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Urban Housing

By Jennifer S. Evans and Steven R. Spillette

In the early part of the 20th Century, downtowns

were the bustling hubs of city life and centers

of retail and office activity. Merchants often lived

in apartments above their shops, and other

residential buildings were an integral part of the

downtown landscape. Over time, businesses moved

away from city centers, and downtowns declined as

retail and housing centers shifted to the suburbs.



But downtown housing is making a comeback. More than
13,000 housing units were completed in downtown
areas of the state’s largest cities during the 1990s. The

majority of current developments are rental units, but roughly
10 percent of projects in major cities are for sale.

According to market surveys by Central Dallas Association
and Downtown Houston Management District, the primary
market for downtown housing is college-educated people age
35 and younger who earn more than $35,000 per year. Surveys
show that the median income of downtown residents is more
than $88,000 in Dallas and $68,750 in Houston. Thirty-nine
percent of downtown Dallas residents make more than $100,000
per year, while 27.6 percent of downtown Houston residents
fall into that income range. This degree of affluence has led
to a demand for high-quality residential products with easily
accessible entertainment, restaurants and offices.

Major developers and home builders are involved in devel-
oping new townhouse projects downtown. Perry Homes has

completed a large townhouse project in midtown Houston
with more construction planned. The firm also developed the
Remington Place townhomes at Belknap and Lexington in
downtown Fort Worth. These 2,100- to 2,900-square-foot
townhomes sell for roughly $250,000 to $290,000 and provide
gated security.

In addition to new townhouse construction, some historic
downtown buildings are being used as condominiums.
Beaconsfield in downtown Houston is a prime example of such
a project. This luxury residential complex originally opened
in 1911.

Condominium units in the refurbished building range from
1,600 to 2,300 square feet and have amenities such as high
ceilings, brass hardware, fireplaces and custom mantels. The
complex provides a doorman, gated parking and 24-hour con-
cierge service.

The Homes of Thomas Court project in the State Thomas
Historic District in downtown Dallas consists of 25 two- and
three-bedroom, modern row houses priced from $250,000 to
$525,000. Units range in size from 1,800 to 3,500 square feet
and feature 10- and 12-foot ceilings, hardwood floors, gas
cooktops and attached two-car garages. All homes have been
sold.

Summit Ruins at Seventh is a new seven-story luxury con-
dominium building in Fort Worth with units priced from

CONVERSION OF HOUSTON’S historic
Rice Hotel (left) into loft apartments
benefitted from the city’s
implementation of a tax increment
reinvestment zone, which defrayed
substantial development costs.
(Above) A sidewalk café adds to the
neighborhood’s ambiance.
(Facing page) Project developer Randall
Davis in the hotel before renovation
began.

 Downtown Condominium and Townhome Units

Units
Completed Under
Since 1990 Construction Proposed

Austin 77 13 191
Dallas 495 221 248
Fort Worth 18 58 84
Houston 554 134 492
San Antonio 53 0 0

Source: Real Estate Center at Texas A&M University

$525,000 to $1 million. The two- to four-bedroom, 3,700- to
4,200-square-foot condominiums feature two floors, under-
ground parking and rooftop gardens with a view of downtown
and the Trinity River.

Large cities are not the only ones experiencing a boom in
downtown housing. In Denton
and San Angelo, the second or
upper floors of some small com-
mercial buildings in the Main
Street areas are being converted

Downtown Housing Units Completed Since 1990

City Units

Austin 167
Dallas 8,603
Fort Worth 1,182
Galveston 78
Houston 2,093
Lubbock 14
San Antonio 443
Tyler 27
Waco 32

    Source: Real Estate Center at Texas A&M University



Downtown Houston Condominium or For-Sale Projects

Project Name Address Price Range

2016 Main 2016 Main $50,000–500,000+
The Keystone 1120 Texas Avenue 100,000–400,000+
Bayou Lofts 915 Franklin 90,000–400,000+
Beaconsfield 1700 Main 160,000–300,000+
Hermann Lofts 204 Travis 80,000–300,000
220 Main 220 Main 160,000–210,000+

Source: Houston Downtown Management District

to residential lofts. According to Denton’s Main Street project,
27 such apartments exist downtown. Most buildings house one
to four units, although a developer is working on a six-unit
rehabilitation project and plans a 20-unit new construction
project.

San Angelo, too, is seeing
increased interest in down
town residential develop-

ment. The Cactus Hotel in
downtown San Angelo includes
several apartments, and inves-
tors have purchased an old
rooming house on South Oakes
Street to convert to residential
units.

 In Wichita Falls, a 29-unit
condominium project called
Richmond Condominiums is in
the works. The condos are ex-
pected to sell for about $70 per square foot with floor plans
ranging from 624-square-foot one-bedroom units to 1,800-
square-foot two-bedroom units. One major selling point: the
59 covered parking spaces adjacent to the building. This $1.1
million project was self-financed by the developer.

Financing is proving to be a major stumbling block for
downtown residential projects, primarily because these types
of developments are viewed as experimental ventures with no
guarantee of success in many cities. Consequently, many build-
ing conversions are self-financed, especially in smaller cities.
A Texas A&M University professor who renovated a down-
town Bryan building to include office and residential space
agrees that lack of available financing is a major growth in-
hibitor in the downtown housing market.

Most cities advertise federal and local financial incentives
to develop downtown housing, including loans, tax credits, tax

abatement and infrastructure and parking development. In
some cases, these incentives reduce the cost of the project, but
in other cases, the red tape associated with the incentives,
along with development restrictions, negates the benefits.

For developers and inves-
tors trying to select a suitable
site for a downtown housing
project, the “livability” of the
downtown area poses the
greatest challenge. Residents
must feel that safety and
cleanliness issues are ad-
equately addressed. Areas
dominated by low-income
housing and social service
agencies may have greater dif-
ficulty attracting market-rate
development. Lack of conve-
niences such as grocery and

discount stores may also be an issue. The best site is located
in an area of downtown that has an active day and night life
and is perceived as safe.

Construction of downtown housing is expected to remain
strong across the state. The majority of for-sale projects are
at the high end of the price scale, and prices are expected
to remain high as the availability of easily converted build-
ings shrinks. Approximately 6,000 downtown housing units
are currently proposed statewide, 17 percent of which are
expected to be for sale.

For more information, order Center technical report 1351,
Downtown Texas Housing. See the order form on page 28.

Evans is a research associate and Spillette is a graduate research assistant
with the Real Estate Center at Texas A&M University.
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