

Conjeined or Compound housing is a pastiche of afford-
able, collective and eco-housing and depending on the
design, is concerned with addressing econamic, environ-
mental and social-culiural issues because of its focus on
context and regionalism. It is both similar to yet distinct
from the dominant sustainable housing models discussed
in the literature. Designed for non-discrete, non-tradition-
al households, conjoined housing is where a small num-
ber of kin andfor mon-kin owner-occupanis share a
dwelling that is designed for both common and private
space use. As well as being purpose buill, a conjoined
house may also be formed from two or more detached

First floor

Gargage

Kitchen

Dining

Living room
Handicapped bedroom
Dormitory bedrooms
Bedroom

Bathroom |
Laundry

Extended Pacific Island Family House
Architect: John Gray

Fig 2: An example of shared, affordable housing for an extended (9 member) Pacific Island family, Wellington, New Zealand.
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houses thal are |oined together to create shared
space(s). The occupanis come to reside in & conjoined
house for a myriad of reasons; there is no single, stated
philosophy in residents' housing cheice. Our identification
of this emerging type was first noticed in a design brief, a
request by two sisters (the King House, see fig.3 ) to join
their adjacent houses to create both communal and pri-
vate spaces for the extended family.

Queslions of how 1o design for two individual yel inclusive
families arose in the process, the answers to which were
not found In the architectural literature because of the
narrow defining and biases of Western sustainable hous-
ing types. Preliminary research uncovered the terms con-
joined and compound, but searching for contemporary
examples proved problematic. An image search, for
example, found only the mos! superficial of examples,
such as lerrace housing.

Although by definition conjoined or compound house-
holds may be formed on either kin or non-kin relations, in
general it was found that households consist of extended
families, stem families, joint families and siblings. Stem
families are fuller versions of an extended family; they
oceur where two single-families in adjacent generations
are linked together by one individual who is a member of
both families. The joint family, another form of kin relation,
occurs where two or more unrelated single-families cre-
ate a corporate unil. This was the case with the architec!
Rudolph Schindler's (1887-1953) Kings Road house in
West Hollyweood, California. In this prototypical Westemn
compound housing mode| built in 1921, Schindler and his
wife co-resided wilh another single-family, the Chaces
until 1924, after which a different single-family, the
Neulras, maved in.

The Schindler house is a one-story, open fioor plan
dweliing, with two adjoining wings, one for each of the two
couples with a guest room linking the wings. Schindler's
house {1922) was purposely built for two couples: the
Schindlers and Chaces; his design reflected their close,
friendly relationship with its two adjoining wings and
shared kilchen. The contextual element of compound
housing makes it different from other sustainable non-fra-
ditional housing types which narrowly focus on making
material social or economic agendas and often elide the
cullural context.

CLASSIFYING SUSTAINABLE HOUSING TYPES
IN THE WEST
“Sustainable housing development can be
defined as housing development that meels
the needs of the present generation withoul
compromising the ability of future generations
to meet their needs and demands. Housing is
more than meeling accommadation demands;
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it is simultaneously an important measure of
social developments, a key economic concemn
and & cullural element, Thus sustainability of
housing development embraces the environ-
mental, social, cultural and economic aspects”
(Chiu, 2004).

Conjoined or compaund housing is an emerging sustain-
able housing type thal in practice incorporates elements
of economic, environmental and socio-cullural sustain-
ability. However within the sustainable housing literature,
Ihis housing type can not be easily placed as belonging 1o
any one category. Principally, this is because the defini-
lions of the categaries are too narrow. The literafure only
captures examples of affordable housing, cohousing and
mosl predominantly, sco-housing. Historically, the litera-
ture has been spiit beiween housing for economic sus-
lainability—affordable housing—or socio-ecological sus-
tainability as Is the case with the philosophically driven
cohousing model. But more recenlly, the notion of sus-
lainability has come fo be overly represented by the sup-
posed universal solution of ecological sustainable mod-
8ls, as is seen with eco-housing, while other forms of sus-
tainable housing designs have receded inlo the back-

gruund7.

A search on research databases reflects the predoni-
nance of this pariicular definition of sustainability, with
mast if not all arlicles focused on detached single-family
houses filted with ecologically sustainable techno-
devices. However, sustainability in housing means more
than ecological sustainability as is stated in Agenda 21

(UN, 1992) and the Brundiland Report (World
Commission on Envirgnment and Development, 1987), it
also means altending to the 'soft’ socio-cultural dimen-
sions alengside the environmental and economic, “Today,
an appreciation of the significance of the non-lechnical
issues is growing and it is realised that these so-called
‘soff issues are al least as crucial for a sustainable devel-
opment in consfruction. Economic and social sustainabil-
ity mus! be accorded explicit treatmenl.” (Agenda 21,
1992)

Diespite the various ways of defining sustainability, for the
most part sustainability has come to stand for a one-size-
fits-all "ecologically responsible’, detached single-family
homes, which use recyclable materials and are energy
efficient: scanl attention is given to the option of sharing
resources or space as an added method of conservation.
In addition, most of these designs do not take into
account lhe cullural needs of the occupants. The defini-
lion of sustainable housing designs needs o be widened
to include models that may nol stand for jusl one principle
of sustainability, but in varying degrees incorporate all.

Conclusion

In this arlicle we have attempted lo place eco-housing
and other forms of suslainable housing models from
affordable and collective categories into a cultural frame.
We have also shown how the examples all in some way
fail to encompass the four principles oullined in Agenda
21, With collective housing there is & presumption that by
simply attending to the community, our relationship with
the environment will also become more harmonious and
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less hierarchal, Similarly, with affordable housing types,
the environment and socio-cultural aspects are ignored
for the bottom line of economics. After highlighling these
short comings, we questioned why western models such
as conjoined do nol appear in the typology and why eco-
housing has risen in prevalence; presented as the univer-
sal solution to an essentially contextual experienced and
created issue. This problem is one that can be addressed
by redefining it as one cultural solufion that has been
formed from a particular ptace, in time, and according to
a belief system. What we call for is an exercise in vernac-
ularising eco-housing in order to make room on the hous-
ing typology for other models, such as conjoined housing.
By placing the models in this frame we can then lock for
local solutions outside of the West, and explore the notion
of appropriating different models and methods of sustain-
ability rather than narrowly relying on the one standard
model of eco-housing, which | appropriate in some con-
texts but cannot be for all.
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End Notes :

1 The four principles or dimensions stated in Agenda 21
are: social sustainability; cultural sustainability; environ-
mental sustainability and economic sustainability. As Chiu
(2004) notes, these four strands actually interlink and
should not be thought about in isolation. This stance is
similar fo our approach to sustainability in housing.

e Guy and Farmer (2001) write that the preoccupation
with finding consensus transnationally in the sustainable
mavement is one of the reasons why science, with its
‘objectivity’, has come to dominate research.

3 Forthe past few decades in the US, 75% of all new con-
struction has been of this generic form (see Dunham-
Jones 2000).

% For a sharp comment on this new consumerist function
of houses see Ingersoll (2006).

5 Norwood and Smith (1995) offer a diagram of the ideal
spatial arrangement of private and communal areas. The
authors suggest that in order to maintain a stable commu-
nity, & graduation from public to private space is neces-
sary, At the design level, this requires the placing of
patios, porches, walk ways and gardens in the zones
between the public and private spaces.

6 See, for example Hayden's seminal work Redesigning
the American Dream: gender, housing and family life
(1984), and The Grand Domestic Revolution (1981),

T The problem faced with such narrow and slanted defini-
tions within the literature is that different ways of living,
which could be understood as being sustainable such as
compound or conjoined housing, are not being recog-
nised and researched. As a result therefore, urban legis-
|ation and cultural biases which restrict the exploration of
alternative housing forms are not identified and chal-
lenged.
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