Subdivision obstacle for Habitat plan
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BETHLEHEM | Habitat for Humanity wants to help 27 families own homes in the Lehigh Valley's largest-ever publicly supported home-ownership development, officials said Thursday. 

But hours after the proposal was announced, the city planning commission refused to approve the necessary first step: subdividing the South Side land eyed for the homes from four estates to 27 lots. 

Planners granted a 60-day extension for the property owner, Veranda Real Estate LP, to address their concerns, which include several zoning variances. Habitat for Humanity of the Lehigh Valley Executive Director Christopher Bennick left the commission meeting hopeful his agency can still add to South Side's homeowner ranks. 

The land spans nearly 17 acres where James and Aaron streets end, between John and William streets. 

Mayor John Callahan joined Habitat officials at noon Thursday in announcing the estimated $5 million project. The single three-bedroom homes would rise within walking distance of jobs at the planned casino development and at Lehigh Valley Industrial Park VII. 

"We're providing an avenue here for people to live and work in their community that they wouldn't normally have," Bennick said at the announcement. 

The agency has pledges to finance the construction of 10 of 27 of the homes, Bennick said. The homes are estimated to be worth $225,000. 

The cost to homebuyers is less than the value because much of the labor and materials are donated, Habitat board President Renee Ferretti said. Habitat holds the mortgage the homeowner pays with no interest. Each homeowner must also invest 250 hours of what is called sweat equity in building the home. 

Habitat estimates it accepts into the homeownership program about 6 percent of the 100-plus people who apply each year. Those who do not meet income guidelines or criteria for being able to pay the mortgage are referred to other Lehigh Valley housing agencies. 

Reporter Kurt Bresswein can be reached at 610-867-5000 or by e-mail at kbresswein@express-times.com. © 2007  The Express Times

