Habitat to survey Southwood residents
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Since buying the dense Southwood Mobile Home Park in 2007, Habitat for Humanity of Greater Charlottesville has made numerous improvements to the low-income community.

But in planning to redevelop the site where more than 1,000 live in some 360 trailers, Habitat faces a difficult task.

So Habitat has brought in Communitas Consulting to survey Southwood residents to find out what key issues need to be addressed.

The surveys will take place from 2 to 6 p.m. Saturday and from 10 a.m. to noon and 5 to 7 p.m. Monday.

Southwood resident Joann Pugh, holding a yard sale Friday under the shade of trees towering over her trailer, said word has gotten out about the survey.

She said the potholes need fixing and some residents “speed like crazy” through the neighborhood. Some of the dogs need to be better cared for, too, she said.

But, all in all, Pugh is happy there.

“Like I say, I love my place up here,” said Pugh, who has lived in Southwood for 10 years.

She said Habitat has done some good work since buying Southwood, noting the renovated community center and how the neighborhood has been cleaned up.

“We’ve cleared the trash up,” she said.

Linda Hemby, an Albemarle County social services worker who has worked extensively with Southwood residents over the years, lauds Habitat for being proactive.

“I salute them for bringing in a consulting group,” she said. “I think this is really fantastic.”

Hemby and Albemarle police Lt. James Bond, who is the point man for Southwood’s neighborhood watch program, talked about key issues in the community.

Both said young drivers speeding through Southwood and loud noise at night are problems. Bond said vandalism and public drinking are concerns.

Hemby noted another issue that primarily affects the immigrant Spanish speakers, who comprise more than half of Southwood’s population.

She said some of the immigrants are easy targets for criminals because they often don’t report crimes. The problem, she said, is their fear and distrust of police, which stems from their home countries and does not reflect their experience with local authorities.

Habitat’s executive director, Dan Rosensweig, said his organization wants to “listen to the residents.”

“We want to make sure we go into the survey with an open mind,” he explained. “This is the first step in engaging with the community.”

Habitat bought Southwood with an eye toward redeveloping it into a community of affordable houses, townhouses and apartments.

It could be at least five to seven years before that is done, according to Habitat.

Since purchasing Southwood, however, Habitat has been busy. The organization has renovated and expanded the community center, added a community garden, formed a neighborhood-watch program and cleaned up trash that had accumulated there.

Hemby said Habitat’s work cleaning up Southwood has been “significant.”

Bond praised the residents for their work with neighborhood watch, saying participation there is better than in any other neighborhood in the county.

“It’s really begun to pay off,” he said.

He believes Southwood has made progress over the past couple of years, starting with work begun by fellow Officer Dave Wallace. Bond and Hemby said Wallace was key in helping clean up Southwood.

“It’s probably better than I’ve ever seen it,” Bond said. 
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Habitat for Humanity will conduct a survey of the residents of Southwood Mobile Homes on May 30 and June 1, according to a press release.

The survey will gauge residents' need for social services; it will ask residents how the existing social services agencies are serving them; and, finally, it will involve the residents in the redevelopment process.

Southwood, acquired by Habitat in 2007, is slated to undergo redevelopment (high-density, mixed-income, mixed-use community) and will include affordable housing units. The community is located off Fifth Street Extended in Albemarle County.

In the city, the Charlottesville Redevelopment Housing Authority has begun a similar master planning process for the redevelopment of its public housing sites.

