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Habitat for Humanity to develop on the Southside

By: Angel R. Ackerman

While the development has not received the necessary approvals from Bethlehem's planning commission, the Southside may see a 27-lot subdivision by the new industrial park and BethWorks Now.
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The Habitat for Humanity development will sit on 17 acres beyond John and William streets, connecting the existing end of James Street to Aaron Street.

As executive director of the Lehigh Valley Habitat for Humanity, Christopher Bennick believes his organization's plan for affordable housing provides "a holistic approach" to the development dilemma.

Across the Valley, Bennick said there has been no large-scale development of affordable housing for hard-working families. This development, thanks to Habitat's sweat equity programs where homeowners help build their home or volunteer with the organization and special interest-free mortgages, will make home ownership attainable for the same citizens who may work within BethWorks Now and Bethlehem Commerce Center. Those residents will be able to walk to work, school and recreational facilities.

He compared the efforts to what Bethlehem Steel did on the Southside, building "workforce housing" for employees.

The subdivision would feature primarily $225,000 homes, which with current real estate values means a three-bedroom home. Habitat could alter standard plans to accommodate individual family's needs. Habitat normally pairs families with homes sized for the amount of people who live in them.

The average person, facing a Lehigh Valley real estate market that increases in value every day, struggles to reach the goal of home ownership, Bennick said.

Some of the homes Habitat has already constructed in Southside Bethlehem now boast of values of $175,000, Bennick said, explaining that some were twins.

"That's the way the market is," he said.

The Habitat development will share space with a traditional development that will be across the street. That approach is good for economic development, and provides "mixed income" neighborhoods, Bennick said.

Bennick and Bethlehem Mayor John Callahan had so much hope and enthusiasm for the project that they hosted a press conference before the city planning commission meeting earlier this month. Bennick said that despite the board's lack of approval, he felt confident they could work out any problems that concerned commissioners.

The city has provided more than $500,000 over several years to local Habitat for Humanity efforts. Habitat has constructed or started construction on 19 homes on the Southside of Bethlehem.

"Habitat for Humanity has done great things in the Lehigh Valley and especially in Bethlehem, assuring the American dream for many who otherwise would not have an opportunity for home ownership," said Callahan. "I applaud their efforts and investment in South Bethlehem."

Bennick said Habitat and the City of Bethlehem have a positive community partnership.

The Habitat plans also fits the city's goal of preserving green space. Keeping the new development near existing roads will preserve 12 acres of hiking trails behind it.
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