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Five questions for Esther Sullivan[1]
[2]

A year after Esther Sullivan graduated from the University of Chicago – an English major and a produced playwright –
Hurricane Katrina ravaged New Orleans. Sullivan volunteered with humanitarian organizations working in the city,
“sleeping on a cot in a gutted elementary school and working to clear out people’s flooded homes.”

During and after the hurricane, Sullivan said, the key role of the built environment in producing broader social
inequalities was evident. She had always been interested in the “complexities of the human experience, especially in
the ways people are shaped by the cities they call home,” and her time in New Orleans “catalyzed my drive to
investigate the interconnections between housing, community, urban regulation and social inequalities.” She went to
the University of Texas at Austin where she earned a Ph.D. in urban sociology, studying interconnections from a
sociological standpoint.

Afterward, she focused her job search on rapidly growing cities.

“As an urban sociologist, the city is the site of my research, but it’s also the inspiration for my future projects and a
laboratory for my students. It was important for me to work at an urban-serving university, and since my research is
positioned at the intersection of urban problems and the regulatory or governing strategies used to manage those
problems, I was especially interested in working in a rapidly growing city that was also actively involved in addressing
growth and change (for better or worse) at the municipal level.”

Last fall, she was offered an assistant professorship at CU Denver, and, she explained, it seemed the perfect fit.

“Denver is one of the fastest-growing areas in one of the fastest-growing states in the United States and is a city where
there is a concern at the local level with actively planning for urban issues surrounding population growth and change.”

As Denver and Colorado grow, “social problems associated with the production and regulation of housing” also are
growing.

“When processes like this intersect, the types of social issues that I study as an urban sociologist – issues such as
housing security, fair housing access, eviction, and government sanctioned urban redevelopment – these issues come
to the fore,” she said.

1. “Manufactured Insecurity: Mobile Home Park Evictions and Americans’ Tenuous Right to Place” is a
current book project.  First, what is the status of the book, and secondly, how did you gather your data?

I’ve spent the last six years studying poverty housing in the United States. Though little systematic research has been
done on manufactured housing, more commonly called mobile homes or trailers, this mode of housing provides the
single largest source of affordable housing in our nation. Simply put, mobile homes are a primary way we house the
poor in the U.S. Currently almost 20 million Americans live in manufactured housing, 73 percent of them earning less
than $50,000 per household per year. For many, mobile homes represent the American dream of homeownership at an
attainable price. But manufactured housing occupies both a marginalized sector of the housing market and an almost
completely ignored area of study in scholarship on housing, community and the contemporary U.S. city.

My book asks why. It investigates the social and spatial marginalization of the mobile home park and the social
production of “trailer trash” as a class of residents. Specifically, it probes the issue of insecure housing in mobile home
parks, where about half of all manufactured housing is located, and where residents own their homes but rent the lot
under their homes. This form of divided land tenure puts residents at incredible risk as their communities are sold right
from underneath them and homeowning residents are evicted en masse. These mass evictions occur so frequently that
advocacy organizations have declared an “epidemic of closures.”

The book based on this research, “Manufactured Insecurity,” uses the case of the mobile home park to respond to a
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fundamental question relevant to social scientists and policymakers alike: How do the poor access and retain secure
housing in the face of widespread poverty, deepening inequality and scarce legal protection? Because of my research
interest in regulation and governance, I pay special attention to the state laws that attempt to manage these mass
evictions and I explore how state housing regulations impact the experience of housing insecurity.

My research methods rely on a deeply immersive form of ethnography, which is a method of empirical study requiring
extensive fieldwork embedded within a group or community. Ethnography has historically been used to examine
individual experience through careful attention to the setting, culture and interactions of daily life, so it is an especially
useful tool for understanding people’s lived experience within the context of the communities and cities they inhabit.

In my current book project as well as other projects, I pair ethnography with GIS technologies and geospatial analysis
to map broader socio-spatial trends at the macro level before honing in on household-level experiences within affected
communities. The book is based on a comprehensive mixed-method geospatial and ethnographic study conducted
over the course of five years.

This background data offers context to an up-close ethnographic account of life within mobile home parks before,
during and after they closed. Over two continuous years, in parks in Florida and Texas, I collected this data by living
inside potentially closing mobile home parks in my own rented mobile home. The ethnography is based on the years of
field work I conducted among 200 residents in 32 closing mobile home parks in Florida and Texas – two states
exemplary of major national trends in both housing policy and poverty governance. In both states I was evicted with
residents and thus my research not only captures a picture of communities before they are dismantled but also follows
residents in their varying trajectories during and after eviction. It also compares the differing outcomes in each state,
which have very different regulations for managing mobile home park closures.

2.  What do you mean by “Americans’  ‘right’ to place,” which is part of the book title? 

The right to housing is recognized in a number of international human rights documents including the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights. Most developed nations affirm a basic human right to housing. This is not the case in the
United States. The U.S. Constitution ensures many fundamental rights, but housing is not one of them.

Arguments in favor of a right to housing are straightforward. As housing scholars point out: Peoples’ homes are where
they spend their most time; housing costs are often the largest household expenditure and thus the affordability of
housing impacts peoples’ access to food, essentials, medical care and more; and the safety and security of housing
has broader impacts on people’s access to quality schools, jobs and community services.

Thinking about housing in terms of a “right to place” positions not only stable housing but also stable communities
within this rights-based framework. Recognizing a right to place allows scholars to take a more critical perspective on
processes such as urban redevelopment, gentrification, displacement, etc. And to think about these processes in terms
of a more fundamental human right to remain in the homes and communities people have created for themselves.

3. Denver recently broke ground for affordable housing units near the one-time Health Sciences Center. The
mayor announced in 2013 a program that would develop or rehab affordable housing units over five years. At
the same time, housing prices have risen by leaps and bounds. Are we doing enough to provide affordable
housing for our citizens? Why or why not and what else can be done?

There are several important things happening right now in the city of Denver’s approach to housing. The city has
announced it is ahead of target for the housing goals they set in 2013, reaching the goal of 3,000 new units of
affordable housing a year early.

Also, this year Mayor Michael Hancock’s administration is setting up a permanent affordable housing fund that is
pooled from a combination of property tax increases and fees on new development. This fund – estimated at $150
million dollars in the first 10 years – will be divided to fund programs targeting affordable rentals, homeownership,
workforce housing and homelessness programs.

These are important developments that show the city acknowledges the central role of housing in the long-term stability
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of the city. However we are still experiencing a serious housing shortage at all levels, especially for affordable housing.
This isn’t only true in Denver, but also across the state. Since 2012, the state is about 55,000 homes and apartments
short of what it needs based on population growth, and Denver is experiencing a major housing crunch as it absorbs
much of this population growth. HUD recently released a report showing that rents in Denver have grown by 65
percent, while median family incomes have only grown by 5 percent. This creates a real need for moderate and
affordable housing options.

In this context, the political decisions over the type of housing we produce with affordable housing funds will become
increasingly important. For instance, much of the city’s affordable housing fund will produce “workforce housing,”
which is targeted at moderate-income housing and people making up to 80 percent of area median family income.
Workforce housing is often far out of reach for lower income households and those on fixed incomes. It is not a
possibility for the very poor and the homeless.

Decisions over what exactly we fund as affordable housing will shape the future of our city. Additionally, as these
processes ramp up in Denver, it will become equally important to target housing stability, not only new housing
production. It is counterproductive to produce new affordable housing when a large number of households are being
forced out of their homes.

 

4. Another of your publications discusses sustainable housing applications for low- to moderate-income
families, not just higher-income folks. What are some of those applications?  

Sustainable residential construction and rehab often targets middle- and upper-income residential neighborhoods.
However, in the United States, and in middle developing countries such as Brazil and Mexico, there is growing
recognition that urban sustainability will only gain traction if widespread applications are also incorporated into the
lower-income housing market, including in “informal communities” where self-help and do-it-yourself housing
construction is more widely used. This remains largely a blind spot in housing policy and research, even though there
has been a resurgence of interest in informality among architects, planners and policy makers. In this project we
explored ways contemporary sustainable housing applications might be integrated into the existing housing stock in
low-income and informal settlements in the United States and in Latin America.

Some of the more popular sustainable home interventions are in the area of renewable energy, things like solar panels
that are some of the most expensive and require the most labor and expertise for installation. However, thinking
beyond only renewable energy applications, we found a number of interventions in the area of microclimate and water
and wastewater that were both appropriate and feasible in informal housing. These were things like mechanical
shading devises, weather stripping, the application of reflective window films, vapor diffusion retarders, greywater
technologies. We surveyed communities with the help of residents and also found high levels of human capital that
could facilitate these upgrades through sweat equity if proper resources and education were provided. Some of the
most appropriate sustainable technologies we found also involved community responses such as collective
composting, recycling and vermiculture projects. The high levels of social capital and cooperation we found in
communities we surveyed would also make these feasible.

5. What current research are you working on and what do you hope to achieve?

Recently I’ve been thinking about residential relocation from a very different angle. I’ve become interested in
understanding the migration and resettlement of people who are moving for access to marijuana. Colorado is at the
forefront of marijuana policy and offers a strategic site for scholars to look at the social and cultural changes occurring
alongside legalization. Researchers have gone to work studying the public health, criminological and economic effects
of changing marijuana policy, yet we know little about the impact these shifts have on social processes such as
residential choice, migration, resettlement and community integration.

This year, I received the CU Denver New Faculty Grant to support the first phase of a study on residential mobility and
marijuana policy change. The grant will fund interviewing and ethnography among individuals self-termed “American
medical refugees” who have relocated to Colorado to seek marijuana-related treatments for themselves and their
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children. This will be the first phase of data collection for a second book project, which will trace the motivations for and
experiences of residential mobility among three distinct groups: “marijuana refugees” (those who relocate seeking
medical treatments unavailable in their home states), “cannabis creatives” (those who relocate seeking jobs in new
cannabis-based industries like marketing, advertising and technology), and “rolling stones” (those who are already
transient, migratory or homeless and are attracted to Colorado as a stopping point in part because of changes to
marijuana law). 

Private support of $384.5 million a new annual record for CU[3]

Private contributions to the University of Colorado set a new record this year, with more than $384.5 million in support
coming from individuals, foundations and corporations.

The preliminary total for the fiscal year that ended June 30 represents a new single-year record and is an increase of
4.5 percent over the fiscal year 2015. That total of $367.9 million included the gift of The Wildlife Experience facility –
now the home of CU South Denver – from the family of Dave and Gail Liniger. The property’s $40 million value made it
the largest real estate donation in CU history.

“We are extremely grateful to our donors and alumni, to charitable foundations and corporations, whose generous
contributions help support our vision to be one of the top public universities in the world,” said CU President Bruce D.
Benson. “Our success in fundraising directly benefits students, faculty, programs and initiatives, and adds value to
CU’s high-quality academic and research enterprises." 

This preliminary figure, which includes funds given through both the University of Colorado Foundation and the
university, marks the seventh consecutive year in which CU has exceeded the previous year’s total, setting records in
each. More than 54,000 individuals, foundations and corporations made nearly 67,000 gifts to support student
scholarships, facilities, research and more on CU’s four campuses.

“We strive every day to make sure that the CU Foundation, the primary portal for philanthropic giving to the university,
delivers exceptional customer service to donors and provides excellent stewardship of the financial resources
entrusted to us, which are overseen by our Investment Committee,” said CU Foundation President Jack Finlaw. “As of
June 30, the 2,510 endowments held by the foundation for the benefit of the university were valued at $1.06 billion.” 

The record $384.5 million total broken down by campus is:
University of Colorado Anschutz Medical Campus: $203 million University of Colorado Boulder: $145.8 million 
University of Colorado Colorado Springs: $19.5 million University of Colorado Denver: $14.8 million CU
system: $1.3 million
Examples of the impact of private support at CU during the 2015-16 fiscal year include:
CU Anschutz Medical Campus:  Philanthropic support for cancer initiatives totaled nearly $27.5 million, supporting
leading-edge research and individualized care at the CU Cancer Center and across the CU School of Medicine. The
CU Cancer Center is Colorado’s only National Cancer Institute-designated comprehensive cancer center, a reflection
of its outstanding contributions to research, clinical trials, prevention and cancer control. The center this year attained
the “highest ever score” following the NCI Cancer Center Support Grant competitive renewal application
review. University of Colorado Boulder:  An emphasis on raising funds to support student scholarships resulted in
$32.8 million in gifts toward this priority. Fred and Stephanie Harman of Woodside, California, are the parents of
Stephen, a 2015 CU Boulder graduate. The Harmans wanted to make a significant impact on student success and
directed a $100,000 gift to support scholarships for the Guardian Scholars program, which benefits students who have
aged out of the foster care system. University of Colorado Colorado Springs: Helen Clement, a retired registered
nurse, is continuing her advocacy of medical education through the Clement Family Endowed Scholarship Program.
Thanks to a recent commitment, including a current gift and bequest expected to total about $3.4 million, it will provide
full scholarships annually to two undergraduates at the Helen and Arthur E. Johnson Beth-El College of Nursing and
Health Sciences. The commitment will eventually enable many more scholarships in health and medicine. University
of Colorado Denver:  An estate gift of $365,000 established the Grover W. Hall Jr. Memorial Endowed Engineering
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Scholarship in the College of Engineering and Applied Science. Hall, who retired as vice president of technical
operations for Lockheed Martin’s astronautics division after 39 years with the firm, was a first-generation college
student who advocated for the value of higher education. The gift ensures that talented students have the financial
assistance they need to overcome obstacles to their progress.

SCOTUS’s Sotomayor addresses large crowds at CU Boulder event with message of perseverance[4]

State lawmaker honored by University of Colorado Cancer Center[5]

Five questions for Luella Chavez D’Angelo[6]

Paralympians to be supported by faculty, staff[7]

Planning underway for UCCS Sports Medicine and Performance Center[8]

Foodie alert! More choices for hungry Lynx[9]

CU Boulder's newest minor - in space - has liftoff[10]

Accurso retires after 42 years in medicine at CU[11]

Beer wins second Colorado Book Award for Poetry[12]

Cassio honored as UCCS Employee of the Quarter[13]
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As interim chair, Heru succeeds Freedman[14]

Alison Heru will serve as interim chair of the Department of Psychiatry while the School of Medicine conducts a search
for a successor to Robert Freedman, who is retiring effective Aug. 31.

Heru is professor of psychiatry and has been a School of Medicine faculty member since 2007. She has distinguished
herself at CU as a researcher, educator and administrator, winning the Teacher Scholar Award from the University,
giving dozens of invited extramural lectures and presentations, and writing or editing several articles and books.

She earned her medical degree from Glasgow University and completed residency and internship training at the
University of Edinburgh and Brown University. Before joining CU, Heru was on the Brown University faculty as a clinical
associate professor.

Freedman joined the University of Colorado faculty in 1978 as assistant professor of psychiatry and pharmacology and
became chair of psychiatry in 2000. Last October, he was awarded the Lieber Prize for Outstanding Achievement in
Schizophrenia Research by the Brain and Behavior Research Foundation for “pioneering research that examines the
convergence between physiology and genetics in schizophrenia.”

In 2012, his book “The Madness within Us: Schizophrenia as a Neuronal Process,” was published by the Oxford
University Press. He will continue as the editor of the “American Journal of Psychiatry,” an esteemed worldwide
psychiatric journal.
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