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Building a neighborhood is Habitat”s new project strategy

By Carol Smith; Editor

Building a neighborhood becomes Habitat's new strategy By Carol SmithWhile home construction is at record lows, a new Habitat for Humanity of the Lehigh Valley project will build 27 new homes all in one location.

The Southside Bethlehem Minsi Ridge Project will be part of a first for the Lehigh Valley Habitat for Humanity. The vision: Rather than building single family homes sprinkled on lots throughout the city, build a neighborhood of homes.

This large-scale building strategy will create a community of hardworking people much like it was done 100 years ago when the Bethlehem Steel provided jobs for residents in walking distance of their homes.

Upon completion, the new Habit for Humanity neighborhood development will assure hardworking people can afford to live in the city, said Christopher Bennick, Habitat for Humanity Lehigh Valley's executive director.

Through the volunteers and business partnerships at the local, state and federal levels, the $100,000 it costs for a Habitat-built home results in a homes with a market value of $200,000 to $225,000.

With this new holistic building strategy, Habitat will build affordable homes and help to create a stable neighborhood with tree-lined streets and recreation areas for children to run and play safely. The Southside Bethlehem large-scale building model will also be replicated with larger projects in Easton and Allentown.

In the future, Habitat Lehigh Valley will be building four single homes in Easton as part of $20 million Hope VI grant awarded in October 2006. Madeline Mezzina, Hope VI Coordinator with the Easton Housing Authority, said Housing Opportunities for People Everywhere will work with Habitat for the first time and has set aside lots as part of the demolition and development of 250 Delaware Terrace residences which are old and inefficient.

As part of the Southside Master Plan to revitalize South Bethlehem and to preserve open space, the Minsi Ridge project also incorporates a partnership with Wildlands Conservancy to preserve 11.8 acres of the site, which is already home to a variety of wildlife, plants and trees. By protecting the forests and by partnering with other community groups, Bennick said he envisions public walking trails that will connect to other trails such as the Greenway.

Starting this fall, Habitat's hundreds of volunteers will begin construction on the first of the two-story homes with garages, which will be built on 16 acres on Aaron and Williams streets in South Bethlehem. These 27 Habitat for Humanity homes, which are part of a 40-home-building project to be completed over the next five years, will search for lowincome families and for a neighborhood diversity both in the homeowners and the look of the homes, Bennick said. The $5 million Minsi Ridge subdivision project will make affordable homes available for families, mostly single moms, with incomes at 35 to 50 percent of the area median income. Typically, Habitat takes only 6 percent of applicants. New Habitat homeowners are expected to make a small payment for land purchase and be able to afford a $500 monthly mortgage, the executive director said.

With single lots becoming difficult to find in the city, the move to build more homes on a larger parcel of land also saves time in settling on the Habitat locations. Habitat's strategic plan is to have 64 homes over the next five years built across the Lehigh Valley.

The Minsi Ridge neighborhood building project will make it easier to manage the volunteers and building materials with everyone and everything at one site, Bennick said.

During the winter months, home pieces will be prefabricated in a warehouse for the spring building projects, Bennick added of the project's status.

Nearly $2,000,000 of the $5,000,000 needed in grant funds and pledged commitments has already been secured, which includes a $500,000 award from the Federal Home Loan Bank of Pittsburgh.

Since 1989, Habitat Lehigh Valley has worked to partner with churches, businesses, foundations, student groups and individuals to make homes available to low-income families.

Bennick who has lived in Bethlehem all his life and served as Habitat Lehigh Valley's executive director for the past five years said, "When it comes to affordable housing, no one organization can address the significance of the crisis."

For more information, go to www.hbitatlehighvalley.org.

