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Familiar with border Colonias and with public policy interventions 
since the early 1990s… 
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A Decade of Change & in the Colonias of Starr County: & Mostly 
Positive and Impressive (see Durst and Ward 2014)   
 

UCLA -- Ward  3/8/2012 



Less familiar, however, with other self-built low income settlement and  
housing conditions beyond the border in Texas and elsewhere: Informal 
Homestead Subdivisions (aka colonias beyond the border) 



Housing types in IfHSs 



• But problems of poor & 
dysfunctional market 
performance in both 
colonias and IfHSs. 

• Faced with incapacity 
to sell under seller 
financing, owners 
resort to abandonment 
or switching to renting 
out and/or loan to 
kinsmen. (See Durst and Ward 
abandonment paper) 





Titles & Informality – Insights from 
the TDHCA Study 



Informal land transfers continue today (TDHCA survey) but no longer 
developers 

 

 



“Tangled Titles” – a problem in the future  

Year of Purhcase Contract for Deed Deed Receipt Oral Agreement Other

6.1% 13.6% 77.3% 3.0% 0.0%
(4/66) (9/66) (51/66) (2/66) (0/66)

4.3% 10.6% 74.5% 8.5% 2.1%
(2/47) (5/47) (35/47) (4/47) (1/47)

16.1% 16.1% 58.1% 3.2% 3.2%
(5/31) (5/31) (51831) (1/31) (1/31)

26.7% 33.3% 26.7% 13.3% 0.0%
(4/15) (4/15) (5/15) (2/15) (0/15)

9.4% 15.1% 67.9% 5.0% 0.6%
(15/159) (24/159) (108/159) (8/159) (1/159)

1970-1989

1990-1994

1995-2002

2003-2011

Total

Documentation Received at Purchase

Recent Property Transfers: 
Continued Informality: 40% of property transfers since 
2003 were informally documented (with receipts or 
simply oral contracts). 
Limited Use of Wills: 93% of household did not have a will. 

 



The Rise of Model Subdivisions – the new “face” of colonia-type housing? 
Two major surveys and studies: Colmedo & Ward (2016); Durst (2015) 





Distribution of model subdivisions (plats and lots) 

Durst, 2015 



The Rise of Model Subdivisions – the new “face” of colonia-type housing? 
Durst – shows how model subdivisions have replaced colonia housing 
production and developments – especially prominent in Hidalgo 

Durst, 2015 



From Durst, 
2015. 



Colonias and model subdivisions compared (Source, Durst 2015) 



 

Yes they have some 
basic services – 
that’s the good 
news… 
But still major 
deficiences 



And maybe worse still, some of the worst housing conditions – reminiscent of early 
colonias development, albeit with basic infrastructure 

Colmedo & 
Ward 2016 



Durst and & 
Ward 2015 





Model Subdivisions are becoming more expensive over time, interest rates 
are increasing, and purchase term is increasing 



Viewed graphically: Model Subdivisions are becoming more expensive over time, 
interest rates are increasing, and purchase term is increasing 

Durst & 
Ward 2015 



Rising costs having impact in lot purchase and home ownership “failures”, 
with evidence of developer promoted “flipping” practices – sometimes 
aggressively so (% of lots flipped and flip spans).  Source Colmedo & Ward 2016. 



Conclusions and Multiple Policy Issues 
• Model Subdivisions are the new “colonias” and the new developer 

actors and practices on the block. Not a pretty déjà vu (sight) 
• Policies to reduce predatory practices of developers 
• Screening applicants for financial ability to afford 
• Some $ compensation for exits 

 
• Unused lots remain widespread and some evidence of 

abandonment 
• Financing support for buyouts (traspasos) to circumvent need for seller 

financing 
• Sequestration policies for long term tax defaults   
• Land trust arrangements to pool vacant and repossessed lots 

 
• Title “tangling” due to informal property sales lot and intestacy 

• Campaigns to promote use of Contract for Deed type templates 
• Financing support for traspasos (above) 
• Promote use of  Transfer of Title on Death Deeds (as an alternative to 

Wills)  see TexasLawHelp.org website 

http://texasbar.informz.net/z/cjUucD9taT00ODc5NjY1JnA9MSZ1PTc3MzQ2MjEwMiZsaT0zMTY5ODc3Mg/index.html


Colonia Housing Conditions in Model Subdivisions: A Déjà Vu for Policy 
Makers 
Noah J. Durst and Peter M. Ward,  Housing Policy Debate, 2015, pp.   
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10511482.2015.1068826 
 
Model subdivisions: The new face of developer lot sales for low-income colonia-
type housing in Texas   Carlos Olmedo and Peter M. Ward, Land Use Policy 52 
(2016) 181–194.   
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2015.12.003  
 
The Nature and Extent of Self-Help Housing in Texas: From Colonias to Model 
Subdivisions 
Noah J. Durst.  (2015).  Journal of Planning Education and Research, ﻿1–13 
DOI: 10.1177/0739456X15612199 
  
 
 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10511482.2015.1068826


Protecting Homebuyers in Low-Income Communities: Evaluating the Success of Texas Legislative Reforms in 
the Informal Homeownership Market  
Peter M. Ward, Heather K. Way and Lucille Wood. Law and Social Inquiry,  Volume 41, Issue 1, 152–183, Winter 2016.   
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/enhanced/doi/10.1111/lsi.12125/ 
 
Lot vacancy and property abandonment: colonias and informal subdivisions in Texas 
Noah J. Durst & Peter M. Ward (2015), International Journal of Housing 
Policy, 15:4, 377-399, DOI: 10.1080/14616718.2015.1090095 
 
Measuring self-help home improvements in Texas colonias: A ten year ‘snapshot’ study 
Noah J Durst & Peter M. Ward, (2014) Urban Studies, 51(10) 2143–2159 
DOI: 10.1177/0042098013506062 
  
Energy, Housing and Income: Constraints and Opportunities for Affordable Energy Solutions in Texas Colonias.  Final 
Report to the State Energy Conservation Office. 
 
Sustainable housing applications and policies for low-income self-build and housing rehab 
Esther Sullivan & Peter M. Ward, (2011) Habitat International 36 (2012) 312-23 doi:10.1016/j.habitatint.2011.10.009 
 
 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/enhanced/doi/10.1111/lsi.12125/
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