Habitat picks design firms for new neighborhood

By Rob Seal / Daily Progress staff writer

June 13, 2006

http://www.cvilledesign.org/news//index.cfm/fuseaction/viewpage/page_id/226?CFID=7254&CFTOKEN=98911712&
The local chapter of Habitat for Humanity has tapped two firms to design the next incarnation of an area trailer park, furthering a project Habitat officials said could serve as a national model.

Habitat bought Sunrise Trailer Court in the Woolen Mills area of Charlottesville for $1 million last year. The idea is to turn the 15-unit trailer park into a neighborhood of apartments, condominiums and commercial space.

After the purchase, Habitat held a contest in which more than 400 architectural firms entered proposed designs for the new neighborhood.

Genter Schindler Architecture of Cambridge, Mass., won. The Metropolitan Planning Collaborative - which has members from New York, San Francisco and Washington - placed second.

Habitat has contracted with both companies. The plan is for Genter Schindler to handle building design and for Metropolitan to design the site, according to Kelly Eplee, Habitat’s development director.

“When we went into the competition, we weren’t sure we were going to be able to hire anyone,” said Lynne Conboy, chairwoman of Habitat’s board of directors. “But we really liked both of the companies.”

The two firms will collaborate on a new site design, which will probably incorporate aspects of the winning contest entries, said Overton McGehee, executive director of Habitat’s local branch.

“The design competition was mostly an ideas competition. The purpose was not to come up with a finished product,” McGehee said.

Habitat officials also hope to involve a local architect and a local engineer in the project, but have not yet designated either.

“It’s always easier when you have local people involved,” McGehee said.

Plans haven’t been finalized, but at least half of the homes in the new development will be Habitat-subsidized “affordable housing,” Habitat officials said.

Some of the housing will be owned by families with a gross income between 25 percent and 50 percent of the area’s median - between $16,000 and $32,000 per year for a local family of four, McGehee said.

There will also be several rental units available for elderly residents currently living in the trailer park. For these units, the rent cannot exceed 30 percent of the occupants’ income.

In addition, there will be housing for families that earn between 50 percent and 100 percent of area median income, McGehee said.

Construction on the project is about 18 months away, officials said. Habitat is still raising funds, and a final site plan has to be approved by the City Council, said Art Peters, Habitat’s chief operating officer.

McGehee estimated that Habitat has raised about $700,000 toward an estimated $2 million it will spend on land, site development and architecture fees for the project. Habitat officials said the idea isn’t to displace the trailer park’s residents, but to get as many as possible to move into the new housing.

Marion Dudley has lived in Sunrise for 26 years, and served on the committee that judged the design contest.

Like some of her neighbors, Dudley was concerned when she heard Sunrise was up for sale. Initially, another buyer planned to acquire the trailer park and evict the tenants, she said.

“It was like a punch in the gut when we first heard,” Dudley said.

Now, the 57-year-old said she hopes to be part of the new community.

“They’re doing us great, taking us through each step,” she said, referring to Habitat.

Ernest Conley lives across the street from Dudley. Conley, 78, said the other prospective buyer was going to give him four months to move out.

“You can’t just go out and buy a house or rent an apartment these days,” Conley said.

The lifelong Charlottesville resident said he was relieved when Habitat purchased the trailer park instead and said he hopes to live in the new development.

It’s not clear where park residents would stay while construction is under way, but it’s possible Habitat would put them up in temporary housing, officials said.

McGehee said the transformation of Sunrise could serve as both a national model and a learning tool for another, bigger redevelopment project Habitat has in the works.

In May, Habitat purchased Southwood Mobile Home Estates, a 371-unit trailer park in Albemarle County.

Plans to convert the 100-acre trailer park to a similar “mixed-income” community are in their infancy, and Sunrise will serve as a trial run for the larger project, McGehee said.

The next step for Sunrise is the creation of a site plan to take to city staff.

So for the foreseeable future, Sunrise resident Carl Payne will continue mowing the grounds while anticipating the construction of the new home he hopes to move into.

“I’m waiting on it,” Payne said.
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