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Community I'Jand Trusts are an affordable alternative to private
land ownership and a means to place land in stewardship forever.

By Rob Eshman

11 Mrs. Maxwell could find to
rent in Cincinnati for herself
and her 10 children was a
“rathole” — six rooms, one
door, broken windows, rusted
plumbing. It cost $350 per month It
would have to do.

Mrs. Maxwell paid the rent and looked
$or another house. Finally she found one
that exceeded her dreams — sturdy, dry,
mne rooms, a backyard, a good neighbor-
Sood, $11,000. But Mrs, Maxwell couldn't
&nd the money to buy the house. Where
eould she get credit? The place wouldn't
stay on the market long, and with land
speculation raising Cincinnati property
walues almost weekly, a good house for
11,000 may never come up again.

Mrs. Maxwell's housing quandry is
common in Cincinnati as in many areas of
the country. In Cincinnati, the Rev, Mau-
nee MceCrackin and seven other church
leaders considered housing the foremost
problem in the city's neighborhoods, but
they couldn't decide what to do about it
antil Mac’s friend Chuck Matthei came to
Cincinnati to explain the community land
Tust.

Chuck Matthei of the Boston-based
Institute for Community Economics,

= Pam Roberts. Valey Community Land Trust
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explained how neighborhood residents
could incorporate as a non-profit trust
and pool their resources to finance Mrs,
Maxwell's house, They could put the land
the home rested on in trust, to be held by
the trust in perpetuity and off the specu-
lative market. Mrs. Maxwell would receive
2 99-year renewable lease 1o use the land.
She would make monthly payments on
the house and pay the trust a monthly
lease fee for the land. The trust would
retain a first option to buy Mrs. Max-
well's home and any improvements should
she decide to sell (after all, she's a home
owner, not a renter). That way, the trust
will be able to keep Mrs. Maxwell's home
affordable to other families in need.

In & weeks, neighborhood residents
had incorporated as the Community Land
Cooperative of Cincinnati (the word
“trust” can only be applied to banks
under Ohio law). The Institute for Com-
munity Economies advanced the group a
£10,000 loan from its revolving loan fund.

And a day lster Mrz, Maxwell moved into
her very own home.

Across the country, community land
trusts are helping rural and urban com-
munities address the same kind of issues
which confronted Mrs. Maxwell Even by
the most conservative estimates, there
are more than a dozen CLT's in the North-
east, and about 45 nationwide. Robert
Swann and the late Ralph Borsodi devel-
oped the CLT concept in the mid-1960s,
drawing on the economic theories of Henry
George, the Gandhi-inspired Gramdan
movement in India, the Jewish National
Fund in Israel, and native American land-
use traditions. In 1968, Swann and Bor-
sodi helped organize the first community
land trust in the United States, New
Communities in Lee County, Georgia.
Soon after, CLTs were organized in sev-
eral Northeastern states.

The foundation of the community land
trust is the separation of property — such
as buildings or gardens produced by hu-
man effort — from what Borsodi called
“trustery” — resources which were here
when humans arrived and will be here
long after we're gone, the air, the waters,
the land. The CLT enables a community
to retain local control over its property
while maintaining a stewardship of its
“trustery” so that future generations can
use and enjoy it. The underlying idea is
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The underlying idea is that if land isn’t owned
and controlled by everyone, it should be.

that if land isn’t owned and controlled by
evervone, it should be.
he community land trust struc-
ture is flexible enough to apply
to urban and rural places, small
or large groups. According to
Chuck Matthei, whose Institute
helps CLTs nationwide, a community
land trust differs from other land trusts in
that it is a “democratically structured
locally-based organization with an open
public membership, an elected board of
trustees, and a commitment to ongoing
land acquisition.” It is not primarily a land
preservation group, such as a conservancy
trust, or a limited-membership, single-
focus group such as urban garden or open
space trusts.

A community land trust acquires land
through purchase or donation. The trust
retains title to the land in perpetuity, and
typically offers lifetime or 99-year renew-
able, inheritable leases to families, groups,
individuals or businesses interested in
using the land or the structures on it. The
leases may require property owners not to
use their land in a way harmful to the
community. “Not common ownership,”
wrote Bob Swann, " but ownership for the
common good.”

As in Mrs, Maxwell’s case, the trust
will usually retain the right to buy back
any buildings or improvements on the
land from the owner at the owner's origi-
nal cost, adjusted for inflation and depre-
ciation. These steps remove the land from
the speculative market, and prevent the
owner from cashing in on inflated land
values.

Critics argue that a CLT limits the
profits for leaseholders who sell their
property, and that leaseholders must stili
pay often increasing property taxes. Mat-
thei admits that in a “boom realty mar-
ket” CLT leaseholders sacrifice specula-
tive profits. But in return for this sacri-
fice, he says, they can reduce the cost of
housing access for their children and
future residents. And while there may be
an increased tax burden, the CLT ecan
spread the burden across its ownership
base. It can also finance tax burdens,
because as a corporate body a CLT will
usually have more resources, and more
credit at the bank, than most low- or
moderate-income families can muster.
Most importantly, the CLT offers owner-
ship to families who today could not
otherwise afford it.

Community land trusts can be partic-
ularly effective in urban neighborhoods.
Cincinnati’s West End, the neighborhood
in which Mrs. Maxwell has lived for 42
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vears, is losing its housing stock to spec-
ulators, condominium conversion, and ur-
ban beautification. Gentrification — the
return of upper-income people to the city
and the subzequent displacement of lower-
income rezidents — is closing up the West
End's housing market just as it has made
much of metropolitan Boston and Wash

ington, D.C. financially and often socially
off-limits to low-income people. The
choice for many low-income residents
facing gentrification, as Mrs. Maxwell
realized, is to move to the suburbs, where
there are no jobs and no transportation, or
to remain in the city and pay 2450 per
month for a ‘renovated’ apartment which
used to cost 875 a month,

The Cincinnati group now has an
elected hoard of directors, a dues-paying,
community-wide membership, and three
paid staff. It recently acquired its second
property, a multi-unit apartment building
with a community center on the first floor.

In Boston's Roxhury neighborhood,
residents face displacement from the city’s
aggreasive “revitalization” program. For
the mostly black, low- and moderate-
income Roxbury residents, this program
has meant the destruction of housing and
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the creation of high-priced condominiums
and townhouses. Helen Forman, president
of the Lower Roxbury Coalition for a
Community Land Trust, says her organi-
zation wants to “keep people in this
neighborhood in this neighborhood.” Ina
community where only 26 percent of all
houses are owner-owned, their goal is elu-
sive. The group is now fighting for control
of a multi-unit federal housing structure
threatened with demolition. They want to
place the building’s property in trust and
lease its units to displaced elderly. The
group has received support from a local
Catholic church, but their proposal is still
being considered by city officials,

The Central Roxbury Community
Land Trust figures its neighborhood will
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