Habitat Affiliate Buys Old Trailer Parks: Charlottesville Group is First in U.S. To Try Redevelopment Plan

By Carlos Santos, Richmond Times-Dispatch 
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Feb. 5--CHARLOTTESVILLE -- The local Habitat for Humanity is buying rundown trailer parks threatened by development in order to house the poor in good homes. The Charlottesville affiliate is the first Habitat in the country to try the strategy. 

Marion Dudley, who has lived at the tiny Sunrise Trailer Court in Charlottesville for 27 years, was ecstatic when she heard who had bought the property. 

"I was so glad when Habitat got hold of it, I wanted to dance an Irish jig," Dudley said. 

"If we had been forced to leave, it would have been disastrous. It's hard to find other trailer parks."

Dudley and residents of the 16 other trailers had faced eviction when the property initially came under contract by a developer. 

"Every year across the country, thousands of low-income people get displaced by development because trailer courts are often in prime locations," said Overton McGehee, the executive director of Habitat for Humanity of Greater Charlottesville. "We wanted to change that here."

The Sunrise Trailer Court residents would have faced a tough road in Charlottesville where rent and home costs are high. Charlottesville has become a retirement mecca, which combined with the growth in student enrollment at the University of Virginia has driven up property costs. Sunrise residents, all of whom own their trailers, pay only $235 a month in rent. 

"I didn't know what was going to happen," said Dorothy Williams, who retired to the trailer court about 10 years ago. "I didn't know where I was going. It would have been tough. This saved my life."

Habitat bought the 2.2-acre property, which included three houses, in the fall of 2004 for $1.2 million. 

Habitat plans to redevelop the property into a high-density complex of 60 energy-efficient town houses and condominiums. Some of the units will be three stories and will require some subcontracting help. Habitat usually relies on all-volunteer labor. 

The project will be built in small phases, allowing trailers to be shifted to empty pads so residents can continue to live at the trailer court. 

Lynne Conboy, chairwoman of the affiliate's board of directors, formed the strategy of buying trailer parks after driving around the city. "You see all this beauty, but then you see the trailer courts. Some are fine, but some are outrageous. 

"I think building single-family homes is a dream of the past, especially because of high land costs here," Conboy said. "You don't make a large impact on affordable housing until you take some risk."

The money to fund the project will come from selling some of the town houses and condominiums at market price. "We want to make it a combination of affordable, moderately-priced and market-rate housing for the people who live there now," McGehee said. 

Donations to Habitat, which totaled $2.6 million last year, will also help finance the project. Money will also be sought from local, state and federal agencies. 

"I think it's a financial model that will work," Conboy said. Groundbreaking is expected next year. 

Habitat for Humanity International, based in Americus, Ga., is closely watching the Charlottesville initiative. 

"We're following this enthusiastically," said Ed Carr, the organizational and development consultant for Habitat International. "One of our overwhelming issues is finding affordable, buildable projects. We see what is happening in Charlottesville as a model for a solution not just for Habitat but for other like-minded organizations and even for for-profit builders."

The Charlottesville Habitat affiliate is also planning to acquire the 100-acre Southwood Mobile Home Park in Albemarle County next month. Habitat expects to purchase the property, which holds 361 trailers just south of Charlottesville, for $7 million. 

Southwood owner Sue Minor, a local resident, came to Habitat and asked them to purchase the park, McGehee said. "She said to take care of the people," said McGehee, who described Southwood as a working-class neighborhood where rents are only $235 a month. 

The Minor family offered to finance $6 million of the purchase price over 20 years. Though plans are very preliminary, Habitat hopes to build from 600 to 900 units on the land, with a goal to include affordable housing for current residents. 

The Charlottesville chapter, which serves Charlottesville and the counties of Albemarle, Greene, Louisa and Buckingham, is making a huge leap in terms of volume in providing affordable housing with this trailer park strategy. Since its inception in 1991, it has built 63 units, 14 of them last year. 

The best part for Sunrise residents is that the new development will still allow the original residents to live on as neighbors. 

Williams, who worked as a nursing assistant at the U.Va. student health department for 43 years before retiring to Sunrise, said, "Everybody's nice here. Everyone's friendly. It's a real neighborhood."

"I'm pleased," Dudley said of her impending future housing. "I think we all are. We've all been settled here so long. The only part that breaks my heart is leaving my crackerbox. I'm used to it."

The complex of new town houses and condominiums will with a bow to the old trailer court -- be called Sunrise Park. 
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