Habitat to close deal

Group buying trailer park
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Habitat for Humanity of Greater Charlottesville is securing funds to purchase the 100-acre Southwood Mobile Home Park in a bid to bring more affordable options to the costly local housing market.

The purchase will distinguish the local organization as having the second-largest land inventory among the 1,600 Habitat for Humanity affiliates in the United States.

Habitat announced in May plans to purchase and redevelop Southwood, but on Saturday Executive Director Overton McGehee revealed that the specifics are close to being hammered out, and a closing date on the site is set for next month.

The purchase of the $7 million site along Fifth Street Extended in Albemarle County was helped by a $250,000 matching grant from the Charlottesville Area Community Foundation.

The CACF grant will begin the first phase of fundraising, and has already drawn a $50,000 commitment from local nonprofit Keswick Community Foundation.

Habitat and CACF are also talking to other donors, including foundations, individuals and corporations, about matching the rest of the grant money.

“It’s important to note that this is an anonymous pledge from a donor-advised fund,” said Kevin O’Halloran, director of donor relations for CACF. “This fund is for a number of different purposes, but the donor in this case was very excited about contributing to the Habitat purchase of Southwood.”

By the time it closes on the property, Habitat hopes to have $1 million raised. The Minor family, which currently owns Southwood, has made available a 20-year mortgage loan for the remaining $6 million.

“As affordable housing began to rapidly disappear from the city, we realized that we needed to be building where the jobs and schools are,” McGehee said. “We also want to build where public transportation can be available to help low-income working families avoid the high costs of owning a car. Helping them to avoid driving dramatically increases their disposable income and time at home with their children, while easing traffic jams and air pollution around the county.”

McGehee stressed that the plan promotes environmental sustainability as much as it boosts affordable housing.

About 1,200 residents, many who are low-income working families and senior citizens on fixed incomes, call Southwood home. There are 371 trailers on about two-thirds of the site, McGehee said.

Plans to redesign Southwood would include making new homes available to current residents to rent or purchase.

No immediate changes are coming to Southwood, McGehee said, as it will take “several years” for the organization to jump the hurdles of development approvals. After closing on the land deal, he said, Habitat will look to Southwood residents for their ideas on what the site should look like.

Once it is completed, the Southwood site will have rental units and market-rate owner-occupied homes as well as commercial space.

The vision, McGehee said, is “to have a vibrant, sustainable, mixed-income community.”

Habitat made a similar move in its purchase in 2005 of the 2-acre Sunrise Trailer Court in Charlottesville.

“We had a design competition, with 160 entries from around the world. We chose a land planning firm and an architectural firm. We’re working with them now, had two community workshops and will have one more in February,” McGehee said.

Habitat will apply for rezoning of the city trailer park later this year.

Though Habitat is unlikely to hold a design competition for Southwood, McGehee said the organization would give the same attention to design to the county site.

“We’ll be very careful to take our time and come up with a good design,” he said.

The Southwood purchase is part of a new vision for Habitat, which is shifting its focus from building single-family homes on more affordable country plots to building high-density mixed-income communities in or close to the city.
