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The Daily Progress:  Brenda Cowgill, a resident at the Southwood Mobile Home Park, expressed concern about Habitat for Humanity’s purchase of the site in 2006.

Two years after the local Habitat for Humanity bought a 100-acre mobile home park in Albemarle County as a site for affordable homes, key questions remain unanswered: What will the design look like, when will it be done, and how many residents will be displaced?

“Is it single-family, townhomes, condos, rental property … what kind of mix makes sense? And we don’t know that yet,” said Ken Hawkins, the local Habitat’s chief operating officer.

Habitat for Humanity of Greater Charlottesville bought the Southwood Mobile Home Park on Fifth Street Extended for $7 million. The site, which is home to about 1,200 residents in about 360 trailers, is expected to house high-density affordable homes and businesses, once construction begins several years from now.

Ryan Jacoby, the group’s local director of special projects, said that he’s “extremely confident” that the transformation of the site is still going to happen. Though he said construction could begin in five to seven years, it’s too early to say what exactly will be developed and how long it will take to be built. However, the goal is to provide more affordable housing options for area residents.

Local representatives of the nonprofit have visited high-density, mixed-income sites in Virginia and other states — including Washington, Oregon and Colorado — to create a vision for the 100-acre site.

Because it’s a long-term plan still in its early stages, the ailing economy has had no immediate effect on the project, Jacoby said, adding that the recession has given Habitat time to “evaluate where we want to go.”

In the meantime, Habitat is maintaining the grounds at the mobile home park and working to improve residents’ quality of life, Jacoby said. A $400,000 community center renovation was completed in October, adding a meeting area for community groups, as well as bumper pool, flat-screen TVs, multiple computers and video games. Outside is a newly built full-size basketball court.

Residents at the trailer park, many of whom have low incomes and are Latinos or seniors, are also being offered English as a second language and GED courses.

Habitat is responsible for trash removal in the park, for example, and maintaining plumbing, electricity and sewer infrastructure. A community watch group was also created.

The money Habitat receives for renting lots to trailer owners is used to maintain the site.

“We’ve also managed to, I think in a number of ways, significantly improve the quality of life for the residents. So it’s not that we’re breaking even and they’re sort of floundering in this massive substandard housing,” Jacoby said.

Jacoby said he hopes many of the trailer park residents will qualify for the new low-income homes that will be built by Habitat volunteers, while others will have to find somewhere else to live.

“Our goal is to displace as few of the current residents as possible,” Jacoby said. “I think the reality is there will be some displacement, and we hope to minimize it as much as possible.”

Hankins said that it hasn’t been determined whether Habitat would help residents move their trailers when they are forced off the property.

Jacoby said that Habitat is focusing on creating a design plan that would best serve residents and create affordable housing, as opposed to following a strict timeline.
