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Habitat for Humanity has Bethlehem plan

The 27 homes would be near proposed slots casino complex.
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Habitat for Humanity of the Lehigh Valley wants to build its largest affordable housing development just up the hill from where a proposed casino is expected to help rebuild the old steel town of Bethlehem.

The $5 million Minsi Ridge neighborhood would be close to the casino and the new Bethlehem Commerce Center, allowing residents to walk to work as they once did when the Bethlehem Steel blast furnaces were hot.

''The dream of homeownership has become more and more difficult these days for people,'' Mayor John Callahan said at a news conference Thursday. ''This project will provide people who earn a working wage the ability to obtain homeownership.''

The plans lay out a 17-acre neighborhood on the slopes of South Mountain. The 27 homes would be clustered near the bottom of the hill, leaving a 12-acre park that could one day be turned into hiking trails and lead to connections to the city's future greenway park along the former Norfolk Southern Corp. railroad tracks.

But the project has some hurdles to jump. About five hours after Callahan's news conference, the city Planning Commission voted 2-1 to deny the Minsi Ridge developers some critical waivers, such as the slope of the road leading to the development at James and Aaron streets.

''To me, this plan needed to have everything waived so it could exist,'' Planning Commissioner Jean Black said at the meeting.

The property was rezoned a few years ago to preserve the city's last vestiges of open space, and the zoning on that section requires one single-family home to every 4 acres because of the steep slopes. The developers already received the OK from the Zoning Hearing Board for the use and needed additional waivers from planners.

The Planning Commission tabled its decision to deny the plan to give the developers a chance to rework the plan with less intense waiver requests.

Christopher Bennick, executive director of Habitat's Lehigh Valley chapter, said his group only has an option to buy the property, and the Minsi Ridge developers must make the decision on the next step. The developers were not immediately available for comment after the meeting.

Bennick described the proposal as featuring homes that would normally sell for $225,000, but they would be homes that a mother of three who makes $11 an hour can afford. The price of a house comes down because of volunteer labor and sponsors. Habitat also requires the future homeowner to contribute ''sweat equity hours'' into the house. Habitat then holds the mortgage that the homeowner pays with a zero percent interest rate.

''In the end, it is about the families that we serve, and the children that have a stable environment,'' Bennick said.

The projects come at a time when Bethlehem has been catching the interest of developers with high-end housing in mind. Just around the corner from historic Main Street, a developer wants to build an 18-story tower of hotel rooms and condominiums. The famed Martin Tower, once Steel's headquarters, is to be turned into condos that could fetch up to $1 million a unit. And on the south end of the Fahy Bridge, people quickly snatched up the condos in Lehigh Riverport.

While they are wonderful projects, Callahan said, the city won't leave anyone behind and will strive to provide more housing for lower- and middle-income residents.

In other business, the Planning Commission approved the master plan for Plaza on Eighth, a 9-acre office project at 1435 Eighth Ave. It is to feature a 55,000-square-foot office building. Other buildings include a restaurant, a fast-food restaurant, cafe, pharmacy, bank and retail space. 
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