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First on the block

In land we trust

Even now, much of the West still lacks affordable housing—here’s one community’s
green answer to the pro blem sy ALLison ARIEFF | PHOTOGRAPHS BY MICHAEL HANSON
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Thanks to a community
land trust, Esme
Wormald (above) and
Roy Niendorf (right)
could buy houses in
Bellingham, WA.

IN 1984, Paul Schissler purchased a century-old house
in Bellingham, Washington, and watched through the
1990s as its value skyrocketed. Not only were he and
his neighbors riding the wave of a national real estate
boom, but the community also had become desirable.
Schissler estimates that by 1999 his home was waorth
three times what he had paid. “I couldn’t have quali-
fied for a loan to buy the same house,” he says.

But instead of being thrilled by the return on his
investment, Schissler, a community development
planner, became concerned that his town was losing
the vibrancy that comes from having a mix of housing
types, sizes, prices, and household incomes. “The
livelier neighborhoods in most cities have that diver-
sity,” he says. In 1999, together with two friends—
Greg Winter, a social scientist, and Bill Sterling, a
general contractor—Schissler formed the Kulshan
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(due to Bellingham’s willingness to relax restrictions
on parking requirements, street frontage, and lot size).
Part of a pilot project in the U.S. Green Building

Council’s LEED for Homes program, the energy-
efficient, one- to three-bedroom houses are in the
central Happy Valley neighborhood, encouraging
walkability and community interaction. They’re built
near public transportation lines, and the community
provides a bike barn. Esme Wormald, who lives at
Matthei Place with her 3-year-old son, now enjoys a
three-block commute. Recalling how excited she was
to learn that the homes were not only affordable but
also green, she says, “I was amazed I didn’t have to
compromise any of my values.”

Buyer’s guide
Purchasing a CLT property is not all that different from
the typical home-buying experience. In the case of

Matthei Place, purchasers must go through a buyer-
education program, be preapproved for a 30-year fixed
mortgage (no fancy financing here), earn under a
certain income, and be full-time residents. They own
the homes but lease the land from Kulshan at a rate of
¢35 per month. (The lease lasts 99 years, with an
option to renew for another 99.) As homeowners, they
earn equity on their homes and can even bequeath
them to their descendants. If they choose to sell, the
resale process is designed to allow for a healthy but
gradual rate of return (about 1.5 percent a year).

“It’s kind of socialist,” says resident Roy Niendorf,
half-jokingly. “But I don’t care about owning the land.
Owning the house is just fine.”

Says Wormald, “T never would've been able to afford
a house without this program. It’s thrilling to me that
someone made the effort not only to create housing,
but to create the sort of home people dream about.” m

Toyota has won the most Total Quality Awards

To learn more

about CLTs
Check out the
Planning Commis-
sioners Journal
(plannersweb.com/
articles/petnz.html).

Get involved
CLTs welcome volun-
teers, along with tax-
deductible donations
of funds and prop-
erty. There are more
than 6o CLTs in the
West. See cltnetwork.
org for a state-by-
state listing.
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