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The top-floor unit chosen by Carol Brown 
affords floor-to-ceiling views of the adjacent 
market center.
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Then she saw the plans for East 54, 
the mixed-use condominium complex 
barely a mile from the law school. Not 
only would she cut what, in Birming-
ham, had been a two-hour daily com-
mute down to about five minutes each 
way, she could also act on a commit-
ment to reduce her housing footprint to 
no more than she needed. And the art-
ist’s rendering of the silver-level LEED-
certified project showed that the build-
ings would be made of brick. 

Brown became the first buyer to 
close on a condo in East 54. The irony 
hit her the first night she spent in her 
new condo: As the first person to move 
into East 54, Brown, a woman who felt 
a sense of accomplishment from living 
lightly in an efficient use of space, was 

the sole occupant of a 50,000-square-
foot building. 

But she wasn’t alone for long. The 
condos, ranging from about 800 square 
feet to about 1,600 square feet, have 
sold remarkably well, given the tight 
economy. Market-rate units are priced 
between about $250,000 and $1 million. 
To earn the LEED certification, the proj-
ect incorporates sustainable site-devel-
opment measures, water and energy 
conservation, materials re-use, and 
indoor environmental features.

Condo living appealed to Brown on a 
number of levels. “I had no pets, no kids, 
no need for a yard,” Brown says. “I’d 
just read Sarah Susanka’s The Not So 
Big House. I wanted to try a multifamily 
building.” And it had to be close to her  >

arol Brown has a weakness for brick. When she left her brick 

ranch house in Birmingham, Ala., in 2007 to teach real estate law 

at UNC Chapel Hill, she was disappointed to learn that the brick 

houses in Chapel Hill close to campus were all in the million-dollar range. 

Mixed-Use Message
shops and a ffordable Condos Coexist With l uxury in  

Professor’s n ew n eighborhood

By NaNcy E. OatEs • phOtOs By Dwight MyErs

Carol Brown is enjoying the short commute from 
home to work.

C
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work. After her long commute in Birming-
ham, “I wanted that time back,” she says. 

a Village is Born
East 54, built by East West Partners, 

mixes commercial and residential space, a 
plan that creates a village feel. East West has 
developed numerous subdivisions in the 
Triangle, including Falls River in Raleigh, 
Woodcroft in Durham, Cary Park in Cary, 
and Meadowmont in Chapel Hill. East 54 
sits between N.C. 54 and Finley Golf Course, 
east of the UNC campus. Homeowners have 
the option of overlooking the golf course or 
the commercial square.

Brown chose a top-floor unit of 1,100 
square feet that has one bedroom and a den. 
Because she was the first buyer, the develop-
er gave her some design leeway. She convert-
ed the laundry room into a half bath, a lay-
out idea that so impressed the developer, he  
offered that option to other buyers. The floor-
to-ceiling windows look out onto the market 
center. Vertical blinds provide privacy. 

In the condo’s open floor plan, a break-

fast bar separates the kitchen from the main 
dining area and living room. The 12-foot-
high ceilings make the space feel larger 
than it is. The balcony off the dining area 
has room for chairs and a small table. When 
East 54 hosted a series of summer evening 
concerts, she and her husband, Paul Harris 
— the couple married last summer — could 
sit out on their balcony with a glass of wine 
and listen to the bands and people-watch 
from above.

Over the past year, the ground-floor  
retail space has filled with restaurants, bou-
tique clothing shops, a chocolate shop, a hair  
salon, a nail salon, and a drug store. The 
building closest to N.C. 54 has offices for var-
ious businesses, and an Aloft Hotel closes in 
the west end. 

championing affordable housing
One aspect of East 54 that intrigues Brown 

is the developer’s commitment to work force 
housing. Chapel Hill ordinance requires  
developers to designate 15 percent of the 
residences in a development to be affordable 

high ceilings and a modern aesthetic give the 1,100 square-
foot condominium an airier feeling and roomier vibe.
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to people making no more than 80 percent 
of the median household income in Orange 
County. East West Partners set aside twice 
that number, and 1 percent of the sale of any 
market price unit at East 54 goes to Commu-
nity Home Trust, the nonprofit that handles 
the sales of work-force housing in Chapel Hill, 
to supplement Homeowner Association dues 

for those units. 
Brown, who has three degrees from Duke 

University and teaches property law, land-
use planning, and real estate transactions, 
has written about the role of private property 
rights’ protections in stabilizing economically 
vulnerable property owners. 

Since some of the classes Brown teach-
es at UNC are open to students in UNC’s 
department of city and regional planning, 
she and her students have had rich debates 
about issues unique to university towns and 
common to any upwardly mobile city. For 
instance, tension arises between students 
and homeowners in modest neighborhoods 
near campus, as undergraduates, who might 
not always consider how their behavior  
affects the quality of life of their neighbors, 
become more of a presence. 

High property taxes motivate some work-
ing class homeowners to sell their homes to 
buyers who redevelop the property to accom-
modate more students. Property owners also 
realize they can charge higher rent to students 

sharing the rent than a working class family 
could afford to pay. That pulls some housing 
stock away from lower-income families who 
are forced farther out of town to find afford-
able housing.

“People want great public schools, but 
high property taxes keep out certain fami-
lies,” Brown says. “If you don’t have a robust 
rental housing market or other affordable 
work-force housing, it’s hard to offset those 
factors. It’s hard to blame the working class 
for not keeping a house in the working class 
community.” 

Also, social housing policies can discour-
age some residents. Brown talks with her 
students about permissible ways to zone, 
and ways that cross the line into discrimina-
tion. Some of the students in her graduate-
level classes already serve on councils and 
commissions. “They’re a smart group of peo-
ple,” Brown says of her students. “It’s really  
encouraging that these folks are going to be 
in the new generation of planners thinking 
about these issues.” ttw

the one-bedroom condominium, which features a den in 
the floor plan, has helped the homeowner achieve the 
smaller footprint she was committed to finding in her new 
living space. 
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