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BY IAN TIZZARD

Now, for $350
a month,
tenants can
get 210 square
feet of living
space with an
independent
entrance,

a private
washroom,

a two-burner
stove, sink and
a small fridge.

Home

Suite
homes

The pocket apartments project Is
owned by S.A.M. Properties and
administered by S.A.M.
Management, a 32-year-old
nen-profit group speclalizing in
“soclal housing,”

Their projects include life leases,
c0-0ps and Manitoba Housing
properties.

The buildings are spread around
the Cantenniat and Spencs nelgh-
bourhoads.

The compteted ones are at 592
Ross Ave. and 154 Kate St. The
first is almost full; the second is
just taking in naw tenants. Two
more at 374 and 409 Maryland St.
will be completed by the end of
December.

Standard pocket sultss are

210 squars fest.

Each building includes one 240-
square-foot suite designed a littls
wider, with a seat in the shower
for limited-mobility access.

]
Fifty per cent of the 32 units will

be ellgible for rent subsidy trom
Manitoba Housing.
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The unit at 592 Ross Ave. is aimost fully rented; the windows will be uncovered when tenants mave in.

Cleverly designed pocket suites
e iV MOTE SPace 10 low-income downtown renters

Room to move

Atiny fridge is housed under the unit’s stove/sink,

HILE downtown housing projects are

being built for monied young profes-

sionais and empty nesters, one nove!

project is making homes for marginal-
ized Winnipeggers.

About 5,000 people currently five in downtown
rooming houses — usually old houses where all
rooms possible have been converted to bedrooms
for rent. Mostly legal, sometimes not, they provide
spaces for seniors, new immigrants, minimum-
wage workers and others. Living in one means
cramped quarters, no privacy, sharing washrooms
with strangers, and sometimes paying rent without
a lease. It lacks dignity at best and is dangerous at
worst,

One solution is demonstrated in four new buildings in the
Spence and Centennial neighbourhoods near the Health Sci-
ences Centre. Each contains eight *pocket suites” squeezed
into a space smatler than many single-family homes accupy.

The idea came from Paul McNeil, a regional vice-presi-
dent and partner at ND Lea, an employee-owned engineer-
ing, planning and project management firm.

“In rooming houses, every room is converted,”™ McNeil
says. “The old dining room is & bedroom; the old living room
is a bedroom. People have about 150 square feet of private
space with a shared washroom.”

Now, for $350 a month, tenants can get 210 square feet of
living space with an independent entrance, a private wash-
roorm, a two-burner stove, sink and a small fridge. An open
space at one end serves as bedroom and sitting room. It's all
ingeniously packed into a space you can cross end-to-end in
10 steps.

Renters in (he first completed building include & man
working nearby, a recently moved-out student and an immi-
grant new to Winnipeg via two years on the street in Van-
couver.

Since joining ND Lea in 1990, McNeil has been immersed

[ s

el i
Each unit has its own private bathroom.

in consulting work related to urban housing and develop-
ment. Before this, he worked with a company putting up sin-
gie-family detached-frame housing on disused lots in St.
James, 5t. Boniface and Klmwond. Before that, he led the
Winnipeg Housing Rehabilitation Corporation as general
manager.

After studying countless development ideas, McNeil says
funding efforts and public attention usually focus on low-
income housing for families moving back to particular
areas, but not on people already there.

I was struck by the number of low-income, single-person
households downtown,” says McNeil. T saw a need and a
challenge.”

Sensing the bias ugainst rooming houses, he remembered
the 800-square-foot bi-level houses he helped build years
ago. “1 was intrigued about whether a similar design could
hold a higher density of people,” he says.

Early drawings showed a plain rectangular footprint, with
stairs to the second-floor suites going up the front and back.
“It looked like a long trailer,” says McNeil, much happier
with the architects’ final design.

"There was very little sense of opening in the original con-
cept,” admits Steve Cohlmeyer, principal of Cohlmeyer
Architects, about the unusually challenging project. Aiming
for a per-unit cost as close as possible ta the $287 social
assistunce housing subsidy, and on a 30-foot lot, building
large was not an option.

“There’s no magic to minimizing costs,” says Cohimeyer.
“The complexity is in figuring out how to do it allin such a
small space.”

‘Through what Cohlmeyer calls “geometric shenanigans,”
the designers uestled the units, maving them like a puzzle to
open up room for stairs and private entrances at the side
while making the living rooms wider.

Cohlmeyer says he found no guides or precedents for the
project. “We think it's architecturally unigue,” he says, and
McNeil agrees.

Indeed, McNeil calls it a pilot project, noting that contrac-
tors couldn't give definite estimates going in, and opera-
tional costs are still vague. “Nobody’s built anything like
this,” he says, looking forward to discovering the results as
the homes fill up.

2 lan tizard@treepress.mh.ca .
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