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Nature has voice in Bethlehem housing plan

Conservancy asks Habitat to save space in 27-home project.

By Nicole Radzievich Of The Morning Call

Habitat for Humanity is trying to strike a balance that will allow it to build 27 affordable homes on the wooded slopes of Bethlehem's South Mountain that city officials have been trying to protect.

So how do they plan to do it? Land preservation.

Habitat hopes to partner with the Wildlands Conservancy to preserve 12 acres of the 17-acre property, while building homes that will not only have scenic vistas, but also be close to the casino development that is expected to bring thousands of stable jobs to the former Bethlehem Steel land.

The homes would be clustered at the bottom of the property, closer to James and Aaron streets, where the land is not as steep. Planners say the homes would blend in with the existing homes that were built along the hillside a half a century ago.

Meanwhile, the preserved land could one day be turned into hiking trails and lead to connections to the city's future greenway park along old railroad tracks.

''The location is important for the whole city and the Lehigh Valley,'' said Christopher Bennick, executive director for Habitat for Humanity. ''There has been some gentrification of the South Side. As new significant development and revitalization has taken place, we must also secure places for hardworking families.''

The developers of Minsi Ridge -- the project Habitat has an agreement to build -- have already secured the zoning decisions to allow the $5 million proposal, and later this week hope to win their case for waivers to launch the project. The city Planning Commission in March denied critical waivers and wanted more justification, City Planner Darlene Heller said.

Mayor John Callahan said Bethlehem is able to take a creative approach with clustering. Large homes, he said, might have disturbed more land on the property and would not address affordable housing needs.

A recent affordable housing report, requested by the executives of Northampton and Lehigh counties, indicated that the median sale price of a home is $189,000 in the Lehigh Valley.

And a family would have to earn $58,4321 a year to afford it -- that's more than a starting elementary school teacher or police officer makes.

Bennick said Minsi Ridge would include homes that normally would sell for $225,000, but they would be affordable to a single mother of three who makes $11 an hour.

The price of a house comes down because of volunteer labor and sponsors. Habitat also requires the future homeowner to contribute ''sweat equity hours.''

Habitat then holds the mortgage, on which each homeowner makes payments with no interest.

Wildlands President Chris Kocher said the proposal underscores how communities must find innovative ways to preserve natural areas in the face of so much development in the Lehigh Valley.

If the Minsi Ridge plan gets the city's approvals, the Wildlands Conservancy will continue working with Habitat to save open space there.

While Kocher's organization has preserved as much as 4,000 acres at the headwaters of the Lehigh River, it also takes a hard look at smaller proposals that can tie in with existing parks.

Working with private developers, he said, is a great way to accomplish that.

''People don't always see a connection between open space and [affordable housing], but it's there'' Kocher said. ''We thought that this was an interesting idea.''

nicole.mertz @mcall.com

610-861-3614

Copyright © 2007, The Morning Call
