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Daily Life in the Suburbs
Tool kit for a sustainable densification of single family house neighbourhoods
Diploma Project in Architecture EPFL - Valerie Linda Weibel
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with Fiffy

Colouring the 
hair line

Buying the high blood pressure
medication

Picking up the barbecue meet
from the neighbourhood 

farmer
Picking strawberries

Opening your own 
architect‘s office

administration

market

citizens

urban planning production management

administration

market

citizens

1

4

> 500m2

5

2

min 0.5

3

Present One becomes two

min 0.5

5 6

43

1 2

min 0.5

21 3

64 5

In general, middle class families live in 
periurban regions althought it was been 
observed over the pased few years that 
the number of per capita housholds red-
uces as, in the meantime, children born 
in the 90s have grown up and moved out. 

At present, the parents live by their own 
in their one-family house. 

But a trend can also be seen that 
middle-aged married couples buy or build 
houses in the country side.

SUBURBAN FAMILY

Often, experts and planners accuse 
districts of single-family houses being a 
blurred residential area that is responsi-
ble for all the urban sprawl. Frequently 
the single-family house districts have 
been portrayed unflattering: A symbol of 
uniformity and standardisation of the 
lifestyle of nowadays society. But in the 
first place, parallel to this very critical 
view, the single-family house is an experi-
mental space of every individual to 
choose his way of living. It can be the 
small private paradise, a comfortable 
and safe nest where children can grow 
up and develop freely, a garden where a 
new passion for planting can evolve.

In this thesis I emphasis and try to 
answer the question how these two anti-
thetic poles can be combined: creating 
sustainable districts of single family 
houses that fulfil the expectations of the 
residents but at the same time perceive 
their needs and accept their way of live.

SINGLE FAMILY HOUSE LANDSCAPE

The biggest challenge of urban planning 
is the current situation of the huge sur-
face occupation of garages that made 
almost any form of densification strate-
gies impossible.

I suggest an alternative form of mobility 
to the privat car: carsharing. 

A network of centrally situated parking 
lots allows the principle of carsharing. 
For ten residents one car is available.

CARSHARING

The three main difficulties of nowadays 
constructing regulations are 1 the lowly 
anticipated utilisation factor in single-
family house districts, 2 the big minimum 
spaces and 3 the strict zonal structure 
that only allows two storey buildings 
within these districts. A densification is 
blocked in all manners. Further, 4 the 
extremely big building plots which are 
zoned by the municipality oppose a pro-
blem. As a standard, nowadays building 
plots of single family houses are approxi-
mately 1’000 square metres big 
although the demand for plots as big as 
this are tending to be regressive. In most 
families both spouses are engaged in an 
employment and do not have the time to 
tend a that big garden. This conclusion 
could also be seen in my interviews in the 
„énoncé théorique“. The majority of my 
interview partners would have preferred 
smaller building plots. Not only do the 
outdated construction regulations have 
to be revised, but also smaller and more 
flexible building lots are necessary for a 
sustainable development of single family 
house neighbourhoods. 

The family Müller: two children – eight 
and eleven years old, the husband works 
as self-employed auto mechanic, the wife 
is housewife and mother. They have deci-
ded on a one family house because they 
were looking for individuality. They 
wanted to do how they please without 
having someone else complaining about 
it. Their own big garage for both cars and 
the extensive garden were the main 
criteria why they decided on this house.  

Our society is aging therefore it is impor-
tant to regard the travel distances of 
senior citizens to their main facilities and 
friends / family as the approximate value 
of future urban planning. Considering the 
distance for senior citizens to walk to the 
next bus stop or to the next supermarket 
is essential for the creation of an efficient 
network of local infrastructure.

Based on the architectural typology of 
„one becomes two“, the senior citizens 
do not have to move further away to the 
peripheries when they cannot maintain 
their houses anymore by theyrselfes.

They have the possibility to move into the 
new house just next door or keep their 
houses while their childrens family build a 
new one right besides the existent one. In 
that case the senior citizens are able to 
stay within their social environment and 
familiar surroundings without losing their 
independence.

SENIOR CITIZEN ENVIRONMENTS

Nowadays, senior citizens who cannot 
maintain their houses anymore by them-
selves have two possibilities: Either they 
move to an assisted living facility or to a 
residential care home for elderly. Both of 
these options are associated with long 
waiting lists. 

In either case, mostly the parties involved 
have to leave their social environment 
and dislocate some kilometres.  Due to 
the fact that elderly people are often not 
very mobile anymore they are reliant on 
intricate and complicated bus connec-
tions to visit friends and family. 

The new typology “one becomes two” 
offers a possibility for seniors to stay 
within short distances of their social net-
works and neither to be depended on 
waiting list nor nursing services. In this 
model, family members can assist each 
other in nursing, tending the gardens, 
childminding or learning to apply new 
technologies.  

CARE FACILITY

A single family home is a way of living that 
is limited to one phase of life. One can say 
that it is family model. During numerous 
interviews I had made, I was confirmed in 
my „énoncé théorique“. 

Many family house owners are concer-
ned on what they will do with their houses 
if they will not be able to take care of 
themselves anymore and which ways of 
living they prefer. Many even have the 
great fear to vegetate in a care facility, 
far away from family and friends. 

With the new agglomeration strategy of 
“one becomes two” I want to counteract 
these problems and fears. New neigh-
bourhoods of single family houses shall 
be initiated that are suitable for young 
families as well as seniors and where 
different generations can enrich and 
assist each other.

SOCIAL DIVERSITY

1 The pure living zone will be eliminated 
and future districts shall be multifunctio-
nal. Trade and multi-family houses should 
enrich single-family house districts. 2 A 
network of centrally situated parking lots 
allows the principle of carsharing. For 
ten residents one car is available. 3 The 
utilisation factor will no longer be rated 
at the maximum but at the minimum 
(0.5). 4 Newly zoned properties are 500 
square metres big at the most. Property 
owners, who’s plots measure more than 
500 square metres presently have to 
pay an annual plot-tax per each additional 
square metre. 5 If a property owner 
decides on giving away a part of his plot 
he will receive a “plot-bonus” which can 
directly be subtracted from his taxes. 6  
The distance between buildings will 
replace the contemporary minimum 
space. It is defined at five metres. 7 As 
long as one complies with these five 
metres distance one can even build right 
on the boundaries. Nevertheless, the 
affected front side must be built as a 
compartment wall.

The family Torriani: two grown up child-
ren and both the parents are retired. The 
daughter just gave birth to her second 
child and the young family is now looking 
for a house. In order that the family mem-
bers can support each other in the child-
minding and household the couple Torri-
ani has determined to split off a part of 
their plot for their daughter’s house 
construction.

I disapprove of the conventional zoning 
plans which only alow a residential use 
within single family house neighbour-
hoods. 

I furthermore make a stand against the 
current regulation, an interaction of diffe-
rent functions, and for a mixed program 
to valorize and simplify suburban every-
day life.

PROGRAM MIXITY

In general the responsibilities of urban 
planning, production and management 
are strictly separated.

With the idea of transforming the mono-
functional neighbourhood of single family 
houses into a multifunctional one, it is 
indispensible to include the citizens in the 
planning process.The citizens are best at 
knowing what facilities are missing in the 
neighbourhood and which ones are 
dispensible.

The urban development develops to be a 
joint project of all parties involved. This 
process should consolidate everyones 
identification with the area.

EMPOWERMENT OF CITIZENSHIP

The architectural „Enlargement“ - typolo-
gy completes the existing public mono-
functional service network -  such as exa-
mple: bus stations, trains, small shops 
and industry - and covers its deficits.

I propound new complementary pro-
grams to the existing monofunctional 
area of single family house neighbour-
hoods. 

by doing this, new cultural and social pro-
grams can highly facilitate the life of 
citizens and increase the quality of life.

PUBLIC SERVICE NETWORK

1 The pure living zone will be eliminated 
and future districts shall be multifunctio-
nal. Trade and multi-family houses should 
enrich single-family house districts. 2 A 
network of centrally situated parking lots 
allows the principle of carsharing. For 
ten residents one car is available. 3 The 
utilisation factor will no longer be rated 
at the maximum but at the minimum 
(0.5). 4 Property owners, who’s plots 
measure more than 500 square metres 
presently have to pay an annual plot-tax 
per each additional square meter. 5 Pro-
perty owners have the possibility to build 
50% additionally to the utilisation factor, 
if they open a part of their house to public 
usage. Doing so, both plot parts have to 
be registered as single plots in the land 
register.

The family Minger-Stauffer: blended 
family. The wife is working as a self-
employed music teacher and the hus-
band has his own dental clinic. Shortly 
after the birth of their son they started 
looking for an alternative for the five 
bedroom city apartment which they inha-
bited up till now. As a short while ago the 
construction-rules have been adjusted by 
various municipalities the family bought 
this house envisaging to enlarge the buil-
ding from the 70ies. They do not mind at 
all that they have to make a part of the 
house accessible to a public purpose. 
Mrs Minger as well as Mr Stauffer neit-
her have green fingers nor have they got 
time to mend a big garden.

The architectural typology of the „Substi-
tute“ does not focus on a specific popula-
tion. This typology promotes social, cultu-
ral and generational diversity, whilst see-
king a balanced form of educating young 
people, a productive adult population and 
an elderly energetic one.

I suggest a neighbourhood being compa-
red to a container of an entire life time 
cycle. 

For this reason I propose buildings that 
support all the different changes in per-
sonal life. which are: founding and 
enlarging a family, separation, inde-
pendence, senior citizenship, flat sharing 
communities, and so on.

LIFE TIME CYCLE

Within a community there are several 
reserves of utilisation which have to be 
activated while densifying the way of 
living. One of these is the conversion - for 
example neighbourhoods with old stocks, 
as well as undeveloped areas in the inner 
of the settlement parameter – for exam-
ple gaps between buildings or lots of land 
for construction. 

At the most, the filling of unused spaces 
within the residential area perimeter has 
a huge impact on the sustainability of soil 
resources in Switzerland. Research of 
the ETH Zurich have proven that the sum 
of inner usage reserve have an enor-
mous potential all over Switzerland. 
According to their calculations 0.7 to 1.9 
million new residents could be able to live 
in this specific vacant zone without 
having to use none of the cultivated land.

FILLING THE VOID

The aim of the architectural typology of 
the „Substitute“ is to differentiate more 
precisely the urban fabric of single-family 
house neighbourhoods. 

The neighbourhood opens up to multiple 
fabrics represented by communities with 
different characters, densities, the atti-
tute to nature and the environment, 
associated applications, building types 
and scales.

URBAN FABRIC

1 The pure living zone will be eliminated 
and future districts shall be multifunctio-
nal. Trade and multi-family houses should 
enrich single-family house districts. 2 A 
network of centrally situated parking lots 
allows the principle of carsharing. For 
ten residents one car is available. 3 
More than one owner can be registered 
for one plot (housing cooperative). 
Changes made to the plot or changes of 
owner have to be decided together. 4 
The neighbourhood should provide space 
for people in different ages and with 
diverse ways of living. 5 The utilisation 
factor will no longer be rated at the maxi-
mum but at the minimum (0.5). 6 Each 
single-family house owner can enlarge 
his building with one additional story. 
Those who do not want to profit from this 
amendment can sell the rights of an 
addition of stories to a neighbour. Height 
differences between individual buildings 
are highly desirable, but neighboring buil-
dings shall not differ in height by more 
than 100 % of their total heights.

The family Keller – childless, family 
Perucca –blended family and couple with 
one child each from their first marriages, 
Mr Dubois – single and retired and the 
parents-to-be Martinez: all of them share 
the dream of a house and garden. But as 
all of them are low on funds they have 
merged to a cooperative and built a 
house that contains four most equivalent 
apartments. But nevertheless each 
apartment has the main attributes of a 
detached single-family house: a private 
garden and living on several floors.

Already Jane Jacobs wrote in her 1961 
publication: „Death and Life of Great 
American Cities“ that a city has the capa-
bility of providing something for everybo-
dy, but only as long as it is being designed 
by everybody together.

Participation is a cornerstone of the 
sustainable and democratic develop-
ment of a society. 

In the architectural typology of the „low 
rise high density“ - strategy the residents 
of each residential block have the oppor-
tunity to integrate their ideas and wishes 
into the design and managment of their 
surrounding open spaces.

Latter stimulates everyone‘s micro-
identity with the natural environment, as 
well as vicinity and social responsibility.

PARTICIPATION

The agglomeration of a village or city has 
an essential influence on the density of 
public transport. In this respect one can 
ask which one of the two is the initial 
point. Does a village necessarily need to 
be densified to be profitable for an enlar-
ged public transport network, or does 
public transport has to be improved at 
first to attract newcomers in the neigh-
bourhood at all? 

If a village is already made accessible to 
public transport the densification has a 
positive impact on the frequency of public 
transportation. In turn, the improved 
capacity supports the idea of a precinct 
neighbourhood of single-family houses. If 
a village and its public transport network 
are very dense, it is more attractive for 
residents to prefer public transportation 
over a car.

PUBLIC TRANSPORT 

The desire to enjoy the advantages of 
affordable accommodation in a dense 
urban environment and to combine this 
with a socially and ecologically sustaina-
ble lifestyle has not yet been successfully 
achieved in suburban areas. Therefore, it 
is essential to convince the communities 
and moreover the residents of the 
advantages of a condensed neighbour-
hood of single family houses and to trig-
ger an awareness for topics such as land 
drawdown and the loss of cultivated land. 

To achieve this goal the landowners have 
to be encouraged for an improved and 
better utilisation of property on the one 
hand, and on the other hand communi-
ties to use their constructional zones 
efficiently.

URBAN DENSITY

1 The utilisation factor will no longer be 
rated at the maximum but at the mini-
mum (0.5). 2 The distance between buil-
dings will replace the contemporary mini-
mum space. It is defined at five metres. 
One row house block is determined as 
one building. 3 As long as one complies 
with these five metres distance one can 
even build right on the boundaries. 
Nevertheless, the affected front side 
must be built as a compartment wall. 4 
More than one owner can be registered 
for one plot (housing cooperative). 
Changes made to the plot or changes of 
owner have to be decided together. 5 A 
network of centrally situated parking lots 
allows the principle of carsharing. For 
ten residents one car is available. 6 
More common areas should be installed 
where neighbours can meet and 
exchange views on different topics. 
These common areas will be designed 
and maintained by the residents them-
selves.  

Ms Keller, single mother of two children 
– five and three years old, is working part 
time as a nurse. She had to move out of 
the shared house after the divorce. As 
both children had already mad friends in 
the village and the father lives in the 
same place as well the mother did not 
want to unroot her children from their 
familiar setting. The possibility to build 
within a plot of a cooperative came in 
useful for her. Here, the tenants help 
each other with the childminding as well 
as with daily errands.

+ 16 
residential units

+ 64 
new habitants

+ 0.17 
utilisation factor


