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Habitat scrambles to keep building

In Bucks, expected donations didn't arrive. 73 houses threatened.

By Brian Callaway Of The Morning Call

A fundraising crisis is complicating Habitat for Humanity's efforts to finish an affordable housing project near Quakertown and start a new one in the Pennridge area.

The nonprofit group's Bucks County chapter had been expecting $500,000 from two donors to complete Emerald Hollow, a $5 million, 73-townhouse development along the border of Trumbauersville and Milford Township, a few miles west of Quakertown.

Linda Andrews, the group's executive director, said those donors didn't come through. She declined to name them.

Habitat is now scrambling to make up that money and raise what it needs to start a new development in the Pennridge area in fall 2008.

''We may have to put the start of construction on hold for an undetermined period of time,'' Andrews said. ''There are a whole lot of circumstances which, when you add them together, have had a huge impact.''

Habitat brought in nearly $1.5 million in donations from July 2001 to June 2002, the fiscal year in which work began on Emerald Hollow, according to the group's tax returns.

Contributions have trailed off since then. Records show the group took in about $542,000 in the fiscal year that ended in June 2006 -- a 64 percent plunge from four years earlier.

Records show Habitat also has been running deficits the past three years, including a shortfall of nearly $127,000 last year.

Andrews, who took over as executive director less than a year ago, said the problems largely stemmed from relying too heavily on the same pool of donors instead of cultivating new ones.

''You're continually going back to the same well over and over again,'' she said, ''and that well was drying up.''

The group is now working with a consultant to come up with a long-range fundraising strategy, and is planning an immediate appeal to donors for help.

''Right now, the entire staff is really focused on this,'' said Mikaela Martin, the group's marketing and public relations director. ''I think everybody here right now is part fundraiser.''

Habitat organizes volunteers to help build housing, and lets low-income families buy those homes for no-interest or low-interest mortgages. The families, in return, have to put in ''sweat equity'' -- work at the building sites.

The Bucks County chapter was founded 16 years ago, and spent its first decade building about a home a year in spots around the county.

That changed with Emerald Hollow, an attempt to build an entire development to address the affordable housing crunch in Bucks County.

Martin said even that expanded effort isn't enough to address the need for less expensive housing in Bucks.

''We get over 200 applications a year,'' she said. ''The need is there, the volunteers are there. It's just the fundraising.''

Construction at Emerald Hollow is expected to be completed next year.

Habitat officials had hoped to segue directly from that project into a new one in the Pennridge area.

The group is looking to purchase about 10 acres along the border of Perkasie and Hilltown Township. Andrews said tentative plans include 15 townhomes and a group home.

Most of the townhouses would be reserved for Habitat families, while the rest and the group home would be sold to the Penn Foundation, a Sellersville-based nonprofit that provides mental and behavioral health services.

John Goshow, Penn Foundation's CEO, said many of his group's clients have trouble finding homes.

''People with serious mental illnesses just don't have the resources,'' he said. ''We are really exited about the potential that the partnership with Habitat gives us .... It's kind of a cutting-edge idea.''

Andrews said she believes Habitat will be able to purchase the land if the Pennridge project gets the necessary approvals.

It may not have the money to begin work there, though, if its fundraising doesn't improve in the coming months.

''The financing that we are going to have to do ... will not be available to us because we still owe money on Emerald Hollow,'' she said.

Paul Landes, a former president of the local Habitat chapter who now works as a consultant for Penn Foundation, said he's confident the money will be there.

''I think a lot of the money has been channeled to [Hurricane] Katrina [relief] projects, I think that's part of the issue,'' he said. ''But I personally feel that when we work on this, we find people who are passionate about what we are doing. I think we're going to find it.''
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