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Millions and millions of people in the western world live in townhouses.  This building type spans a history of over 800 years, and continues to be built today in the most modern materials.

When you take a closer look, you can easily understand why the townhouse has stood the test of time:

· It provides a compact yet spacious dwelling space;

· The building form allows for an attractive mix of public and private spaces;

· Townhouses help form great streets;

· And they make good economic sense from a development perspective. 

For many reasons, the townhouse is an ideal urban residential form.

Going back to the roots of the townhouse, we find the earliest examples as medieval houses in France and Italy.  Because many towns flourished on trade, many of these early townhouses were in fact live/work spaces built in the Romanesque or Gothic style.  These medieval towns were built inside defensive city walls, so the limited space led to the building of houses that abutted on their neighbors.

At its very roots, the townhouse is just that.  It’s a house designed for towns.  And it’s a perfect residential building to help create great, new urban places. 

The townhouse creates great urban places by forming great streets:

1. STREET SECTIONS-- Great townhouse streets offer street sections where buildings, entrances, and cars engage with the pedestrian and with each other.  Ideal door yards range from 8 to 12 ft. from back of sidewalk to face of building; sidewalks and planting areas range from 10-17 ft.

2. OUTDOOR LIVING ROOM-- Then, because of the proximity of the townhouse to the street, the stoops and steps in effect become like street furniture, and an entire outdoor living room is created, where neighbors can form a real sense of community.  At least three stories in height*

3. ALLEYS PUT GARAGES IN THE BACK-- One of the most important things townhouses can do is to relegate garages to the back, along alleys.  

4. STOOPS AND STEPS ADDRESSING THE STREET-- With the garage out of the way, townhouses can allow their stoops, steps, and doorways to engage the street, creating a series of public/private spaces.  Locate stoops at least 4 feet, or 5-7 steps above the street*.

5. APPEALING PLACE TO LIVE-- Finally, at a more subjective level, townhouses are simply an appealing city dwelling space to live.  --Creative use of rooftop terraces and balconies, gardens. 

The last thing I’d like to mention are some of the attractive economics associated with townhouses, from a development perspective.

1. TOWNHOUSES SUPPORT HIGHER LAND SALES PRICES than other forms.  Glenwood Park example- relative sales per sf of land:  apartments (x), single family (1.5x), townhouses (2.5x).

2. TOWNHOUSE SHAPE ALLOWS YOU TO CONCENTRATE DOLLARS ON THE FRONT FAÇADE.  Unlike a single family house which can be viewed from all sides, townhouses have side walls which are firewalls, and rear walls which front alleys and are purposely back of the house.  Don’t spend money on the alleys!
3. TOWNHOUSES OFFER VARIETY OF VERSIONS (fee simple, live/work, stacked flats) – stacked flats allow double density, increased our land prices, spread common area costs. Another reason townhouses make sense from an economics perspective is that they don’t require driveways.  Alleys enable land to be used for buildings and garden spaces, instead of cars- so you get the most out of your lot- which is especially important in a compact, urban environment.

Conclusion:  As we all try to assemble the building blocks which create a strong urban environment, the townhouse is a valuable residential contributor to the effort.  As we’ve discussed, by helping to form great streets, creating an attractive living space, and supporting the kind of economics that are vital to higher density urban environments, the townhouse makes the ideal residential component to work with.

