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INTRODUCTION

and desirable when designing a new facility for the homeless? What should
it look like, and what kind of feeling should it convey? Should it call attention to itself or maintain
a low proﬁle? Should it resemble a conventional
house or be more like a dormitory? What type of
spaces should be included? Given budgetary constraints, what is the proper balance between function, quality of construction, and architectural
delight? Those who serve the homeless, and especially the architects who design facilities that accommodate the homeless, must confront these
questions.
This book examines how architects have approached the challenge of designing facilities for
the homeless. Some responses are modest and discreet; others are more assertive. I have chosen to
begin with what might be the most complex and
comprehensive facility for the homeless yet built:
the Joan Kroc Center at the St. Vincent de Paul
Village in San Diego. It both indicates what is possible and introduces many of the issues addressed
in the chapters that follow.
The 110,000-square-foot Joan Kroc Center
opened in the summer of 1987 at a cost of $11.6
million (equivalent to approximately $20 million
today). The building is largely the work of Father
Joe Carroll, known as “Father Joe,” who raised
most of the money privately, inspiring donors
WHAT IS POSSIBLE

with his vision and force of personality. Not long
after its completion, the center became known as
the Taj Mahal of shelters.1 It can accommodate
350 people and serve more than 1,300 meals a day.
The comprehensiveness of the center’s programs,
the range of populations that the center serves, and
the grandness of its architecture have drawn national attention, including reports about the center and Father Joe himself on CBS’s 60 Minutes
and ABC’s Nightline.
The building, designed by Fred A. De Santo and
the ﬁrm of Krommenhock, McKeown & Associates (now KMA Architecture and Engineering), is
in the Spanish mission style, common in Southern
California (ﬁgure 1). When ﬁrst built in the American West, the missions were safe-havens, placed
a day’s travel apart; their courtyards offered protection, much like a wagon circle. The use of this
model in the Joan Kroc Center has symbolic signiﬁcance that transcends its associations with regional architecture. The cross prominently displayed on the center’s bell tower, the chapel, and
the cloistered courtyard conveys a clear message
that the services offered by the center to the homeless are grounded in the Christian faith. This is a
sanctuary, a protected place for the most vulnerable, in which they will receive sustenance, shelter, and renewed spirit.
Underlying these religious associations, how1

Davis,Designing for Homeless

8/31/04

10:02 AM

Page 2

2

The Joan
Kroc Center at the St.
Vincent de Paul Village,
San Diego. The center’s
form, reminiscent of
California’s Spanish-style
missions, deﬁnes its
function as a safe haven
for the homeless.
FIGURE 1

ever, is a smoothly operating complex. The bell
towers, for example, have a practical function:
they are part of an energy-efﬁcient ventilating system that takes advantage of prevailing breezes, reducing the need for air conditioning and lowering
operational costs. A garage beneath the building
is a convenience for the professionals—doctors,
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social workers, and psychologists—who volunteer
at the center. As Father Joe has noted, “What volunteer doctor will want to park his Mercedes on
these streets at night?”2 The dining room converts
into a basketball court (ﬁgure 2). The facility is
monitored by dozens of security cameras, and the
mechanical system is computer-operated in order
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The large dining hall at the Joan Kroc
Center can be converted to a basketball court.

FIGURE 2

to maximize its efﬁciency. To avoid the expense of
replacing lost keys, bedrooms are ﬁtted with electronic locks. Children have access to a day care
center and an elementary school that is part of the
San Diego school district.
The focus of all these functions is the large
courtyard (ﬁgure 3). Most of the common
rooms—classrooms, the dining room, the workshop, and chapel—either have views into or are
accessed from this space. A loggia borders the
courtyard at ground level, mitigating the scale of
the three-story building that deﬁnes the space

(ﬁgure 4). Following the tradition of mission-style
architecture, it provides views into an open, public space, facilitates circulation around the courtyard, and protects residents from sun and occasional rain. Initially the courtyard, intended as
a place for contemplation, was empty of trees,
benches, ﬂower beds, or art; its features were limited to a fountain and a pathway that bisected the
large expanse of lawn. Over the years, the grass
has given way to Astroturf (a better play surface
for children), and half the courtyard is ﬁlled with
play equipment.
INTRODUCTION
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The walled courtyard of the Joan
Kroc Center, protected from its urban context,
is used as a playground.

FIGURE 3

The visual vocabulary of the California missions imbues the design of the center with a spiritual feeling, and the monastic associations are
underscored by the deep-set windows, arched
openings, beamed ceilings, and cloistered courtyard. Father Joe views these architectural elements as signatures of the entire enterprise, sending a message to the residents that this is a digniﬁed
and important place, and that by association, so
are they.3 It sends a similar message to the community and to those who donate the $20 million
each year it takes to operate the complex.
Father Joe believes that good architecture is
INTRODUCTION

critical to helping the homeless, even though it requires more money. His architects often suggested
ways to reduce costs, but he argued that these cost
savings would be counterproductive. Father Joe’s
involvement in the design of the center extended
even to the smallest elements of the building, such
as window blinds housed between double panes
of glass that never need cleaning or repair. For him,
such details and embellishments are integral to the
success of the building and the programs within.
Within weeks of its completion, the Joan Kroc
Center, designed primarily for homeless families
with children, proved too small to meet the demand
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FIGURE 4

The plans of the Joan Kroc Center.
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F I G U R E 5 The St. Vincent de Paul
Village comprises renovated buildings
and new construction, as well as the
surrounding streets.

for its services. Program consultants had told Father Joe that the clinic he planned was too large,
and they expressed doubt that doctors would volunteer their time, but the clinic in fact was too
small, both for the number of clients and for the
number of physicians who volunteered to staff it.
In a new and larger clinic housed in a separate
building, the University of California at San Diego
Medical School plays a prominent role, to such an
extent that some doctors spend their entire residency there. This new facility includes a large dental ofﬁce whose walls are adorned with beforeand-after pictures of homeless patients with new
dental work and broad smiles.
In the years since the completion of the Joan
Kroc Center, Father Joe has added several buildings to the complex, now known as the St. Vincent de Paul Village (ﬁgure 5). These include a converted warehouse that is physically connected to
INTRODUCTION

the Joan Kroc Center, a new building constructed
across the street in 1993, and most recently a midrise apartment building containing studio units.
The additions reﬂect an expansion of the programs
sponsored by the organization, including new
housing for single men and women. None of these
buildings is as distinctive as the cornerstone center, but all share similar architectural features, such
as arched windows, a courtyard, or balconies,
which unify the space.
While Father Joe sometimes describes St. Vincent’s as a campus, one that includes his own residence in a historic Victorian house across the
street from the Joan Kroc Center, he prefers the
notion of a village. A campus is associated with
younger people, but a village is a city made small,
and the people that reside within are therefore
citizens of a vibrant, diverse place. Everything
they need—a restaurant, housing, recreation, and
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services—is there. The village even has its own
newspaper. The one missing element that has yet
to be realized is a commercial enterprise that
would generate income and provide a means for
residents to develop skills through job training.
Critics have faulted several aspects of the
St. Vincent de Paul Village. The facility’s size, extending over several city blocks, has raised concerns among local politicians that the village has
simply drawn in the homeless from other parts of
the city, or those who are living with friends or
family and therefore at a slight remove from homelessness, and concentrated them within the facility without reducing homelessness (the syndrome
of “if you build it, they will come”). Certainly, it
could be argued that the size and the complexity
of the St. Vincent de Paul Village have created a
corral for the homeless. But Father Joe maintains
that you can treat the entire person only if you have
all the needed personnel and facilities, and that the
range of services that the village provides would
not be feasible without a large population. More
important, because the organization relies primarily on donations and not public funding, it can
control all the elements of its operations. (With government funds come restrictions on sharing information about clients and patients. Those who undertake the program must consent to the sharing
of their personal information among the programs
and services.) This provides ﬂexibility, with little
bureaucratic interference, in whatever treatment,
intervention, or training is deemed appropriate.
What the homeless give up in privacy and personal freedom at the St. Vincent de Paul Village is
compensated by a high level of services and security. Security is a deﬁning element of the village.
In addition to the electronic systems, German
shepherds patrol the grounds; individuals posing
as homeless clients regularly test the quality of the
programs. To some critics, such a system smacks

of Big Brother, and for the homeless who distrust
authority or who have been in other highly structured institutions, such as prisons, the village is a
hard sell. But for others (particularly women and
children, who are most vulnerable on the streets)
these security measures are welcome. Father Joe
equates this management style with that of Las Vegas resorts: to prevent you from going elsewhere,
they provide you with everything you might need
in a safe setting.
The village has grown as neighboring sites and
buildings became available for purchase and as
funds were raised for construction and stafﬁng.
Each added element is accompanied by an open
space that has become part of the surrounding city.
The street that separates the Joan Kroc Center
from the newest building is fast becoming a public plaza for the complex. The street is closed to
trafﬁc, and there are plans to landscape the space.
The mid-rise apartment building is across yet another street.
Father Joe was warned that this village for the
homeless would not be feasible. Naysayers predicted crime and grafﬁti, but no one has seen grafﬁti
within the village, and there is no crime, with the
exception of occasional ﬁghts in the cafeteria line.
For Father Joe the issue was not one of feasibility
but rather of carrying out the village’s mission well.
His message, and that of the village, is “Don’t settle for less than the best.”4 He has put his considerable persuasive powers behind this belief, sometimes making curious and expensive gestures that
seem to have little to do with the basic mission but
much to do with this overall vision. One side of the
mid-rise building is decorated with a $1 million mural, the largest mosaic in the country.
How successful is this approach? Father Joe
claims that 80 percent of those who undergo the
entire program move on to permanent housing
and an independent life. Furthermore, the village
INTRODUCTION
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is full. But most telling is that when a mother and
her children arrive and see the hustle and bustle
of the lobby—a clean and appealing place—rather
than ask, “Do we have to stay here?” they ask,
“Can we stay here?”
The St. Vincent de Paul Village is one example
of what is possible given the commitment of an organization and the strong vision of an individual.
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It accommodates a range of housing for the homeless that constitutes what is known as “the continuum of care” (table 1). This principle acknowledges
that although the homeless need emergency shelter,
they also need access to stable and secure places in
which to live that provide the services required to
enable them to be independent. These elements of
the continuum of care are the focus of this book.

