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Taking out Southwood’s Trash: 

A Social and Legal History of Mobile Homes and the Implications for Albemarle County
Introduction

Southwood, just four miles south of Main Street in Albemarle County, is a distinctive neighborhood with three-hundred and sixty homes.  Unlike other nearby subdivisions, the residents often sit in their yards and neighbors come by to chat or play cards.  There is a market in the center of the community where people walk to buy milk, and socialize.  If someone’s car is broken or house needs to be fixed up, there are always people in the neighborhood who will help.  The neighborhood is multi-racial, with white, black, and Latino residents living next door, and by all accounts there is no serious racial tension.  The children get on yellow school buses every morning and go to the best public schools in central Virginia.  Oh yeah, it’s a trailer park.

"Drag a hundred-dollar bill through a trailer park, you never know what you'll find."

James Carville, Democratic pundit paid to ponder why working class whites vote against their economic interests, on Paula Jones.


“There just trailer trash” is an entirely acceptable expression in middle class white society, even in the enlightened halls of the University of Virginia School of Law.
  The prejudice against inhabitants of mobile homes, who we compare to our refuse in polite company, is deep seated in American social history, and extends even to the academic literature on poverty and housing.
  Occupants of mobile homes have historically been viewed as transient deviants that must be prevented from settling in middle class communities.  The resulting exclusionary regulation and legislation concentrates poverty, diminishes affordable housing stock, and perpetuates a cycle of social marginalization.  These forces are playing out in Albemarle County today, and could have dramatic effects on low income people, especially Latino immigrants, potentially could loose their last option for affordable housing.  
From American Dream to American Pariah

“Two fundamental properties of American social order, certainty and progress, stand in contradiction to one another: It must be possible to count on some things as stable, settled, and safe-but according to the American Dream and the American Creed, there is equally the imperative to improve, progress, change, and evolve from lower to higher forms of living.  People in motion, though are transient and dangerous.”  Constance Perrin


When Henry Ford mass produced the automobile, urban Americans began traveling back to nature, reinventing the frontier spirit, if only for short vacations.  In the 1910s and 1920s there were few hotels off the beaten path, and few people could afford to build a second home.  Americans, from the extremely wealthy down to factory workers at Ford’s plants, began driving out to rural lakes and camping next to their cars.
  Families tried to cram their camping gear in their Model-Ts, but that left no room for passengers so they began attaching small trailers to their cars with tents and bedding.  Handy people frustrated with erecting their tents every night transformed their trailers into a sleeping space with collapsing canvas walls.
  Others made heavy wooden box trailers, usually rickety shanties on wheels.  

By the mid-1920s many entrepreneurs and municipality along highways created camps to attract tourists which often provided water, toilets, and laundry for a small fee.
   Over time many of these camps evolved into landscaped parks with live music on Saturdays, and ice cream socials during the week.


While auto-camping was a democratic enterprise, the upper class drove the high-end trailer innovation.  In 1919 Glen Curtiss built an aerodynamic hard-shelled trailer modeled inside after a yacht or Pullman car.
  Substantial trailers remained a rich man’s luxury for the next decade.  In 1929, Arthur Sherman, the president of a Detroit based pharmaceutical company, tried to set up the tent on a trailer with collapsible canvas walls, but soon grew frustrated.  Instead he hired a man to construct a wooden framed box containing folding beds and a stove.  Soon he was using Ford’s model to mass produce nicely built trailers for $300.
  The designs evolved quickly, constrained only be state laws limiting the width to between 6.5-8 feet and 26-35 feet in length.
  Sherman, it could be said, completed Ford’s legacy by giving working class Americans the ability to vacation.


Trailer vacationing became hugely popular with people across the economic spectrum.  In 1936 the New York Times glorified the automobile trailer as “the old, restless pioneer blood in the American veins, and it is the American passion for material comforts.”
  David Thornburg, the authority on the early years of the trailer, writes:

The country was dazzled, charmed by these little homes on wheels.  The brave new world they promised fired the American imagination, touched something deep and restless within the nation’s spirit.  Here was all the romance of the private yacht, all the conveniences of the modern apartment, fitted into a neat little streamlined box.

Trailers were part of the American dream, and most people saw them as a sign of progress.
The Depression and the Entrenchment of Stigma


The advent of the mass produced trailer home coincided with the stock market crash.  Few houses were built during the depression and low incomes made most housing unaffordable.  Hundreds of thousands of families turned to the relatively cheap trailers as their permanent abodes.  At first many Americans saw this as a convenient solution to the housing problem.
  They could often be purchased with no money down, and Americans could avoid paying high taxes and rents by hitting the road.
  They could leave crowded jobless cities and head to where they could find jobs.  By 1936 one million people were estimated to be living in trailers.
  Americans, generally distrustful of the ruined economic system, saw a certain logic in this “revolt against . . . misgovernment, high taxes, and economic insecurity.”
  In the early 1930s trailer parks often housed people of all classes living together for a few weeks of vacation.  As the fad exploded, new entrepreneurs entered the market, building dazzling new parks.  Drawn by offers of an orange tree for every family, the middle class vacationers moved up market.  They could research the parking costs and mix of amenities in hundreds of these tourist trailer parks in Brown’s Trailer Park Directory
.  The older parks could not compete on accoutrements, so they packed the parks tightly with poor families in cast-off trailers.  These families, who turned to the trailers out of desperation, lacked the resources to keep moving, and more and more the wheels were replaced by blocks.  The trailer parks, often in muddy fields, became crowded semi-permanent slums, often lacking adequate sanitation.  A definite rift had opened between the upscale tourist parks, the forerunners of today’s RV campgrounds, and the permanent trailer parks.
    

The turning point in America’s fascination with the trailer came in 1935 and 1936.  Roger Babson, a famous newspaper columnist who had predicted the 1929 crash, predicted that “[w]ithin twenty years half of America will be living on wheels”.
  The forecast was widely republished and analyzed in the national press during the following months.  Fantasies of a new pioneer spirit now came head to head with the other American dream of a private family life in settled communities.  The heroic pioneers, after all, had lived in covered wagons for a time, but were seeking a homestead.  David Thornburg sums up the transition succinctly:

Slowly the implications of the trailer as home began to sink in.  A million cute little portable bungalows to solve America’s housing shortage had seemed, at first glance, a quaint idea.  But a million portable homes meant three million, four million portable people-people in need, no matter where they went, of fresh water and sewage disposal and police and fire protection, of schools and libraries and health care and streets.  Three million, four million wanderers-nomads-gypsies.”

American aversion to the trailerites was in large part embedded in economic interest.  In a few years the trailer inhabitants had gone from bringing tourist dollars to far flung communities, to being nontaxable resource drains on towns in America’s heartland.  

The critics of trailer camps legitimately criticized the poor sanitary conditions in some camps.  Medical specialists began to predict that trailers, with their poor sanitary conditions and national mobility, would be great conveyers of contagious disease.
  But there was little data to back up this contention,
 and as the next section of this paper shows, it provided a perfect rationalization for discriminatory legislation and zoning.    

Much of the animosity towards trailer parks, however, came from deeply entrenched moral values on the correct family lifestyle.  Fortune magazine called the camps “crowded rookeries of itinerant flophouses.”
  Fanned by this media sensationalism, trailer camps acquired a reputation “as unhealthy dens of sex and violence”.
  Much of this hostility harked back to the Victorian conception of urban life: that people’s architectural environment shaped their social behavior.
  Crime and sex were not caused so much by poverty, but by the fact that poor people were crowded together in small areas.
  Polite society “fretted that children living in one-room trailers acquired a precocious knowledge of sex”
, just as it did earlier in the immigrant slums of major cities.  Furthermore people in trailers showed outward signs of moral decay.  A police man in Orchard Lake, Michigan commenting on the first anti-trailer court case in 1936 stated that “. . . they aren’t too discreet about getting into bathing suits, either”.
  Proper America was shocked that trailer men would walk around in undershirts
, and women would hang out the family’s laundry including underwear for all the community to see.
  The idea of these “motor slums” arriving in small town America was a terrifying prospect.

Trailer parks, of all classes, had very little privacy.  They shared bathrooms and showers, and people spent most of their time outdoors.  In the early parks, when people were truly mobile, they acquired new neighbors at every stop, and they were quick to introduce themselves and strike up friendship.  Sing-a-longs and spontaneous baseball games were common.
  Anthropologist Constance Perrin in her monumental book, Everything in its Place: Social Order and Land Use in America, explored the American drive for privacy in single family site built housing as a mechanism for reducing social conflict.  The space between houses is designed specifically for “reducing the likelihood of intrusions into each homeowner’s personal space.”
  While people enjoy a certain amount of social interaction, they prefer to be able to retreat to their family redoubts, and if they are forced to live in apartments, they prefer to live amongst people who have a similar cultural background.
  In some ways the existence of one million mobile park residents in the 1930s contradicts Perrin’s assumption that this goal of privacy is universal.
  Many people, even middle class citizens, made the conscious choice to forfeit their privacy to live closely together with fellow citizens.  

In other more subtle ways, Perrin’s analysis rings true.  The trailer residents, although originally of different socio-economic classes, were almost universally white.  Because these new friends were strangers who could not gossip with friends back home, there was a sense of privacy which liberated people from traditional taboos.  Furthermore, when conflict between neighbors rose, one of the neighbors had the whole country into which she could retreat.  It is no accident that when trailer parks transformed from mobile tourist camps in the early 1930s to permanent residences, much of the camaraderie of early years died away.
     

While the people in the trailers may not have shared Perrin’s belief in the universal desire for privacy, the greater community certainly did.  The fact that people could live in a way that lacked privacy was anathema to the American desire for space.  Urban reformers were at least able to blame the lack of privacy in immigrant slums on the “unrestrained greed” of slum lords who kept building smaller living spaces.
  Trailer owners on the other hand chose to drive thousands of miles only to herd themselves into hovels.  Of course many people just moved a few miles, out of economic necessity, but their perceived mobility made the slums look like a conscious choice.  When most of America was turning inward to their family rooms to listen to fireside chats from the radio, these people were hanging up underwear on shared clothes lines.  Americans were willing to accept a certain drive towards a new world in the early depression, but by 1937 most Americans viewed trailer dwellers as social deviants.

The Un-American Trickster Trailer Inhabitants
“A Nation of home owners, of people who own a real share in their own land, is unconquerable”  Franklin Delano Roosevelt


The American fear of sex and violence emanating from trailers was inextricably linked to a fear of the rootless wanderer.  Throughout 1936 and 1937, trailer critics began to pejoratively refer to the full-time trailer inhabitants as gypsies
.  In the early part of the 20th century Roma, as gypsies usually prefer to be called, faced extreme persecution in the United States, and the Holocaust in Europe.
  Americans viewed, and for the most part still view, the Roma as rootless criminals who could never be assimilated.
  Millions of poor Americans living as gypsies could destroy the basic fabric of American society.
Constance Perrin’s ethnology tracing American attitudes of homeownership and apartment renting mentioned mobile homes only in passing.  However, the basic finding, that Americans are expected to follow a ladder of life, from renting to owning homes to retiring to townhouses helps to explain the historical and continuing prejudice against mobile homes.
  In Perrin’s analysis, Americans are expected to buy into society by qualifying for a mortgage and buying a house.
  Perrin believed that the long-term debt relationship with the banker forced people to work for the stability and prosperity of their communities.
  It is understandable for young couples to rent apartments, but soon they are expected to put down roots.  Renters, after this initial stage, are in a position of permanent transition, and therefore are shiftless and rootless.  They are seen by society as marginal deviants who “behave as though there were no social or moral norms to guide them”.
  
Perrin identified renters as tricksters, a category of people in myths and literature throughout world history that exist between categories, not quite human or terrestrial.  Tricksters are often created in societies in upheaval because they represent:

Areas between categories, between what is animal and what is human, what is natural and cultural,.  Trickster and his tales exemplify this preoccupation, for at the center of his antinomian [contradictory] existence is the power derived from his ability to live interstitially, to confuse and to escape the structures of society and the order of cultural things.

They are creative and foolish, and always promiscuous.  They are tolerated, and at times almost revered, but never truly accepted by society because they are a source of pollution.  Tricksters represent the ability to move between socially defined categories, which is intriguing to most people, but ultimately frightening because it undermines their ordered world.
  Perrin therefore believes that society sees permanent renters as tricksters, who live permanently between the stages in the ladder of life.  They are intriguing because they escape societal strictures, but ultimately they are dangerous and must be segregated away.  Mobile home owners, with their roving slums, were even more outcast than renters.

Mobile home occupants violated the social norms that Perrin studied in three ways.  First, most were not buying their own land.  It has long been a bed rock principle of American society that owning one’s own land created true citizenship.  In fact, early voting privilege’s only extended to freeholders, who could be entrusted with the power of democracy.  John Adams wrote a month before the Declaration of Independence:

Is it not equally true, that Men in general in every Society, who are wholly destitute of Property, are also too little acquainted with public Affairs to form a Right Judgment, and too dependent upon other Men to have a Will of their own? If this is a Fact, if you give to every Man, who has no Property, a Vote, will you not make a fine encouraging Provision for Corruption by your fundamental Law? Such is the Frailty of the human Heart, that very few Men, who have no Property, have any Judgment of their own. They talk and vote as they are directed by Some Man of Property, who has attached their Minds to his Interest.
 
Renters could never be true independent democratic actors because they were dependent on their land lords.  While non-property owners gained the right to vote in the mid-19th century, they continued and continue to be perceived as outsiders on the fringe of the body-politic.  Mobile home owners often own the home, but not the land.  In the 1930s, before large income and sales taxes, property taxes tied Americans to the system financially.  Mobile home owners lived in their chattel and therefore usually did not pay taxes.  Without a set address they often could not be summoned for jury duty, one of the core ceremonies of democratic life.
  

Furthermore, mobile home owners may have had a 10 year debt relationship with finance companies, but unlike with homeowners, this relationship did not tie the mobile home owners to the financial and political system.  Mobile home values, until recently, tended to depreciate.  Perrin’s analysis of the debt relationship as the key to membership in society, should really have stressed the shared equity in the property as opposed to the debt.  Once the down payment is properly considered a sunk cost it is clear that owners of appreciating and depreciating property will have very different relationships with their bankers and neighbors.  A traditional homeowner shares an interest with her banker because each additional payment makes her wealthier as the home continues to appreciate in value.  Mobile home owners on the other hand, often faced debt payments that exceeded any benefits.  Therefore the relationship with the banker naturally became antagonistic, and the debt did not tie the debtor to the political or economic system.  A debtor whose debts are greater than his equity has perhaps the least reason to fight to preserve the status quo, and conversely the most reason to try to change it. 

Secondly, mobile home owners were perceived to be buying in to no community in particular.  They were the ultimate rootless people in transition.  A Columbia Sociology professor bemoaned the effects on the rootless family stating: “[s]oon there will be in this country thousands of children who will never know what it means to live in a regular house”.
  The New York Times editorialized in 1937 that, “[t]he man who drags his house after him has about as much sense of fixity as a tramp”.
  Therefore while, mobile home owners, unlike renters owned a fair amount of property, mobile home owners in the late 1930s were the real tricksters that had to be contained.  

Fearing that half the population would soon be in trailers, Americans perceived a true social rebellion, which could tear apart the basic fabric of the freeholder society.  The trailer people were not only a contagion for infectious disease but also for values that undermined American society.  In the Southeast, where many year-round trailer parks existed, many people feared that these shiftless, often northern, migrants undermined their culture, and political and economic foundation, which usually meant white supremacy and anti-communism.
  They were truly mobile, the opposite of stable, but worst of all they were now permanently parked in people’s backyards, increasing municipal expenditures and lowering property values.  The central irony of American prejudices against mobile home owners even today is that they are hated for their mobility, and because they traded their wheels for blocks.

Mobile home residents, traditionally although decreasingly, were poor whites.  Poor whites occupy another “between” category.
  Since the Alexis de Tocqueville, Americans have been perceived as having very little class consciousness.
  Of course there have always been wide distribution of wealth in American society, its just that people have always been uncomfortable labeling themselves and others based on class lines.  Many Americans have perceived and continue to perceive the nation as one of nearly equal opportunity.  Poverty therefore is often conceptualized as the fault of the impoverished.
  Of course the legacy of racial oppression is well known and can explain some of the reason why racial minorities cannot get ahead, but poor whites are another story.  Trailer parks, as the symbolic bastion of poor whites, are seen as housing for people who have made a conscious choice not to be part of the middle class.

The public distain for mobile homes and their trickster residents soon affected the property values of surrounding neighborhoods.  At a convention of realtors in 1937, Joseph Day pointed out that local property owners except those selling cheap goods were hostile to the trailer owners.
  As section two illuminates, the prejudices and resulting property devaluations precipitated a legal onslaught against trailers and trailer parks, which continues today.

World War II and the Modern Mobile Home

The severe housing shortage around defense plants in World War II transformed the trailer.  Trailers served as the only possible way to house the armies of workers migrating to some cities.  Huge new trailer parks were constructed around the country, and especially in the San Francisco Bay area.
  Trailer manufacturers had always resisted calling themselves home manufacturers because they saw their future in luxury vacation trailers.  However, the rationing of building materials during the war forced manufacturers to argue that they were making housing for defense workers and GIs.
  For the first time the manufacturers started considering how to make the homes suitable for permanent occupancy.  After the war the industry split into manufacturers of vacation trailers, which soon became RVs, and manufacturers of mobile but permanent homes.
    

The mobile home manufactures, realizing that the units would probably only be shipped once, began successfully lobbying to lift the size regulations.  By the 1960s homes were 14 feet wide and 70 feet in length and could only be moved by large tractors.
  Soon there was a wide variety of quality, from a palatial double wide with indoor pool to a death trap in the face of stiff winds.
  The public usually only saw mobile homes in the news when they were destroyed by storms, leaving many to wonder what it was about the mobile home parks that attracted tornadoes.  As is discussed in the next section, the federal government promulgated basic construction standards in 1976 which vastly improved the situation.  However, even as trailers became more popular as housing, mainstream society’s ingrained prejudices did not change.

In recent years, the quality and aesthetic appeal of mobile homes has greatly improved.  New “double-wide” homes, which are shipped as two parts and then connected at the home site, are almost indistinguishable from site built homes.  Still the prejudice against mobile homes of all types remains entrenched.  Some commentators have speculated that because mobile homes have become almost indistinguishable from site built ranch style homes, most people do not recognize that there has been an improvement, and still think of mobile homes as those manufactured before 1976.

Current Prejudices
While there is scant research on perceptions of mobile homes, recent studies show that the same prejudices engendered in the 1930s against the mobile hordes in trailers continue to be manifested today.  The public continues to perceive mobile homes as moveable, when they are in fact almost never moved after the initial installation.
  The continued use of the term “trailers” sixty years after the manufacturers switched to “mobile homes” and then “manufactured homes” shows that the perceptions carry the historical legacy.  Prejudice is a loaded term, and it is extremely difficult to tease what is unjust prejudice, from what is reasonable observation.  For example, the public tends to view mobile homes as ugly.  It is impossible to know if this is because people associate mobile homes with the negative societal conceptions of mobile homes and their owners, or if mobile homes would lack aesthetic appeal even without the cultural baggage.

The prejudice is no doubt strengthened by the fact that most people probably do not ever visit a mobile home park.  The impressions are built when driving by parks on the site of the highway and from movies, COPS, Jerry Springer, and the Disaster Channel.  Portrayals in movies invariably depict social deviants.  In the Oscar winning “Million Dollar Baby”, Hillary Swink’s character Maggie’s family is portrayed as classic “trailer trash”:

Maggie's southern family consists of an overweight and overbearing mama, a "loose" looking 
younger sister in tight pants with a dirty baby on her hip, and a greasy-haired redneck covered 
with frightening tattoos. Guess what? They sure do love their welfare.

These are the same prejudices that began in the 1930s; sexual deviant tricksters, out to scam the government into paying them to be lazy.  The only difference is that the stereotype of the scrawny poorly fed “trailer trash” is being replaced by a new stereotype of obesity.  Television shows such as COPS and Jerry Springer further the stereotype, and unfortunately they are the only shows willing to allow people from mobile homes to appear on television.

Julia Beamish and Rosemary Goth, professors at Virginia Tech, conducted an exhaustive survey of perceptions of mobile homes in rural Virginia.
  They first surveyed people who lived in mobile homes about their experiences.  They then surveyed both mobile home residents and the general population on perceptions of mobile homes.  The study, although based in Virginia, may not accurately express the perceptions of mobile homes in Albemarle County.  The sample was taken from more rural counties where mobile homes are much more prevalent, and are often not concentrated in parks.  It is probable that a comprehensive study of attitudes of suburban Virginians would be even more biased against mobile homes, because suburban Virginians are less likely to know people in mobile homes.  Even so the results strongly demonstrate that many attitudes about mobile homes are based on historical and cultural myths.  

When asked about the appearance and condition of manufactured housing, residents and non-residents came to very different conclusions.  Over 50% of manufactured home residents thought that single-section homes were of good or very good appearance, while only 27% of non-residents came to that conclusion.  Eighty-six percent of manufactured home residents perceived double-section homes as being of good or very good appearance while only 49% of non-residents agreed.  Furthermore, 67% of non-residents perceived single-section homes as being in parks, compared with 56% of residents.  Interestingly, in the survey of residents’ actual location only 15% were in parks.

The survey also showed that the perception of the mobile home resident as the transient trouble maker was alive and well.  87% of mobile home owners perceive occupants of single-section mobile homes as locals, while only 70% of locals agreed.  Furthermore, in the survey of actual characteristics of manufactured homes, 73% owned their own home and land.  In the survey of perceptions 42% of residents and 25 percent of non-residents perceived this as the typical arrangement.  Both the residents and the non-residents seem to view mobile home residents as more transient and much more likely to live in mobile home parks then the reality bears out.

The authors then asked a series of questions about the impacts that mobile homes would have on single family neighborhoods.  Each question could be answered by 1- strongly agree, 2-agree, 3-disagree, 4-strongly disagree.  The authors then tabulated the averages for each question, and the results are listed below.  

	Impacts
	Residents
	Non-Residents

	Increase property value
	2.72
	3.11

	Increase traffic
	2.4
	2.29

	Increase neighborhood satisfaction
	2.53
	3.06

	Move out and sell
	2.77
	2.46

	Create better social image 
	2.65
	3.09

	Create more noise
	2.6
	2.3

	Better neighborhood quality
	2.67
	3.1

	Stronger neighborhood character
	2.6
	3

	Attract desirables
	2.57
	2.9

	Create safer environment
	2.46
	2.91

	Lower property tax
	2.9
	2.82

	More attractive neighborhood
	2.54
	3

	Good social and physical fit
	2.24
	2.91

	Social homogeneity
	1.36
	3.01

	Physical homogeneity
	2.17
	2.26





Mobile home residents are more or less neutral on objective categories such as increasing traffic, neighborhood satisfaction, noise, attractiveness of neighborhood, and attracting desirables.  They strongly agree that mobile homes in residential areas make a good social and physical fit.  Yet they tend to agree that mobile homes would not create a better social image and would not increase property values.  Clearly, residents realize that their presence has a negative effect on social image and property value, but believe there is no objective basis for this fact.


Non-residents, on the other hand, perceive the impact of manufactured homes in residential areas as negative in every way.  Interestingly they disagree most strongly that manufactured homes would increase property value and that it would create a better social image.  They also strongly disagree that the impact would increase neighborhood satisfaction, which is probably closely related to falling property values and social image, and that it would create social homogeneity.  This last result is striking because residents strongly agreed that their presence would increase social homogeneity, perhaps because most of the residents are white, and would be moving into mostly white neighborhoods.  The residents apparently perceived social homogeneity more in terms of class.  Residents, as with non-residents, were more strident in their opinions on the effects of house prices and social image than on traffic and noise.  They perceive mobile homes and the residents negatively, but they are perhaps more concerned that society perceives mobile homes negatively, which would in turn affect their social image and property values.


Another recent study presents strong evidence that many of the attitudes held towards mobile homes have more to do with animus than fact.  Stephanie Vanderfod, Yoko Mimura, and Anne Sweaney collected a comprehensive data set of manufactured and site-build homes to answer the question of whether manufactured homes 

were less expensive than site-built homes because they are lower in quality (have fewer of the characteristics that produce utility for consumers), or for some other reason(s)?

The study used a hedonic pricing model which controlled for structural, neighborhood, resident, and geographical characteristics.  The results were dramatic.  The study found that “the values of manufactured homes in this sample are about 69% lower than the values of site-built homes of equivalent qualities.”
  The authors concluded that any price difference is based on unmeasured or subjective factors, and hypothesized that the “historical and continuing stigma that is associated with manufactured housing” played a large role.  Again it could just be that manufactured housing is ugly, but since most people no longer seem to be able to distinguish manufactured from site-built housing, this does not seem to be a compelling answer.  As the next section will argue, the legal regime surrounding manufactured housing helped to create and continues to perpetuate a system which undervalues manufactured housing, but at the same time makes it difficult to obtain.  The unfortunate effect is that people are denied high quality affordable housing because of historic stigma.


 The negative perception of mobile homes, be it prejudice or justified opposition, is clearly capitalized in the single family homes surrounding mobile home parks.  It has been popular knowledge for 65 years that a mobile home park decreases the property value of surrounding single family homes.  It is interesting then that only one study in 1999 has attempted to quantify or systematically examine such a seemingly important phenomenon.  Henry Munneke and Carlos Slawson gathered comprehensive data sets of housing information in East Baton Rouge, Louisiana to examine the effect of mobile home parks on the selling prices of homes in surrounding areas.
  The research method again attempted to control for any external factors including selling prices of the homes, the lots sizes, living area, age, presence of central air condition, and many other variables.  Even when controlling for all variables, the location of a home between 0 and .25 miles from a mobile home park had a 5% negative effect on the sales price compared to homes between .25 and .5 miles from a park.  Furthermore between 0-.27 miles there is a 12% increase in sales value.  After .27 miles from a park, mobile home parks have no significant impact on home sales prices.  

Conclusion

Mobile homes residents are societal outcasts; our trash.  This is a deeply engrained social belief, and it creates a life of its own.  Because people historically believed that mobile home residents were tricksters, they were geographically segregated.  Mobile homes are then associated with trailer parks, even though many are actually outside of the parks.  This concentration of poverty created a belief that it is the mobile structures that caused social problems such as poverty and crime.  In the popular mind, anyone who chooses to live in such a mobile structure must not care about social image.  These are people and structures that must be kept out of single family neighborhoods, even though they objectively could provide solid single family housing.  
PART II:  The Legal Regime

Mobile homes are governed by a haphazard and often vague legal regime, suiting their trickster status, and also perpetuating it.  From the beginning house trailers faced myriad traffic regulations limiting their size, weight, rear color, brakes, and safety chains.  These laws made sense for road safety and affected all tractor-trailers equally.
  Soon municipalities and cities, again worried about safety, passed parking to limit the amount of time a trailer could park on the side of the road.  But as the public began to perceive trailer parks as sex filled disease spreaders and the inhabitants as transient tax dodgers, the full weight of the legislative and judicial systems worked to exclude the unwanted housing to the geographical and social fringes.   

Zoning and Building Codes


Economists have long tried to explain zoning laws as an amalgamation of personal preferences.  In his seminal article, Charles Tiebout described local governmental units as independent actors trying to create an ideal mix of taxation and services.  In a world of no transaction costs and dividend incomes, people would simply move to the town that had their optimal combination of taxation and services.
  William Fischel built on this hypothesis by asserting that homeowners would in fact vote to create the ideal mix of services which would increase their property values.  On the bright side, people would invest in hospitals and schools because they would be capitalized in the value of land.
  He therefore supported zoning laws which would increase the overall value of property in the community as an optimum allocation of land.  


The inevitable result of Fischel’s idea, is either the “session of the successful” or the cleansing of the unsuccessful, depending on voting power over a specific geography.  The central fact of this “home-voter” theory is that people who pay less in taxes than they receive in local services will be excluded.  Furthermore any time a majority’s property values are put at risk by a land use, they will exclude that land use from the area.  Societal prejudices are capitalized into property values and then become individual prejudices.  Even if the individual does not carry the prejudice, she will vote to be rid of the offending person or thing in order to enhance property values, and it is not a far stretch to believe that she would soon internalize the prejudice.  Fischel’s theory is a horrible prescription for society, but it is powerful predictor of behavior when the exclusionary zoning is allowed.

Trailer Apartheid: An American Tradition

The first trailer case, decided by a justice of the peace in rural Michigan in 1936, set the tone for future restrictions.
  Hildred Gumarol parked his trailer on private property on the edge of town, and put the vacation trailer on blocks for the summer months.  The prosecution asserted the Gumarol violated the Village of Orchard Lake’s housing ordinance which read:

“No building used for dwelling purposes shall contain less than 400 (four hundred) square feetof usable floor area, plus seventy (70) square feet of usable floor area for each occupant of sleeping quarters; nor shall there be less than five hundred (500) cubic feet of volume per occupant of sleeping quarters.”

This ordinance was promulgated under a 1921 act by the Michigan legislature which allowed for municipal zoning.  The Justice of the Peace wrote that the ordinance: 

is quite in keeping with the spirit of the founders an incorporators of the Village.  They purposed a restricted, high class residential area for Orchard Lake and its environs.  The aim of this ordinance is to raise the standards of buildings erected and to promote better sanitary and living conditions.  It frowns upon shack settlements and congested areas.

The Justice of the Peace then noted that the village passed another ordinance in 1935 that required any person allowing the public to park auto-trailers to first obtain a license.  The village never granted such licenses.  Therefore the Justice of the Peace found that any habituated trailer without a permit constituted a dwelling under the ordinance.  The Justice then found that the Gumarol’s trailer lacked the ordinance’s requisite volume.   He then stated that the advent of the trailer home was “revolutionizing social conditions” and that:

A portion of the American people are bound to become nomadic.  In this event it is fitting that municipalities prepare to meet these conditions.  Those that court the tourist trade should make proper provisions therefore.  Those that do not should, like Orchard Lake Village, pass ordinances so drastic that it would be unprofitable to obtain a license to permit the parking of house trailers.


The Justice’s explanation of the ordinance and its application to trailers illustrates the dual purpose behind many restrictive zoning laws of that era and today.  Ostensibly the ordinance was designed to promote sanitary conditions by raising the building standards of homes.  This is reminiscent of the urban reformist conception that slum lords were responsible for building cramped housing, and that this cramped housing was the root of disease and vice.  However, when people chose to live in trailers, this conceptualization was challenged.  The laws were no longer targeting builders and slum lords, but normal people, and often people who often had nowhere else to go.  The Justice of the Peace understood fully that the Gumorals were not going to build a home that complied with the code in order to improve their sanitary condition.  Instead, they were going to leave his village in search of a less regulated area.  The Justice declared that only “high class” buildings, meaning affluent residents, were welcome, and trailers were not of that class.  The decision was then printed and disseminated across the country by the American Municipal Association in 1937.


This Orchard Park ordinance was not targeted at trailers, and had the same exclusionary effect on other inexpensive housing, but when it was combined in 1935 with an act mandating that trailer camps be permitted, the exclusion was complete.  This type of zoning is so commonplace today that it is thought of as natural or pre-political.  It is of course, a legal construct which reflected the dominant American values in the 1920s, often at the expense of the less fortunate.  


In the American Constitutional regime states retain default power over all areas not delegated to the national government.
  The states in turn maintain ultimate power over localities unless restricted by the state constitution.  However, for two hundred years states have delegated many crucial powers to localities.  In the 1920s many states began to expressly delegate zoning regulations to localities, and the localities began passing zoning regulations in earnest.  In 1926 the United States Supreme Court declared most zoning regulations to be Constitutional in the Village of Euclid case.
  The seminal decision gave great deference to local zoning choices, as long as they were not “clearly arbitrary and unreasonable, having no substantial relation to the public health, safety, morals, or general welfare.”
  This language was purposefully broad, and therefore granted localities great exclusionary power, even when facially neutral general rules caused disparate impacts against non-offensive individual land users.

While the decision was ostensibly a declaration of state regulatory power over the rights of private land owners, it was more crucially an endorsement of the dominant American belief in the need to protect the single family site-built home from contamination by industrial, commercial, and transient residential uses.  Justice Sutherland justified the exclusion of apartment buildings by the effect they had on the single family home:

“Moreover, the coming of one apartment house is followed by others, interfering by their height and bulk with the free circulation of air and monopolizing the rays of the sun which otherwise would fall upon the smaller homes, and bringing, as their necessary accompaniments, the disturbing noises incident to increased traffic and business, and the occupation, by means of moving and parked automobiles, of larger portions of the streets, thus detracting from their safety and depriving children of the privilege of quiet and open spaces for play, enjoyed by those in more favored localities-until, finally, the residential character of the neighborhood and its desirability as a place of detached residences are utterly destroyed.”
 
There was no mention that children also lived in apartments and that by segregating the apartments to commercial zones, those children faced more dangerous traffic and were denied quiet and open space.  The decision created a Constitutional right to zone out undesirable land uses, and therefore undesirable people, so long as it facially promoted the general welfare.  The unwillingness in most cases to look into the true motives behind regulations allowed the prejudices and self-interests of local property owners to be manifested in legislation.     

 Following Euclid, most states passed laws enabling local zoning, and municipalities began to promulgate comprehensive land use plans, just as America began to fear the gasoline gypsies in mobile homes.  In some places the arrival of vacation trailers even led to calls for the creation of county planning boards to create special zones for trailer parks.
  The American Municipal Association even urged states to enable counties to enact zoning regulations in order to create separate trailer zones.


The early regulations, such as that of Orchard Park were aimed at keeping vacation trailers on permitted parks.  The permitting process was then used to exclude trailers to the extent desired.  However, courts in some states have since ruled that municipalities cannot absolutely exclude mobile homes from their boundaries.
  There certainly were advantages to mobile home parks, especially in the days of the vacation trailer.  Parks allowed people to share amenities such as bathrooms and electrical hookups while making friends.  However, as people began to live permanently in trailers, many wanted to live on their own plot of land in a traditional neighborhood.  In Orchard Park, a person would have been able to place a trailer on private property if it otherwise conformed to the housing code.
  


It did not take long for zoning regulations to specifically prohibit trailer homes in certain zoning districts, even on private property.  Municipalities passed laws restricting all trailers, or restricting them from residential areas.  Others restricted trailers to agricultural or commercial areas, and many required a permitting process to create a mobile home park.  The result was that mobile homes were pushed to the outskirts of towns and into a few densely populated slums where trailer owners were forced to rent land.  

Jay Zittner, an authority on mobile home regulations, explains the Euclidian justifications of mobile home parks: 


The concentration of mobile homes in parks, it has been contended, reduces the conflict which may result when a mobile home is placed on a lot in a residential neighborhood composed of conventional dwellings, minimizes the impact of mobile homes on the landscape, and increases the possibility of good site planning and the creation of a pleasant residential environment.  Moreover, confinement of mobile homes to parks has been defended on the ground that the health problems inherent in mobile homes require periodic inspection, and that these inspections can be conducted more conveniently if such homes are confined to small areas.

Mobile homes are cast as dangerous to public health, safety, or general welfare.  The argument that mobile homes disrupt the landscape and decrease the chance for the creation of a pleasant residential environment depends on the fact that people think that affordable housing is ugly and unpleasant.  Put since the people who have these aesthetic feelings associate mobile homes with trailer parks, which concentrate poverty, this is probably a circular contention.  Furthermore the argument that mobile homes cause health problems is misguided.  Concentrated poverty causes health problems, which would probably be alleviated by permitting poorer residents to be spaced throughout the municipality as opposed to crowded slums.  Underlying the claim for preserving the pleasant community was the belief that the residents themselves were morally detrimental because they were sex-crazed transients. 


The zoning in commercial areas or to the fringes of residential areas mirrors Constances Perrin’s analysis of the geographical isolation of apartments and motels into buffer zones between the industrial and residential areas.  Mobile homes form part of the “transitional neighborhoods” where deviant residents are expected to live along side deviant commerce.
     


The earliest vacation mobile homes, were unsanitary, unsafe, and fire hazards.  Therefore exclusion to parks in the 1930s may have been justified, although putting disease and fire contagions in close proximity was certainly detrimental to the people who lived in the mobile homes.  The exclusion of mobile homes to slums in the 1930s created the aesthetic distaste and health problems which were later used to justify that very exclusion.  Fortunately some courts have come to realize that this exclusionary zoning is an arbitrary and capricious use of police powers.  When answering the question of whether a zoning area that allowed double section mobile homes could exclude single section homes, the Pennsylvania Supreme Court ruled that exclusions of all mobile homes were unconstitutional: “The Zoning Hearing Board has not advanced, nor do we perceive, any justification for excluding homes manufactured in one complete section, while permitting homes manufactured in two or more sections or constructed on-site.”  Geiger v. Zoning Hearing Bd. of North Whitehall Tp.  510 Pa. 231, 237, 507 A.2d 361, 364 (Pa.,1986).
Building Codes


Prior to 1974 mobile homes construction standards were regulated by states and localities, if they were regulated at all.  Because it is difficult for a buyer to inspect the quality of a manufactured home, and because buyers wallets often forced them to compromise on long term durability, these mobile homes were often of poor quality.
  In 1974 Congress passed the Mobile Home Construction and Safety Standards Act, which was then promulgated through HUD regulations in 1976.  The Act, based on the power to regulate interstate commerce, is the only federal residential building code law, and supersedes state and local regulations.  The legislation greatly improved and standardized construction techniques, while still trying to keep costs to a minimum.  Some consumer groups believe that it does not go far enough to protect the homes against fire and wind damage, but it is without a doubt a low-cost improvement over the pre-1976 situation.  Unfortunately, many Americans have not bothered to notice the improvement and still associate all manufactured homes with the earlier models. 

Disempowering the Mobile Home Resident


By forcing mobile homes into slums, zoning laws create and empower slum lords, often at the expense of mobile home owners.  The economics are relatively simple. Mobile homes can cost up to ten thousand dollars to move and reinstall, and after a certain age they cannot be moved at all.
  Because a land lord has a right to eject a mobile home owner and the immovable home at the end of a lease period, the land lord has incredible power.  In most states the relationship between the land lord and the tenant is regulated.  Land lords must keep up the neighborhood and tenants must follow certain rules.
  


It can be argued that the mobile home resident is freely agreeing to sink his asset into a property where his future rent will be set at the owner’s preference.  Mobile home residents know that the owner will maximize profits by charging as much as she can.  They should also be able to calculate the possibility that the park will be redeveloped and they will be forcibly evicted.  In return, the initial rents, at the time the asset value is sunk into the property, carry an implicit discount for the possibility that the owners will be evicted, or the rent will rise later.  If the rent then goes down (which is highly unlikely because of the power relationship) or if the property is not redeveloped, then the tenant wins vis-à-vis the land lord.  In a free market, one would expect trailer owners to pay a premium for long term contracts, but this does not seem to happen.  In fact in Virginia the mobile home landlord tenant rules specify a minimum contract of one year, but the default rule allows either side to withdraw from the agreement with 60 days notice.
    

The problem is that people who live in mobile homes often lack the education and resources necessary to make informed choices.  The situation is even worse for immigrant workers who often cannot understand the closing language, and have trouble finding assistance with financing.
  The landlord will always have better information about his future choices and the low-income tenants can ill afford to be gambling their most valuable asset on the whims of the landlord.  In the extreme example, a person who buys a $40,000 mobile home and pays $8,000 down and then a 12% annual interest rate would be economically devastated if the park owner redeveloped the park after one year.  It is very possible that the tenant-owner would be forced to give up the home because he would not be able to find the cash to move the home and still make monthly payments.  The owner would only see any money if the financier manages to cover his security interest in the repossession (fire) sale.
  The owner is out of a home, down payment, and his credit is destroyed.  Unfortunately, because of exclusionary zoning and the high cost of site-built homes, mobile home owners have no choice but to put themselves at the mercy of landlords.


The problem of park condemnation could be solved by requiring long term contracts for newly installed homes.  A similar rule could create an ex-ante takings rule for forcing the removal of the mobile home before a certain date.  The payment could decline over time and would be attached to the home if ownership is transferred.
  While these mechanisms could presumably occur through free contracts they have not, either because the tenants choose not to pay to insure the risk or the inherent imbalance of power prevents them from being able to do so.  It may be paternalistic to argue that tenants should be forced to pay for insurance through higher rents, but it is in their best interest.  The opposite of paying for this insurance is to gamble on the prerogative of the antagonistic landlord.  Of course if it is not accompanied by a rent control law, the landlord will simply price everyone out and then redevelop.  Unfortunately, the higher costs to parks will either price some customers out, or induce landlords to build fewer new parks.  This is a price worth paying to prevent abuse.  This, as the next part argues, will give tenants better access to credit, and create a greater chance for their property value to appreciate. At the very least people who are installing homes, or who are buying homes from others, should be clearly told of the landlords’ rights to raise rent and to close the park.


The obvious solution is to prevent municipalities from zoning out mobile homes from other neighborhoods, and to allow or require some wide and short small lots on each block.  This would give owners an option outside of the slums.  A well financed litigation strategy could challenge the arbitrary zoning laws in more states by showing that the laws are based on historical animus with no regard for health or welfare of the residents.  If this cannot happen, then cities and foundations concerned with affordable housing could be encouraged to buy land and to redevelop it as mobile home parks owned by the residents and run by a homeowner’s association.    
Living in Chattel


Automobiles are chattel and site-built homes are real property.  The first mobile homes were clearly personal property just like a house or a tent.  However, as people started to abandon traditional homes and apartments to live in mobile homes in the 1930s, commentators began to wonder if they should not be considered real property.
  When the trailer homes were on the move, it was easier to tax the inhabitants indirectly through the permitting process.
  As the mobile homes settled permanently, municipalities in many areas began to tax the park operators based on the number of trailers.  In 1952 the Virginia legislature gave municipalities the statutory authority to tax trailer camps for up to $50 per lot per year.  The Virginia Supreme Court ruled in 1965 that this statute did not apply to trailers not in mobile home parks, and that municipalities had no right to tax these trailers.
  While this law benefited trailers outside of parks, it no doubt hastened discriminatory legislation to force all mobile homes into parks.


In 1994 the Virginia General Assembly amended the laws regulating mobile homes, in many ways to codify the practices which had evolved.  The law treats uninstalled mobile homes as personal property, but installed homes as real property.
  The legislation also mandates that homes installed according to the Uniform Statewide Building Code be treated as any other building for the purposes of tax assessment.
  Most states have taken similar approaches.  


Labeling mobile homes as chattel at the time of sale creates serious problems for many mobile home residents.  First, the label places the contracts firmly under the Uniform Commercial Code and specifically its implied warranties of merchantability, as opposed to the general warrant of habitability for site built homes.
  While the doctrines perform similar functions in most situations, there are key differences.  First, it may be easier to disclaim warranties under the UCC than under state habitability requirements, which can be especially problematic for low income and immigrant buyers.
  Secondly, liability for economic losses from manufactures’ defects will not carry through to a second owner in certain cases.
  Additionally, manufacturers and shippers of mobile homes are notorious for blaming each other for defects so that it is difficult for a buyer to collect against either party.


The classification of uninstalled mobile homes as personal property creates a unique financing regime.  In 2000, chattel loans financed 78 percent of new mobile home purchases.
  The loans are therefore covered under the regime for car and boat loans.  In most states this means that lenders are able to rapidly foreclose on mobile homes instead of following real estate foreclosure procedures.  After the home is seized, debtors can usually only regain possession by paying the entire loan balance and not just the amount in arrears.
  Furthermore personal property loans are not covered by the Real Estate Settlement Procedures Act, which precludes commissions for the loan providers from insurance and closing companies.
  Many consumers find that they end out paying far more for their homes than they expected.


It has often been observed that there are relatively few financing companies specializing in mobile home loans, and that they are closely tied to mobile home manufactures.  The system is rife for abuse because mobile home manufactures use extensive marketing to induce the often uninformed consumers to finance the purchase through their high-interest chattel loans.  HUD and state agencies have created highly regulated financing mechanisms, but the red-tape and inability to defeat the manufacturer’s marketing strategies has prevented the programs from being widely adopted.
  

The Deflation Myth: Its Legal Origins and/or Perpetuation


The sale and financing of the mobile homes by the manufactures creates a perverse cycle.  Buyers, often desperate for a place to live and lacking in contractual sophistication, agree to inflated sales prices in return for low down payments.  The effect is that the property depreciates in value when it is assessed.
  This fact combined with the reality that older poorly built mobile homes actually decreased in quality led to a widespread belief that depreciation was inevitable.
  Furthermore, when the home is stuck on a landlord’s plot, increases in rents are capitalized in lower values, as is the risk of eviction and the need to move the trailer.  Another way of looking at this is that any potential appreciation in value will be captured by the landlord who will perceive a higher ability to pay.
  Unfortunately people began to attach this failure to appreciate to all mobile homes, even though many had their own land.    


The myth of depreciation and traditional label as chattel led many municipalities to automatically depreciate the value in tax assessments as they would do with vehicles.
  Because of this legal depreciation it is very difficult to get traditional loans, and buyers are forced to turn to the manufacturers who then perpetuate the system with low down payment, high risk loans.  


Richard Genz has written about the effects of legal nomenclature on the resale price of mobile homes.  Drawing from the work of famed development economist Hernando De Soto, Genz concludes that “legally fixing” a mobile home as chattel as opposed to real estate is detrimental to its resale value.  Genz paraphrased De Soto’s analysis of property systems in the third world:


“physical characteristics are actually secondary in determining the capital value of an asset.  Of prime importance is the way assets are categorized, described, and ‘fixed’ in legal and administrative systems.  Fixing an asset in a uniform way enables the greatest number of market participants-including lenders, buyers, real estate agents, and secondary mortgage market investors-to relate to it with minimum confusion and uncertainty.”

The argument rings true with mobile homes.  Because mobile homes are categorized as chattel and because the state applies an automatic depreciation schedule, banks refuse to lend at prime rates and real estate agents do not enter the market.  Without real estate agents, owners who often most sell quickly are forced to guess on a selling price, and since the system leads them to believe that the home is depreciating in value, they sell on a depreciating schedule.  


As Richard Genz points out, mobile homes of high quality placed on their own land often appreciate in value.  If they did not face the discriminatory system which assumes that the homes would depreciate, they would probably appreciate at greater rates.  This in turn would make the financing of new mobile homes significantly cheaper, create demand for higher value but still relatively cheap mobile homes, and make foreclosures less likely to occur, further lowering the cost of credit.  


Genz writes of the town of Henderson, North Carolina, which decided to scrap the automatic depreciation schedule.  At first mobile homeowners were mad about paying slightly hire taxes.  Soon however, they were educated by the process to realize that their homes did not need to depreciate in value, and their asset wealth increased.  They were able to pay the taxes, decreasing social stigma, with the knowledge that they were personally wealthier.
  Genz therefore argues that the first step towards making mobile homes a solution to low cost housing shortages is to change the identification of mobile homes at the time of purchase from chattel to real estate, and to stop assuming that mobile homes are depreciating in real estate assessments.  Financing of the homes would be cheaper at the outset, and the homes would at least not depreciate at a rapid pace.  This is a convincing argument for mobile homes that are not in parks, and certainly a necessary first step.  The increased tax revenue may even convince municipalities that mobile homes are not as big of a drag on their finances.  However, the social stigma that prevents the “true” appreciation of the value of mobile homes goes far deeper than the legal category and can only be addressed through societal education and by outlawing exclusionary zoning laws.                

Conclusion

Mobile home residents were societal outcasts.  They had to be excluded and the resulting concentration of poverty in slums only reinforced what everyone knew: that anyone who chose to live in a mobile home was shifty and that mobile homes were contagions of disease and vice.  Because of the danger to health and general welfare, the exclusion regulations withstood Euclid’s relaxed test.   Nobody wanted to live near a mobile home, and the values of neighborhoods around mobile home parks suffered.  
The location of many mobile homes in parks, combined with the continuing categorization as chattel, created the systematic entrenchment of depreciating value.  The result of these forces is that mobile homes are not nearly as widely utilized as they would otherwise be.  The 70% cost savings from manufacturing housing could greatly improve the lives of low income Americans.  The legal regime should acknowledge that mobile homes are decent single family dwellings.  They should be permitted in single family neighborhoods, and programs should be created to connect the legal rights of the homes to the land in parks that now exist.
III.  Case Study:  Albemarle’s Southwood Problem


Built in the mid-1970s the Southwood Mobile Home Park houses 360 mobile homes.  One county employee estimated that there are 3000 residents, while a legal aid attorney estimated 1800, but nobody really knows.
  It is generally believed that more than half of the residents are first generation Latino immigrants, mostly from Mexico and El Salvador, and some from Honduras and Puerto Rico.  This population has been growing rapidly from very few Latinos in the late 1990s.
  Citizens in Charlottesville and Albemarle often mention, without irony, the problems with trash and septic systems in the park, along with noise, and crime.
  The residents I spoke with did not think these are great problems, and thought of the neighborhood as “tranquilo” or calm.

Most of the homes were probably built after 1976 according to the HUD code, because homes before that date had only a 19 year life expectancy, and would therefore be gone.
  Southwood charges $230 per month for each plot of land, and residents pay for their own utilities.  Residents who have recently bought their homes paid around $6000.  Residents who rent the mobile homes and the land generally pay around $550-600 per month, which would be $320-370 for the home itself.  It is interesting to note that the present value of two years of rents is greater than the price at any reasonable discount rate.  This is probably evidence of the extremely high cost of capital for people interested in owning these mobile homes, which depresses the demand and forces sellers who often need to move rapidly to do so.  It also may represent the lack of clear title of many of the homes which are passed down as if they were personal property, or the risk of eviction or that land rents will suddenly increase and decrease the home value.

Every mobile home in the park is single-section, meaning that they contain about 840 square feet.
  Community members, including social reformers, often complain about the crowded conditions in the trailers.  The idea of five to seven young men crowded into a mobile home is considered a big problem for many area residents.
  It is strange then that nobody has a problem with upper middle class university students living in dormitories, which in urban areas are often 120-165 square feet for a double.
  College students, it would seem, are on the correct ladder of life.  Their deviance is tolerated and even encouraged because it is a temporary phenomenon on the way to respectable single family homes.

According to community organizers and government officials, Southwood faces eminent danger from two directions. (Professor Schragger, this section is delicate, and everyone who spoke with me wanted to be off the record).  First, the health department is constantly threatening to close down sections of the park because of sewer and septic problems.  Only half of the park is connected to a sewer, and the other half relies on septic fields, which are often inadequate.
  Government officials believe that the high occupancy in many mobile homes has created the septic problem.  The city has extended sewer service to connect Southwood’s failing internal system, which will alleviate some of the problem.  The county social workers have tried to prevent the evictions because they realize that the residents have no where else to go, but according to one county employee, the health and zoning inspectors continue to concentrate on enforcing regulations.

The owners of the park, the Minor family, are constantly receiving notices from county officials ordering them to clean up trash and sewage problems, and to pay small fines.  The Minor’s have apparently spent in the six-figures to improve the sewage, and by all accounts the trash situation has improved.
  However, some county activists worry that the connection of the sewer will simply make it easier for the Minor family to redevelop the land as townhouses.
  

Facing constant threats from county officials, and scorn from community activists who label him a slum lord, according to one county official, Minor has repeatedly threatened to redevelop the property.
  Furthermore the property is owned by several heirs with different economic and social outlooks.  At least one family member is alleged to be interested in donating the property to the adjacent Covenant School (whose land the Minor’s already donated).
  The School would probably redevelop the property into up-market single family homes in order to get the double benefit of additional students.  While it is impossible to know what the Minor family is thinking, it would not be in their economic interest to redevelop the property at this time.  As Appendix 2 details, the after tax value of selling the property at its highest use assessment is around $4.9M while, continuing to operate the park for 15 years before selling has a value of $6.6M.  
Because of the social and legal history which has created systematic discrimination against mobile homes, it is undeniable that surrounding residents would benefit economically if the mobile home park were removed.  As this paper stated earlier, the only comprehensive study of the effect of mobile home parks on site-build housing values found that mobile homes greatly affect the value of site build homes in the vicinity.  Site build homes within .25 miles of a mobile home park suffered a 5% loss in value.  While value losses within this .25 mile radius were dissipated with distance, assuming a 5% loss for every house in the radius creates a reasonable estimation.  In Southwood there are 125 homes or lots within the .25 mile radius.
  There is also a private Christian school, and parts of two extremely large plots of undeveloped land.  The combined property value is at least $29 Million.  It is important to note that this value includes the undeveloped portion.  Because the 5% affects both land and improvements, the effect of a mobile home park gets capitalized into the land without homes, so the effect on undeveloped land is greater than five percent.  Furthermore some of the surrounding large land plots may be considered agricultural or forestry in which case their appraisals will be for far less than the actual value.  Therefore at the very minimum, local property owners would gain $2.4 million, or an average of $11,000 if the mobile home park were not there.

The Covenant School abuts the mobile home park, and its property value is appraised at 16.2 million dollars.  It is difficult to estimate the effect of the mobile home park on the school.  Because of the stigma attached to mobile homes, especially the prejudice of deviance, it is certain that at the margins the park decreases enrollment, or forces lower tuition, or lowers the consumer surplus enjoyed by the parents, if not the kids.  The trustees of the school, and the parents, would probably rather not have the mobile home park, and would probably use local government to promote their agenda, but it is not clear how this process would function.  The political influence of neighbors to mobile homes can be seen in Albemarle’s mobile home park regulations which allow planners to require that vegetation be planted around the perimeter of the park if adequate vegetation in not naturally growing.

Furthermore Southwood’s residents no doubt receive more in services than they pay in taxes.  Each mobile home owner pays property taxes on the trailer, and Southwood pays a property tax for the entire area.  If each home is valued at $6,000 then at a tax rate of 0.74% each pays $44, or $16000 total.  In addition Southwood pays $44,400 or $123 per home.  The tax burden is then $167 per home.  Since most of the county’s revenues come from property taxes, and most of the costs are for schools, it is clear that any mobile home occupied by school age children would negatively affect county finances.
  Even assuming that there are economies of scale to most government services, the marginal benefit of the average Southwood resident in taxes cannot exceed the marginal costs in services.  Therefore everyone else in Albemarle is paying more in property taxes than if Southwood did not exist.  Of course if Southwood did not exist many of these residents would move to apartments and single-family homes in Albemarle.  But others would move to Ruckersville and other areas while still benefiting Albemarle’s economy by working and shopping in the county.

In a world governed by Willaim Fischel’s homevoter hypothesis, where homeowners vote to increase their property values, Southwood residents should be expected to face discriminatory legislation.  Many of the residents are non-citizens and cannot vote.  Those that can vote face organizational challenges associated with poverty.  Fischel’s model might predict that neighbors and other county residents will use the local government to encourage the closure of the park by making running the park more expensive while making redevelopment more attractive.  The county certainly makes the park less profitable by enforcing zoning and health regulations vigorously.  It is impossible to know to what extent these policies reflect a desire to improve the lives of the residents, and to what extent they are manifestations of hostile voters’ discrimination.  The county also makes Southwood less profitable by refusing to extend public transportation the extra mile to Southwood.
  This seems to be directly related to the political powerlessness of the residents, as a neighborhood of 2000 low income residents should be a prime location for a bus route extension.  Some have argued that the county’s extension of the sewer to Southwood actually created a subsidy for the park to be redeveloped.
  This is probably not true, because it also made the continuing operation of the park feasible, which is more profitable than selling the park.  
County social workers and community activists concerned with preserving affordable housing in Albemarle are fighting against the redevelopment of Southwood.  While it goes against Fischelian thinking, at least in the short term, these residents attempt to use their political power to increase affordable housing through zoning, subsidies, and indirectly higher taxes on other residents.  This ideology has prevailed to allow mobile homes in single family neighborhoods of Albemarle, even though the state permits their exclusion.
  However, many of these community activists are unsettled by Southwood.  Some see the overcrowding and sewage situation as injustices which need to be remedied, while others believe that forcing such action might cause the closure of the park.  It is ironic that the community activists’ pressure on the owners might be a contributing factor in forcing redevelopment.
An Agreeable Solution

Because Southwood was built in the mid-1970s and the homes only have a 30-55 year lifespan
, the park will start to deteriorate rapidly in about 15 years.  If all stakeholders can agree now that the park will close in 15 years, it is possible to create a just and profitable solution.  Owners of mobile homes, which are now depreciating in value, will actually benefit by having the guarantee that they will not be forced to move in the near future.  This may not be the ideal solution for surrounding neighbors, but it may very well be acceptable.  As this paper has argued, neighbors report that mobile home parks lower their subjective experience, but they are perhaps more concerned about the effect of mobile homes on property values.  The guaranteed removal of the mobile home park would be capitalized immediately in their property values.  

The owners of Southwood would not agree to the 15 year deal without receiving something in return.  The county would first have to agree to follow a new tact when dealing with the owners.  They would have to move from the zoning enforcement model towards a cooperative approach in which the county would share the costs of upgrading infrastructure to keep the area in compliance with codes.  Certainly the bus line should be extended at least to the Albemarle County building which borders Southwood.  Most importantly the county could offer to assist in the cost of removing the trailers, and mitigating the environmental problems if the owners agree not to redevelop for fifteen years.

Many people in the county, both officials and activists, would find it difficult to subsidize a family which they view as newly-rich slum lords.  These people must realize that the Minor family provides housing to thousands of impoverished residents with nowhere else to go.  Even though it would be against their direct economic interest, it would not be surprising if the Minor’s decided to redevelop the property in the near future in order to cast off their slum lord label.  The community activists should seriously consider their internalized prejudices against mobile homes.  They should consult with the residents of Southwood and they might realize that the residents actually like the neighborhood and do not believe it to be a slum.  It is imperative that these community leaders acknowledge the value of the Minors’ investment in affordable housing.  They should extend a hand to the Minor family, perhaps with an award for community service, so that this wealthy and philanthropic family knows that they are a valued part of the housing solution in Albemarle.  
With fifteen years to prepare, Albemarle can seriously consider alternative sources of affordable housing.  Manufactured housing can play a predominant role in this effort, and prove much cheaper than subsidized site built housing.  The county should realize that its land policies, including acreage restrictions and frontage requirements, keep manufactured housing from naturally solving the problem.  The county should therefore level the playing field by encouraging low-income manufactured housing in neighborhoods zoned for higher density development.  This can be done when permitting developments, or by giving tax breaks to developers who agree to site and install manufactured housing throughout their developments. 
Conclusion

As gas prices continue to rise, Charlottesville and Albemarle should reconsider their zoning policies which force low income workers to commute long distances from surrounding counties.  From a Tieboutian perspective, it is economically efficient for the Albemarle to exclude these residents, as long as they continue to drive to the area for work and shopping.  But there is a question of justice when upper middle class residents get the benefits of low-income labor without spending any tax revenues on social services.  One of the best ways to provide low-income housing is to encourage manufactured housing.  Unlike other forms of public housing, mobile homes often do not need to be subsidized.  If they are protected by the correct legal regime, they can be vehicles for personal savings.  They can also easily be spread throughout residential areas to lower the concentration of poverty.  Community activists should begin this campaign by trying to raise consciousness of societal prejudices against mobile homes, and the potential benefits of newer manufactured homes. 

Appendix 2

Southwood Mobile Home Estates collects $83,000 each month if all residents pay on time.  It has expenses including paying the manager to work at the office, ensuring sewage and garbage collection, $2000 in property taxes, insurance (but not on the units), and general upkeep.
  It also has costs and revenues associated with the Southwood Market, which presumably is profitable, but which is ignored here.  Estimating that the costs are twenty-five percent of revenues, Southwood would net $62,000 pre-tax.  As the homes become more rundown, people may no longer be willing to pay so much rent, and presumably newer homes would not enter the market because if the site was attractive to new mobile homes, they would already be replacing existing homes.
   

I therefore assume a model where rent increases for seven years at 5% before stagnating, and that the park closes after 15 years.
  I assume liberally that Southwood could get a 9% return on investment in the stock market, which after taxes I say is 8%.  The land is currently assessed $6M, and this model assumes that the land value will continue to rise at 5% per year. 
  Assuming that profits from rental income and the land sale are taxed at 35%, the project including the land sale would be worth $6.6 million.  If the land is sold presently, the post-tax value is $3.9M.


It is especially important to note that this model is not especially sensitive to the costs of running the park or to increases in the value of the land.
  An increase in operating costs from 25% to 35% of revenue only decreases the net present value of operating the park by 10%.  If the land did not appreciate in value, the operation would still be worth $5.5M.  Even if rents decline at 5% per year for 15 years, the project would still be worth 5M.  Furthermore the value of the land is not too important in determining the differences in profitability.  Only if the land is valued at 12M and increases at 2% or less per year, would selling the land immediately be more profitable.    
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