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The local Charlottesville chapter of Habitat for Humanity finalized its plans for the purchase and redevelopment of Charlottesville’s largest trailer park: The 100 acre Southwood Mobile Home Park located off of Old Lynchburg Road/5th Street Extended.1 Established in the 1970s, Southwood currently supports about 370 trailers; it is estimated that the Park may be home to anywhere from 1,800 to 3,000 residents. All of Southwood’s residents are low-income, and a majority of the park is made up of Spanish-speaker Mexicans, Hondurans, and Salvadorans. Habitat for Humanity hopes to slowly replace the trailers in the park with mixed-income, mixed-use affordable housing that would provide for both the current park residents as well as increase the available affordable housing in Charlottesville.2

Habitat’s pending acquisition of Southwood will be made possible by a promised donation from the developers of the adjacent new housing community Biscuit Run.3 According to the Albemarle Country Affordable Housing Policy, approved and initiated in 2003, “15% of all units developed under rezoning and special use permits should be affordable as defined by the County’s Office of Housing and Housing Committee or a comparable contribution should be made to achieve the affordable housing goals of the County.”3 What is deemed affordable according to the County is based on a “maximum sales price of approximately $175,000.”4 Biscuit Run developers only plan to make 7.5% of the new 3,100 housing units “affordable.” To make up the remaining 7.5%, developers have offered $16,000 per unit (~$3.7 million) to Habitat for their Southwood project. The Albemarle County Planning Commission has tentatively approved Biscuit Run’s proposal.5

The Southwood Habitat plans could not have come at a better time for residents of the trailer park. Southwood has been burdened with problems for years. Previous park owners failed to comply with zoning, housing, and health codes. Failing sewage systems and growing health concerns prompted the formation of the Southwood Task Force in 2003 to advocate on behalf of the park residents concerning health and quality of life issues. Residents, for a time, faced possible displacement as developers looked towards buying the park for higher class housing.6

The purchase of Southwood by Habitat for Humanity is a step in the right direction for Charlottesville. Currently, Charlottesville is suffering from an incredible shortage of affordable housing. According to the State of Housing Report, commissioned by the Thomas Jefferson Planning District, the Charlottesville region has a shortage of “at least 4,200 apartments that are affordable for families earning less than 50 % of the area’s median income” which is $28,500.7 The top five widely held jobs in Charlottesville all have annual average salaries of less than $25,000 a year. Between 2000 and 2005, the poverty rate in Charlottesville increased by 16 %. With UVA students holding almost 53 % of the city’s rental stock, affordable housing within city limits is limited to trailer homes and the already limited amount of low-income housing.8 The new affordable units planned by Habitat for Humanity should ease the housing burden and help bring community members in touch with this less visible side of Charlottesville. 
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