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ABSTRACT

Millions of Americans rely on mobile homes as their permanent residences and as one of the few nonsubsidized forms of affordable housing available to them.  The poor reputation of “trailer parks” begs the question, are mobile homes part of the housing problem, or part of the solution?  Using ethnographic data, a qualitative study of a rural Vermont mobile home park suggests that some parks can foster a healthy community, characterized by generalized reciprocity, active neighbors invested in the park, and general satisfaction with the neighborhood.  These findings suggest that parks should be pursued as sound housing policy.  Nevertheless, significant barriers to the successful utilization of mobile home parks as good affordable housing need to be removed in order for parks to become truly healthy communities.  To begin this process, policy makers must define their housing needs and goals, because the dual identity of mobile home parks requires distinct choices depending on which identity is the ultimate goal.  On one hand, mobile home parks can be life-long, permanent communities.  On the other hand, they can be temporary housing on the way to ownership of a site-built home.
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Chapter One: Introduction
1.1: Introduction

Lindale Circle is a rather typical Vermont road.  Though paved, it bumps its way narrowly down a steep hill toward an unknown destination buried in mountain and forest.  Further along, the graying surface bears the deep, pockmarked traces of hard winters, and frost heaves jostle the maroon Volvo on its way down.  The trees overhead, at this point in the season slightly lighter and brighter than the red car, would be casting long shadows had the sun been able to break its way through the clouds.  In spite of the overcast weather, a young woman and her dog walk along the road in the opposite direction while a couple across the street cleans out their gutters.  It is a scene that could repeat itself in many neighborhoods across the country, but it so happens that this one takes place in a mobile home park.  

Mobile home parks are an integral part of the Vermont landscape.  They may be hidden from the eye, but over 250 of them dot the landscape all the way from Brattleboro to St. Albans and beyond.  One-third of the 22,600 mobile homes in Vermont are located in parks, 48 of which are owned either cooperatively or not for profit.  Visible or otherwise, “manufactured housing has emerged as the housing for rural Americans of modest means at the dawn of the twenty-first century” (MacTavish 2006: 2, emphasis sic).  Beyond their sheer numbers (almost eight percent of Vermont’s housing stock according to the 2000 census, and double that for owner-occupied rural housing stock nationally), mobile homes offer Vermonters of low to moderate income the chance to be homeowners, a chance that the ever-widening gap between wages and housing costs all too often denies them.  

Indeed, the crisis of affordable housing in Vermont has reached fever pitch.  Vermont’s homeowner vacancy rate is less than 1%, putting it among the lowest in the country.  Though slightly better at 4.7%, Vermont has the lowest rental vacancy rate of any state in the nation (Vermont Housing Awareness Campaign).  The people affected by this crisis number in the tens of thousands; not only is the waiting list for Section 8 housing closed with three thousand people already on it, but thousands more struggle in a housing market that currently lacks 21,000 rental units (VHAC).
  It comes as no surprise, then, that home prices have risen faster than wages, making housing too expensive for many Vermonters.  

To purchase a house at the 2005 median price of $182,000 a household would have to have an income of approximately $65,000, but only slightly more than a quarter of Vermont households do.  Even the rental market is out of reach for many Vermonters: over 155,000 people (56% of non-farm employees) in the state work in industries with median wages that do not affordably cover the $723 monthly Fair Market Rent of a two-bedroom apartment (VHAC).  In order for such an apartment to be “affordable” by the standard definition of spending 30% of one’s income toward housing, household income would need to be at least $13.90 per hour, or $28,903 per year.  Per capita money income, however, was only $20,625 at the last census, making housing costs over $573 per month a burden (Censusdata.org).  This figure takes on more weight when we realize that households with two earners only make up half of Vermont’s households (VHAC).

Mobile homes have the potential to ease the housing crisis; in fact, “the demand for mobile homes seems sure to increase, because the average American family can no longer afford the average price of a site-built house” (Hart 2002: 1).  Nationally, mobile homes are the fastest-growing type of housing (MacTavish 2006: 2).  On average, a mobile home with land sold for less than half the median price of a site-built single family house in 2004, or $75,500 compared to more than $199,000 in Vermont.  Subtract the cost of land and the average price of mobile homes drops to $31,000 on leased land or in a park.  A 1997 study by the Manufactured Housing Institute (MHI) estimated that while site-built houses cost on average $61.47 per square foot on average, single-wide mobile homes were a mild $25.78 per square foot (Hart 2002: 5).  The MHI’s 2007 update still puts manufactured housing at an estimated 10% to 25% less than the average site-built home, and this includes multi-sectional manufactured housing.  Thus parks are able to provide affordable housing for over 15,000 Vermonters while offering them an adapted version of homeownership and community.  

That is not to say that parks don’t have their share of problems.  Perhaps the biggest hurdle to effectively developing mobile home parks as a source of affordable housing is the place they occupy in the American psyche: “Many Americans…if they think about them at all…perceive mobile homes as cheap, flimsy, and undesirable housing for unattractive people.  They assume that the residents of mobile homes are seriously deficient: deficient in income, deficient in education, deficient in intelligence, and deficient in moral fiber” (Hart 2002: 2).  In order to find a place in Vermont’s housing stock, mobile homes and mobile home parks especially need to reconcile their dual identities as places both of opportunity and of  “trailer trash”.  It is this latter identity that this study seeks to redefine.  To promote mobile home parks as a smart plan for community development, it is essential to know what kind of community, if any, exists there.  

In this study, I use the terms ‘mobile homes’ and ‘manufactured housing’ interchangeably, since I am not interested in manufactured housing with more than one section (a double-wide, for instance), which are not as often found in parks.  ‘Manufactured housing’ is a fitting term for mobile homes as well because mobile homes are not particularly mobile.  By a 1991 estimate, about 97 percent of mobile homes never move.  Indeed, “among the reasons that mobile home owners give for choosing their form of housing, one that ranks surprisingly low is the desire for mobility” (Wallis 1991: 15).  Even if the owners move, the mobile home rarely does, since it is usually cheaper to buy a new home on site than to pay fees, negotiate highway restrictions, and risk damage during the move (Hart 2002: 80).  A 1990 figure puts the average relocation cost of a single-wide around $2,500 to $3,000 (Hart 2002: 80). 

 A mobile home park can be one of three types: housing-oriented, service-oriented, or company parks (Wallis 1991: 188).  Service-oriented parks tend to cluster around golf courses or marinas and cater to a largely retiree market.  The client’s primary interest in a service-oriented park is not the home itself or the shelter it provides, but rather the amenities and activities in the surrounding area.  Developers favor this type of park because they are more lucrative and, with their largely older clientele, less likely to antagonize locals (Wallis 1991: 191).  Company parks are developed by large companies in order to house their workforce, and they do not enter into this study in a significant way.  I focus rather on the third type of mobile home park: the housing-oriented park, in which shelter is the primary objective of residents.  In their recent study of rural housing vulnerability among trailer parks, Katherine MacTavish, Michelle Eley, and Sonya Salamon divide housing-oriented parks into three subdivisions: rental communities, land-lease communities, and cooperative, or subdivision, communities (MacTavish 2006: 2-3).  In rental communities, tenants rent both land and home, whereas in land-lease communities, they own their homes but rent the land on which they are sited.  In cooperative parks, residents own their homes and a share of the park land, or their individual lots.  

1.2: History and Overview
Mobile home parks had their beginnings in the Great Depression and experienced their greatest period of expansion after World War II.  Mobile homes themselves began as wooden attachments with canvas coverings vacationers could attach to the back of their cars for camping.  They were so popular that an industry sprang up around the production of camping trailers.  They were quite primitive, but 

Despite their deficiencies, trailer parks began to attract more and more permanent residents.  The first trailers were intended for vacation trips, but almost from the start they were used as permanent residences by traveling salesmen, itinerant workers in construction and agriculture, and other mobile folk.  Few new conventional houses were built during the Great Depression, and shortage of affordable housing plus financial stress forced ever larger numbers of people to become permanent trailer residents (Hart 2002: 9).

The Depression was not only the start of the permanent mobile home industry and the trailer park, but also the start of the parks’ bad reputation, as “low-income people of limited skills and limited education began to live in trailer parks permanently because they could afford no better housing.  They gave trailer parks their unsavory rep, which the media have gleefully perpetuated, as unhealthy dens of sex and violence” (Hart 2002: 127).  One particularly colorful image of trailer parks during the Depression described them as provoking “fears of the development of a parasitic class of wheeled hobos who would suck resources from house communities and menace respectable citizens” (Hurley 2001: 204).  Seventy-five years later, mobile home parks have yet to shake this image.  

With the Second World War came the need to move and shelter workers quickly around centers of war production, and mobile homes answered the call.  Out of an estimated 200,000 mobile homes in use during World War II, almost two-thirds of them were located in defense areas (Hurley 2001: 204).  After the War, however, the government shut down the war machine and the mobile home parks with it, leaving many without housing.  The influx of returning soldiers further stretched the tight housing market, leaving a vacuum that mobile homes could quickly and easily fill.  Mobile homes began to perform a new role, and “it was assuredly the housing crisis of World War II that transformed the popular perception of trailers from vehicles for vacation travel to mobile homes for year-round residence” (Hart 2002: 11).  In 1948, most mobile homes were still inhabited by construction workers or military personnel, but a decade later, mobile home occupancy had shifted to young families with children in the market for starter homes (Hart 2002: 17).  Mobile home clientele were demographically mainstream, and financially they were “neither very rich nor exceptionally poor” (Hurley 2001: 222).  Today, the average age of mobile home residents is 49, the median household income $35,000, and 64% work full time (Manufactured Housing Institute).


After the war, the mobile home industry split in two, with one branch continuing to produce recreational vehicles (RVs) and another dedicated to the production of permanent homes.  This second branch grew in response to the demand of the 1950s and 1960s for more livable spaces.  Mobile homes soon outgrew the legal towing limit in width, and were transported to their sites by train until they were granted oversized load permits (Hart 2002: 18).  The mid 1950s saw the innovation of the built-in bathroom, which “marked the most important departure from the tourist trailer” according to one historian (Hurley 2001: 221).  In the late 1960s, sales of mobile homes “skyrocketed because no other form of housing was as affordable as mobile homes, even though they had no government subsidy” (Hart 2002: 23).  Led by the needs of lower-income Americans, the manufactured housing industry was finally coming to terms with making mobile homes for permanent use, even if much of society had yet to catch up.  Recently, however, the mobile home market has come to serve more working-class needs due to the widening affordability gap, and concomitantly, sales of mobile homes were declining into the early nineties (Wallis 1991: 229).  This trend has continued, as manufactured home shipments declined every year between 1999 and 2005, from 348,000 to just 147,000, while site-built housing starts are up (Manufactured Housing Institute).  Even though sales are down, however, the total number of mobile homes in the country is steadily increasing, reaching 9.9 million by 1997 (MacTavish  and Salamon 2001: 488).

With more widespread use of the mobile home as permanent housing came tighter regulation of the fledgling industry.  In 1976, the federal government began regulating mobile homes through the passage of a building code administered by the U.S. department of Housing and Urban Development, known simply as the HUD code.  In order to protect consumers from cheap, flimsy, and unsafe housing, certain aspects of mobile home production, such as energy efficiency, fire safety, ventilation, durability, and design, came under the authority of the code.  No mobile home is to leave a factory without the HUD seal of approval, which is given by an independent third party (Manufactured Housing Institute).  The HUD code greatly improved safety, though it had oversight and inspection problems (Hart 2002: 23).  Recently, the HUD code was amended with the passage of the Manufactured Housing Improvement Act in 2000, which improved the process by which safety and building standards are kept up to date.    

The added federal certification made mobile homes more attractive to financial institutions.  Financing mobile homes is perhaps the biggest barrier to the successful utilization of this affordable housing resource.  Because they are at least at some point in their lives attached to a chassis, mobile homes are financed like vehicles, as personal property rather than as real estate.  Lenders undertake more risk with mobile home loans because there is a limited secondary market for them, though now Fannie Mae will buy them.  The Vermont Housing Finance Agency will purchase loans from lenders in the state, and will back a mobile home loan on private land or in approved parks at 10%, compared to the traditional 6% for a site-built house.  Nevertheless, these government-backed loans require extensive paperwork and pay only small fees to lenders that offer them, so they are not always readily available or easy to take advantage of.  As a result, most mobile homes are financed as personal property.  The terms for these loans are much shorter than for site-built houses, and the interest rates substantially higher.  For instance, a term on a mobile home mortgage might be only seven to twelve years, while owners of a site-built houses usually have twenty to thirty years to pay off their mortgage (Hart 2002: 5).  Allan Wallis puts it more concretely: “If a household buying a $20,000 mobile home obtains a 13 percent loan, on 90 percent of the cost, for a ten year term, its monthly payment will be $276, whereas a ten percent loan, for a twenty-year duration, would mean a monthly payment of $176” (Wallis 1991: 216).  Clearly lending practices have a significant impact on the viability of mobile home parks as a source of affordable housing.  
1.3: Outline

Chapter one has introduced the premise for this study, provided a background of the mobile home in America, and discussed financing.  Chapter two will present some of the recent literature on mobile home parks, and briefly relate its findings to life in Lindale.  It will also discuss the major policy changes that researchers and housing advocates have suggested for the future of the mobile home.  Chapter three will supply a theoretical background for the study of mobile home parks, emphasizing the role of community in social well-being.  Chapter four outlines the research design for this research project.  Chapters five, six, seven, and eight describe Lindale Park and present the findings of this study with respect to three important areas: why people choose Lindale, how they organize themselves once there, and what management strategies are available to them to control their living situation.  Chapter nine concludes the discussion by reiterating important findings and linking them to policy measures and theoretical concepts.  
Chapter Two: Literature Review
2.1: Introduction to the Literature

Though housing policy in general has been debated, discussed, and rehashed time and again, relatively little attention has been paid to the mobile home, at least since the postwar period when its use was growing exponentially.  Perhaps the most comprehensive authority on the issue is Allan D. Wallis’s Wheel Estate.  Exhaustive as Wallis’s explanation of the issues surrounding manufactured housing may be, the decade and a half that has passed since its publication is bound to have changed the state of affairs.  


Wallis argues for the expansion of manufactured housing to fill the gap created by rising housing prices and stagnant wages.  He concludes that two processes have shaped the place of mobile homes in the housing market and society at large; consequently, it is these processes that must be addressed if mobile homes are to become a truly viable means of alleviating housing crises.  The first process, innovation and invention, led to the creation of “a new form of housing” through the “necessity and entrepreneurship” of residents, developers, and manufacturers (Wallis 1991: vii).   The second process to which Wallis refers has been the “regulation or categorization” that emerged from the institutional structure of zoning and financing, which both reacted to and shaped the mobile home industry (Wallis 1991: vii).


Wallis, like I do, chooses to go beyond the mere assumption that living in a mobile home is a purely economic choice, even though “at one level it might appear that the choice of a mobile home is no more than an economic consideration: people buy one because it is what they can afford” (Wallis 1991: 15).  Instead, he believes and goes on to say,

affordability…is a consideration constrained by acceptability.  People do not settle for the cheapest housing, but for housing that gives them the greatest satisfaction for the part of their income they dedicate to housing.  When people select housing, it is not simply shelter that they are choosing.  Along with the utilitarian aspects of shelter, characteristics symbolic of the stability and propriety of conventional houses and implicit social status are a concern (Wallis 1991: 15).    

Therefore, for those to whom ownership and private outdoor space are a concern, a mobile home might be the only option for satisfying those needs.  In addition to private outdoor space and ownership, home buyers also tend to idealize detached dwellings and conventional construction (Franklin Becker in Wallis 1991: 15).  Adding stability and status to the mix, the decision to live in a mobile home quickly becomes more complex.  For some, especially retirees, the choice does not entail a loss in status because they may have already experienced homeownership (Wallis 1991: 14).  Similarly, if owning a mobile home is seen as a stepping-stone to owning a site-built house, young couples may move in without losing face (Wallis 1991: 14).  Status is just one part of the complex social equation that people value and therefore might consider in their housing search.  Another important factor is the social fabric of the entire neighborhood and what benefits it might or might not proffer.  ‘Trailer parks’ evoke community images paralleled in their negativity only by the urban slum, but they are due a closer look.


Some community leaders felt so negatively about mobile home parks, in fact, that rather than promote them as a source of affordable housing, they aimed to eliminate them entirely.  A 1951 article appearing in Survey magazine spoke out against mobile home parks, calling them “slums” and a “very real, if as yet unrecognized, menace to our American way of life” (Wallis 1991: 173).  The article argued that they “be eradicated now, even in the face of an acute housing shortage, for the creation of more slums is not the solution to the problem of housing shortage” (Wallis 1991: 173).  Since 1951, mobile home parks have proliferated across the country, yet they still face similar slander and discrimination.  The government does not directly subsidize them, and zoning practices have relegated them to industrial or commercial districts far from where they might threaten the moral character of more conventional communities.  The result has been “both abuse and negligence” according to the American Planning Association, “—abuse in the sense that persons living in mobile home parks are forced into an unsuitable environment; negligence in that parks are allowed to locate in such areas” (quoted in Wallis 1991: 178).  Thus the creation of more slums can be a pitfall to the development of mobile home parks as affordable housing.  


Policies for housing the poor encounter some of the same problems whether they are directed at rural or urban areas.  Indeed, “trailer courts were viewed as the most recent incarnation of the urban slum” (Hurley 2001: 255).  Invoking a comparison between the two might misrepresent a mobile home park, but it can also prevent planners from making the same mistakes twice.  This comparison of mobile home parks to urban blight areas and earlier reference to the effect of a neighborhood’s environs on the neighborhood itself recall Sudhir Venkatesh’s study of the Robert Taylor projects in Chicago.  In the polemics surrounding the construction of high-rise projects as an oasis of kinds in the middle of an urban ghetto, one line of argument held that the crime and violence of the surrounding neighborhood would quickly take over the project (Venkatesh 2000: 8).  This sentiment echoes the concerns of those who believe that the location of mobile home parks in industrial or commercial areas is detrimental to its inhabitants.  


Venkatesh, however, finds that rather than being completely isolated from both services and society, the Robert Taylor Projects “are nevertheless managed, subsidized, and administered by a number of social actors, including government and philanthropic agencies that range from the Chicago Housing Authority to social workers to national foundations” (Venkatesh 2000: 9).  Similarly, though mobile home parks may appear isolated from residential communities, they still may have ties to organizations outside their locale, and in a broader sense, residents may have jobs or activities that bring them into contact with other neighborhoods quite frequently.  Thus, “the city-within-a-city perspective can be counterproductive if it does not shed light on the similarities and the relationships between public housing and other American communities” (Venkatesh 2000: 9).  One aim of this study is to do just that: to shed light on the similarities or differences between the types of community that develop in mobile home parks and more traditional residential subdivisions.

Venkatesh provides a nuanced look at the social fabric of the Robert Taylor Homes, a look that allows for the coexistence of success and failure in the project.  Over the course of thirty years, the tenants found new ways of forming community within the project that had a real effect on their well-being and even managed to provide a measure of social capital to economically impoverished people.  One major way they were able to effect change within their community in the early years of the project was the creation of tenant committees.  Ultimately, though, community life in Robert Taylor broke apart, and its residents were not able to “sustain a viable, healthy community” (Venkatesh 2000: 4).  However, this failure coincided with other variables such as economic downturn and the cutting off of local support by the Reagan administration.  Robert Taylor provides important evidence that under certain conditions people living in projects can develop both the kind of social capital necessary for healthy communities and enough solidarity to allow for the functioning of certain social institutions, even if only at a level barely allowing for livable conditions.  Conditions in Lindale are better, but as a park, it still exhibits a dichotomy of economic hardship and a bad reputation alongside the potential for a healthy community.

Though Lindale itself is located in a residential area, mobile homes in general have gravitated toward lower land costs and restrictions (Wallis 1991: 179).  Though about half the States have legislated against discriminatory zoning practices, local restrictions still exist and many mobile home residents do not have the wherewithal to challenge them in court (Hart 2002: 28).  Subsequently, social scientists that share concerns about the effect of surroundings on the quality of life in mobile home parks have turned toward the study of land use patterns and community values.   For instance, in 1977 industry analyst Arthur Bernhardt found that “mobile home placements were most likely to be restricted in communities that were wealthy, spent more on schools, were densely populated, and were growing rapidly” (Wallis 1991: 179).  Coupled with evidence from a study of rural upstate New York by sociologists Charles Geisler and Hisayoshi Mitsuda that “communities with an economy based on tourism and second-home ownership were more restrictive than those with an agriculturally based economy,” Wallis tentatively concludes that “in communities where basic housing needs are a concern of most residents, there is greater acceptance of the mobile home as a housing alternative” (Wallis 1991: 180).  Though this may seem like a truism, it has interesting implications.  For instance, it implies that residents of a mobile home park in an impoverished area might actually experience less social insecurity or stigma than residents of a mobile home park in a more affluent area.  Thus the character of a neighborhood or region can affect the location of a park and consequently the lives of those within.           
Community and place demonstrate their interconnectedness not only outside the park, but inside as well.  Seeking to capitalize on park characteristics that foster good community relations and to mitigate those characteristics that impede them, planners conscientiously advanced park design to make mobile home parks more habitable places to live: “Behind the physical pattern of the neighborhood unit plan…There was concern for the dynamics of neighborhood change, the need to form identity with place, and the importance of forming social bonds between neighbors” (Wallis 1991: 183).  With respect to forming that identity, “the privately owned, detached suburban home with a lawn had a powerful hold on the American middle-class imagination” and subsequently heavily influenced lot design for a house-and-yard look (Hurley 2001: 209).  In 1978, the Department of Housing and Urban Development published “Guidelines for Improving the Mobile Home Living Environment”, reinforcing “in the evolution of the mobile home lot…[the] clear, if not always self-conscious, attempt to restore the functionality and symbolic characteristics of the conventional house-to-lot arrangement and, in doing so, to maintain the traditional rituals and behaviors associated with houses” (Wallis 1991: 185).  

Some residents found the arrangement in mobile home parks to be even more favorable than the arrangement in traditional subdivisions.  In some of his field studies, Wallis found that “residents saw a distinct advantage in house trailers and mobile homes over apartment buildings, particularly as places to raise children” (Wallis 1991: 187).  One resident claims, “As to our bunching together, we love it.  Rarely does any neighborhood attain the intimate friendliness, the camaraderie of a trailer park” (Wallis 1991: 188).  Clearly this attitude depends on the character of the park, but it is significant in that it demonstrates the possibility for mobile home parks, by their very nature, to sustain viable communities.  This physical nature of parks, therefore, can be an asset, for “in part, the sociability of park life naturally results from the physical organization: a relatively small number of households live in close proximity, share common facilities, and keep and eye out for each other” (Wallis 1991: 188).  John Fraser Hart’s 2002 study agrees that “parks have less privacy and far more social interaction than conventional residential suburbs” due to small lots and cramped homes (Hart 2002: 81).  Though not a physical characteristic of the park, per se, “social cohesiveness also often results from the homogeneity of the residents, especially in adult-only parks, and those with separate sections for families” (Wallis 1991: 188).  Lindale conforms to this attribute in that most of the residents are older and white; moreover, the residents cite age differences as inhibitors of socialization in the park.
In a 2001 study, Katherine MacTavish and Sonya Salamon explore how the characteristics of the mobile home park itself can influence a sense of community and how much the residents are socially embedded in it.  Drawing on other literature in the field of community studies, they assume that a strong community is necessary for effectively enforcing social norms and raising children (Elder and Conger 2000, Putnam 1993 in MacTavish and Salamon 2001: 489).  This can be influenced by the presence or absence of inviting public spaces, homogeneity, longevity in the park, and stability.  They found a discrepancy between some residents who claimed to experience a very strong community, and others who reported experiencing no community at all.  Age is a strong factor influencing who has which experience.  Younger residents view the park as a stepping stone to site-built housing, while older residents are in the park to stay.  While the older residents are more likely to report a strong community, MacTavish and Salamon find that what they term “community” is actually more akin to neighborliness spanning half a block, and few residents’ social networks span the entire park.  The spatial layout of the park is thus a barrier to the formation of a cohesive community.  Low income is another barrier; busy lives and jobs keep residents out of the park and away from one another for long periods of time, and when they return, tired residents have little desire to socialize.  In order to make mobile home parks healthy communities for families, MacTavish and Salamon argue, they would have to be designed with more inviting public spaces, sidewalks, and interconnected streets in order to facilitate more meaningful contact between residents during the times they are able to be outside together.   
Land mediates the relationship of one resident to another, but it can also define the relationship between a resident and the park itself.  Aesthetically, the condition of the land can influence how a resident feels about his or her living situation.  Financially, it can provide financial security, or if rented, impede it.  In a more abstract way, “residents’ general satisfaction with mobile home living often depends on whether they own or rent their homes and lots, since ownership frees residents from arbitrary rules and regulations and protects them from sudden sizable rent increases or eviction without due process and reasonable cause” (Wallis 1991: 192).  For these and many other reasons, ownership is an important issue in the study of mobile homes and housing policy.  It determines how well a resident is able to build equity, which can lead to social mobility; it regulates power between landlord and tenant, especially since landlord/tenant law is only applied to mobile home parks in a few states (Wallis 1991: 194).  Therefore, landlords of mobile home communities often have free reign in regulating their parks.  

Low vacancy rates in parks have contributed to a shift in power favoring mobile home park owners over their residents.  The cost of moving from parks is high, adding to a low turnover rate.  In the case of Lindale, most residents sell their homes when they move, so costs aren’t as high.  Nevertheless, housing is in such high demand that mobile homes only stay on the market for a very short period of time, and only about three get sold each year.  As a nonprofit with interests in keeping the rent low, they have counterincentives that act against the scarcity of available homes, but it many cases, “the difficulty of developing new parks, the shortage of rental sites, and the immobility of units have given park owners considerable license in setting rules, rents, fees, and other conditions of tenancy” (Hart 2002: 79-80).  Some owners have tie-ins, which force new tenants to buy their homes from the park owner or a specific dealership for a kickback, which raises costs for residents (Hart 2002: 80).  Park closings compound this problem, exacerbating the shortage and incurring costs for displaced residents.  

Sociologists who have recently ventured into mobile home parks have discovered neighborhoods in many respects more similar to subdivisions across the country than their reputation would suggest.  Though there exist many rundown parks full of unsavory tenants, mobile homes in general “have continued to evolve to serve an ever wider spectrum of income and ethnic groups” (Hart 2002: 29).  Mobile homes answer to many descriptions, not just one stereotype: “Each mobile home park has its own distinctive character.  Parks range from the kinds of places that have given them a bad name to luxurious estates far too palatial to be called mere ‘parks’” (Hart 2002: 28).  Mostly, parks have tended toward a middle ground that resembles a typical suburb, complete with culs-de-sac and homes with varied orientations (Hart 2002: 28).  This is true at least of the parks owned by the Addison County Community Trust (ACCT), which owns Lindale.  Mobile homes themselves have followed a similar path, toward models that could blend in in most subdivisions, and their owners “treat them just as they would treat site-built houses.  They paint, build, loft, plant, raise, tear down, add on, and make other changes to tailor their homes to their needs” (Hart 2002: 29).   

Recent research on mobile home parks, though finding a fair share of problems and obstacles, are largely positive and optimistic about their potential, and consider them undeserving of their bad reputation for the most part.  A 2002 sojourn into the world of mobile homes led John Fraser Hart and his fellow researchers to conclude, 

Visits to many parks suggest that the critics have identified some real problems, but they may have overstated their case, because most utilitarian parks seem to be reasonably happy places.  A certain tension between owners and residents is perhaps inevitable, but the handful of owners who are unscrupulous and residents who are malcontent may have received more attention than they deserve (Hart 2002: 81).

Lindale is one such “reasonably happy” mobile home park.  The owner is hardly unscrupulous, and while malcontents do receive their fair share of attention from the Trust and the resident manager, many of the other residents do not understand why they are complaining.  An outsider’s opinion of parks is that “people are friendly and curious, and most parks seem to be genuinely caring communities” (Hart 2002: 81).   


In one park that Hart and his fellow researchers studied, the residents banded together to incorporate the park and then sold bonds to develop their own water, sewer, and sanitary systems; they even had their own police department for a while.  The residents “are proud that they have always had a hands-on kind of community where people pitch in and do what has to be done” (Hart 2002: 89).  In the same community, 95% of residents work, and none of them are on welfare, which doesn’t cover the $250 per month rental fee.  The fee covers the lot, but all residents own their own mobile homes, “because renters do not take the same pride in maintenance as owners” according to the park owner, Linda (Hart 2002: 90).  A resident in a Florida park agrees that “the tenants in rental parks generally seem to have less interest in the maintenance and appearance of their units and their parks, and these parks are more likely to be junk-strewn and unsightly” (Hart 2002: 115).  Like many Lindalers, Linda has family in the park, including a sister-in-law next door and a brother across the street.  She says, “this park is not a way station…a couple of spaces seem to turn over every two or three years, but most people stay in my park a long time” (Hart 2002: 90).  Moreover, even though most people would prefer a home, many are there by choice because they want to down-size; she also believes “a mobile home is better than an apartment because you have identity, space, a garden, trees, a sense of ownership” (Hart 2002: 90).  Most of the residents to whom the researchers talked agreed that mobile home parks in general have strong senses of community.  


A brief comparison of rental parks and ownership parks by Hart, Rhodes, and Morgan demonstrates that much of a park’s value as a community stems from ownership of the actual unit itself.  In their experience, “rental parks have an adversarial atmosphere, and tenants and managers alike seem to have chips on their shoulders.  The tenants suspect the manager of rent-gouging, and the manager is afraid that tenants are going to skip out without paying the rent” (Hart 2002: 115).  Residents and owners agree that rental parks are inferior to ownership parks.  For example, “managing rental units is at least five times the work of managing a park in which the tenants own their own units” according to one park manager (Hart 2002: 102).  Units are a headache for the park to own, so it is better off if the tenants own the units themselves (Hart 2002: 117).  One park owner dislikes the renters themselves: “Renters are a mess.  How do you get them out?  Judges don’t like to evict people, and it’s cheaper just to pay them to leave” (Hart 2002: 117).  As a result, “few rental parks are left, which might be just as well, because they are not friendly places, but their disappearance reduces the available stock of truly inexpensive housing (Hart 2002: 115).  Thus the story of the rental park is a mixed tale; life in an ownership park might be more agreeable, but its benefits have a price.  Getting rid of rental parks completely without providing for those who cannot afford to own their own trailer is not the answer. 

Hart et al. found attitudes like these and like Lisa’s, extolling the virtues of owning a mobile home over renting an apartment, in the majority of the parks they studied.  In another park they investigated, a mobile home resident from Kansas testified that he would “never again live in a site-built house…you can’t go by your first impressions of mobile homes.  You’ve got to get used to them.  It’s just like living in a house, only a lot cheaper, and there’s almost no maintenance.  They do lack storage space.  They have no basements…Everyone that can afford to puts on an addition” (Hart 2002: 110).  The parks themselves drew customers because residents “liked living in a land-lease community that allows them to save money on their homes and avoid real estate taxes” (Hart 2002: 108).  Furthermore, just as the homes are designed just like site-built houses, “these communities are virtually indistinguishable from conventional subdivisions, except that the homes are more affordable” (Hart 2002: 117).  These testimonials are indicative of larger themes.  First of all, because of the existence of poorly run, impoverished parks, all mobile homes parks suffer a reputation they do not deserve.  Second, even though ideals of homeownership require landownership as well, owning a home and renting the land can have advantages while still allowing residents a chunk of the American dream.        


For these abstract reasons of homeownership and well as for more practical reasons, mobile home parks have advantages over apartment living.  Homeownership exercises a powerful pull over American sensibilities dating back hundreds of years, and especially in this past century according to Andrew Hurley, who wrote a historical study of the place of trailers in American society.  He writes that during Herbert Hoover’s tenure as Secretary of Commerce and as President, he “extolled private home ownership as a bulwark against social pathology and an essential ingredient in the recipe for responsible citizenship” reasoning that permanent community roots were the source of “socially responsible behavior and active engagement in civic affairs” (Hurley 2001: 210).  A decade later, President Roosevelt solidified “stable and secure housing” as a basic right in his New Deal policy (Hurley 2001: 210).  Thus, Hurley concludes, “By the time of World War II…most Americans conflated home ownership with both citizenship and social success.  Suddenly apartment dwelling and house renting were no longer sufficient for those hoping to realize the American Dream” (Hurley 2001: 210).  The ownership opportunity offered by the mobile home would seem well poised to fill that void.  Nevertheless, even though it could allow ownership at low cost and had ceased to become a transient entity after World War II, the mobile home was still not wholly able to claim a niche in middle-class housing canon because “external prejudices and internal special constraints made it difficult for trailer park residents to present their trailer coaches as emblems of social success” (Hurley 2001: 197-198).  As a form of social commentary, the fate of mobile home communities “exposed the notion of a classless nation as illusory and highlighted the consequences for consumers of failing to meet prevailing norms of postwar domesticity” (Hurley 2001: 198).  Mobile homes, then, seemed doomed to be forever tied to a lower class and a limited form of social citizenship and belonging. 


Even if mobile homes are only slightly better than apartments at adhering to American middle-class ideals, they still provide some practical advantages over apartments.  In addition to features like having more privacy and less noise than apartment houses, they can also make better investments.  For instance, “in the mid-1990s, the managers of real estate investment trusts (REITs) decided that mobile home parks with 100 spaces or more were a better investment opportunity than apartment houses” because they had lower management and maintenance costs and lower turnover rates (Hart 2002: 79).  Though from a builder’s and perhaps a tenant’s perspective as well mobile home parks are as attractive or more so than apartment buildings, affordable apartments are still more desirable from the perspective of the town (Hart 2002: 99).  Thus development is not entirely unproblematic.

After ownership, domesticity defined by family is the most important standard of middle-class society up to which mobile home parks must measure.  Andrew Hurley offers a historical analysis of how the mobile home industry has succeeded or failed in achieving that goal.  The importance of this issue is manifested in the publicity campaign of the mobile home industry: “Of all the subjects addressed by trailer publicists, none received more complete coverage than whether or not mobile homes were suitable places to raise families…the popular image of the trailer park as a rough, male-dominated space…was not far off the mark in many cases” (Hurley 2001: 225-226).  Popular perception proved to be an obstacle to the acceptance of mobile home communities as places for families, even though many families were already ensconced in them.  The “male-dominated space” of mobile home parks had to be converted into a family-friendly space in the popular eye, and the first step was drawing women into the picture.  Therefore, “the trailer industry’s sales pitch…was aimed at women…the reasoning was that if women could be won over, the rest of the family would follow” (Hurley 2001: 230).  To do this, the industry emphasized in their advertising campaigns that the smaller mobile home was easier to take care of.  Mobile home parks would not just allow women to uphold their position as wife and homemaker in spite of their size and character, but actually enhance that position because of their size and unique features.  Thus the industry tried to make family-friendliness an innate characteristic of parks.


The small size of mobile homes may have appealed to the wife and homemaker, but the mother had to be convinced that they were still large enough to hold a family.  Small size could promote togetherness, but “although experts on domesticity recommended that parents and children devote much of their time to shared activities, they acknowledged that parents and children alike needed solitude once in a while to cultivate independent interests” (Hurley 2001: 229).  Mobile homes were not able to provide privacy for family members because they could not conform to the conventional square layout of most homes.  Instead, they used a “shot gun” pattern that lacked a corridor, making it necessary to walk through bedrooms to reach other rooms.  As mobile homes have grown wider, this problem has been avoided, and mobile homes today can now offer their inhabitants more than a modicum of privacy.  Nevertheless, “it was not sufficient to demonstrate that trailers were large enough to accommodate families.  To convince families about the benefits of trailer living, manufacturers, dealers, and park operators had to persuade consumers that prevailing domestic norms could be attained in trailer park communities” (Hurley 2001: 227).  Whether they will be able to do this remains to be seen.

Mobile home communities were historically restricted in their ability to enter the mainstream housing market because of details that kept them from measuring up to middle-class ideals, usually domestic ones.  For instance, “the tendency to clutter in trailer homes conflicted with prevailing middle-class norms regarding cleanliness and tidiness” (Hurley 2001: 231).   Again, the cleanliness of a home reflected on a woman’s ability to perform her duties as homemaker.  Mobile homes also needed the same amenities as site-built houses to fit the definition of a woman’s place in society (Hurley 2001: 231).  While this may have changed over the last few decades, a home’s consumer commodities are still an important component of the status of the home itself, especially in a world where everyone seems to own the latest technological gadget.  Residents can build on to their mobile homes to alleviate the space crunch and make room for more amenities, but they run the risk of encroaching on their lawn space.  The lawn is not only a buffer between public and private, but also a symbol of middle-class membership, especially in conjunction with a garden and picket fence (Hurley 2001: 234-5). 


Hurley’s analysis of mobile homes and trailer parks provides an important historical context for understanding not only how mobile home parks arrived at the place in society they occupy today, but also the roots of the obstacles that still stand in their way to becoming an acceptable form of affordable housing.  One of the most recent studies on mobile home parks, an article entitled “Housing Vulnerability among Rural Trailer-Park Households” that appeared in the Spring 2006 issue of the Georgetown Journal on Poverty Law and Policy, reaffirms that some of the same obstacles described by Hurley and Hart are still very much a challenge to the successful utilization of mobile home parks.  Researchers Katherine MacTavish, Michelle Eley, and Sonya Salamon investigated three primary sources of housing insecurity to mobile home residents: financial, structural, and social insecurity.  They see potential for mobile home parks to encourage social mobility and financial security, but in their current state, they tend to do just the opposite.


Mobile home parks have the potential to promote financial security when residents own their own units, and especially when they own the land or a share of the land on which it sits.  However, “circumstances conspire to make mobile-home owners as insecure as renters” (MacTavish 2006: 3).  The fact that mobile homes are generally depreciating assets that are classified as personal property is the largest barrier to financial security among mobile home park households.  Even though some traditional mortgages are available, as well as federally sponsored lending mechanisms through the Federal Housing Authority, they are hard to obtain and involve confusing paperwork.  As a result, most mobile-home owners (85%) finance their homes as personal property, through chattel loans (MacTavish 2006: 3).  These loans are shorter in term and higher in interest rate than conventional mortgages and allow for repossessions in the case of default, rather than the more debtor-friendly foreclosure process required in the case of real estate.  This is a significant problem, as “repossessions climbed as high as twenty for every 100 mobile homes sold in 2001” (MacTavish 2006: 3).  

Though depreciation may not leave a family without shelter the way repossession obviously can, it is still a significant barrier to financial security since the equity that many conventional homebuyers build in their dwellings is often their largest asset.  A mobile home, however, can depreciate by half its wholesale value in as little as three years; in cases such as this a loan can be greater than the value of the home (MacTavish 2006: 3).  Thus the monthly payments required to own a seemingly affordable mobile home can incur hidden costs for the buyers.  Coupled with unexpectedly high utility costs that residents don’t anticipate upon moving into a rental or land-lease park, “hidden costs in reality make this housing form less than truly affordable” (MacTavish 2006: 5). As a result, mobile home owners and especially renters experience a high housing costs burden rate, meaning their housing costs exceed 30% of their household income.  In 2003, 40.7% of rural mobile home renters were classified as “housing-cost burdened” (MacTavish 2006: 5).  Owners of mobile homes actually had lower monthly costs on average than renters, and paid a significantly lower percentage of their income toward housing (American Housing Survey in MacTavish 2006: 5)  

The second type of insecurity associated with mobile home living that MacTavish, Eley, and Salamon explore is structural insecurity.  Young families with children tend to suffer more from this problem than do older retirees, who can usually afford better, newer models (MacTavish 2006: 5).  However, even mobile homes less than five years old reported significant problems.  Fire safety is a large problem in mobile homes; according to one disturbing statistic, “mobile homes have twice the rate of fire deaths of all other home types combined” (Zuckman in MacTavish 2006:6, emphasis sic).  Health hazards, low durability, high replacement costs, and overcrowding can combine to make mobile homes physically insecure places to live.

Finally, MacTavish and her fellow researchers discuss the social insecurity that arises from life in a mobile home park.  Here they differ somewhat from Hurley, Hart, and Wallis, in that the latter emphasize the permanence (despite public opinion) of mobile homes and their communities.  In Lindale, very few of the residents with whom I spoke had any plans or hopes to move in the near future, but many of them were older and perceived the younger residents as coming and going.  Permanence and transience coexist in the park, which in turn is still able to harbor a relatively healthy community.  However, a defining sense of transience prevails in the parks studied by MacTavish, Eley, and Salamon.  They find that transience, “together with issues similar to those in low-resource urban neighborhoods—such as lack of trust, diminished sense of community, residential segregation, and stigmatization—combine to exacerbate the vulnerability of rural poor families” (MacTavish 2006: 6).  Even so, many residents choose to live in mobile home parks over other forms of housing for social reasons as well as economic ones.  The researchers find that      

Attaining half the American homeownership dream is regarded as better than renting by the rural park-households we interviewed.  Yet, despite achieving ownership and perceiving themselves as “above” those who live in subsidized housing, residents find it difficult to move up or move out once established in a trailer-park community that is class-homogenous and spatially-segregated (MacTavish 2006: 8).  

Even though transience characterizes many mobile home communities, it seems that once in a mobile home park many people become stuck there.  At the very least, they have very little upward mobility, and transience is experienced horizontally rather than vertically.

Residents experience the vulnerability arising from a sense of transience in rural mobile home park households in many ways, according to MacTavish and her fellow researchers.  For instance, many residents lack social support because they do not enter into interdependent relationships with neighbors, who they believe will soon move.  They also struggle to raise their children in the face of negative influences, and many parents do not let their children wander around the park (MacTavish 2006: 7).  When people do not care for their neighborhoods, they do not take part in upkeep and the betterment of their community.  In a more abstract way, transience fosters a lack of attachment to community among mobile home park residents, which can cause poor health and emotional well-being (Huss-Ashmore in MacTavish 2006: 7).  The authors conclude, 

These traits are a contrast with the importance of community in stable working-class communities where resources are typically exchanged among kin and friends for economic and social support.  Without kin and neighbors as social or financial supports, trailer-park households lack important ingredients to residents’ social and economic well-being (MacTavish 7). 

These conclusions do not shed a favorable light on mobile home parks as healthy communities.  Nevertheless, they are not undisputed; regarding the quality of life for children, Hurley differs slightly in his opinion.  Raising children in a mobile home park is not easy; they need space and safety that a park sometimes cannot provide.  Even so, he found that  “for the most part, trailer park children played much like children in conventional suburban subdivisions” (Hurley 2001: 246).  This seems to be true of Lindale, as well.  Lindale also differs from the MacTavish study in the presence of kin networks in the neighborhood.  Many residents had family members nearby and were able to depend on them for favors and socialization.  Even if few residents personally got their hands dirty improving the park, they looked out for the general well-being of the community and reported problems to the ACCT.


In addition to the obstacles they face from within, mobile home parks face serious discrimination from outside their boundaries.  Much of this has to do with their shortcomings with respect to fulfilling ideals of homeownership and domesticity.  They also are the object of antagonism because of the perceived threat they pose to the well-being of surrounding neighborhoods.  One study found that “townspeople consistently denigrated park residents as free-loaders who gain a fine education, although they do not pay for it” (Salamon in MacTavish 2006: 8).  Hurley found a similar situation in the parks he studied: “Because they paid no property taxes, trailer tenants were derided as free-loaders and blamed for overburdened hospitals, schools, law enforcement agencies, fire departments, and other public agencies” (Hurley 2001: 254).  The resulting opposition had tangible negative effects on the mobile home communities, hindering “the ability of park owners to create within the confines of their property the sort of environment that might translate into greater social prestige” (Hurley 2001: 257).  Furthermore, “such stigma inhibits greater social engagement in the wider community among park families as well as social engagement with park families by the rest of the community” (MacTavish 2006: 8).  MacTavish further warns that relegating mobile home parks to the outskirts of communities risks creating a tension between the center and the periphery.  Thus mobile home parks tend to reproduce inequality because residents are segregated from the town at large and denied the resources that might garner them a measure of social mobility (MacTavish 2006: 8).    

2.2: Current Policy Recommendations

Though MacTavish and her coauthors find many shortcomings in mobile home parks, they see a future for them with the right modifications to homes and policy.  They find the most promise in the conversion of private parks to cooperatively owned parks, based largely on the success of one nonprofit in New Hampshire, the New Hampshire Community Loan Fund (NHCLF).  The NHCLF has aided the residents of dozens of parks throughout the state in purchasing their own parks, subsequently alleviating many of the housing insecurities bemoaned by MacTavish et al.  Cooperative parks provide financial and social benefits, preliminary evidence indicating that homes hold their value better and residents experience less stigmatization and more social acceptance.  Nevertheless, they acknowledge that “cooperative parks offer an opportunity for remaking the manufactured home and park industries but the process of conversion seems dependent on tenant activism—a risky role to assign to people already experiencing multiple housing insecurities” (11).  Indeed, efforts backed by the ACCT to convert Lindale to resident ownership failed to get off the ground, and several residents suggested they would have neither the time nor the energy to contribute to the operation of a mobile home park.  MacTavish suggests increasing the use of “right of first refusal” policies to make efforts in communities that do have the wherewithal to form cooperatives more likely to succeed.  With such a policy in place, owners would have to disclose the highest bid to residents, who would then have the option to buy the property at the same price.

  
Wallis also promotes the development of cooperatively owned parks, but does not emphasize them as a solution as strongly as MacTavish, Eley, and Salamon.  He agrees that cooperatives can be a route to greater social acceptance for mobile home parks, for “at a time when new parks are becoming larger to absorb development and management costs, forming cooperatives is a way to develop smaller parks which blend in more easily with existing neighborhoods” (Wallis 1991: 253).  He also affirms that cooperative parks would preserve existing housing stock by preventing closings (Wallis 1991: 202).

Nevertheless, he does not rely on the role of nonprofits and cooperative parks, which can be out of reach for the poorest renters.  Instead, he argues, “the development of new parks need not depend exclusively on the nonprofit sector.  A largely undeveloped market seems to exist for parks which rent not only lots, but units” (Wallis 1991: 253).  Though rental parks can keep options open for the lowest-income home seekers, the land-lease communities studied by MacTavish and her fellow researchers fails to “assure a poor rural family the qualities that satisfactory housing confers: security, autonomy, control, and affordability,” and forming cooperative parks may be the best way to achieve those goals for the land-lease population (MacTavish 2006: 8).


Policies that keep rent down can have unwanted side effects.  Some policy makers are in favor of rent control because it can shelter poverty, stall housing inflation, and lead to the “decommodification” of housing, emphasizing instead identity and autonomy in housing goals (Niebank 1985: 5-7).  Lower rents below market value can also, however, discourage investment that cannot compete with nonprofits, thereby further restricting the housing supply in a given area.  Controlling rents on privately owned properties can have the added effect of causing landlords to neglect maintenance, leading to the creation of slums (Niebank 1985: 96).  While this is not necessarily a problem for nonprofits because they are working for the common good rather than for profits, other incentives for supplying housing might be necessary to prevent destabilization of the surrounding housing market.   

Beyond converting parks to cooperative ownership, MacTavish, Eley, and Salamon promote “changes in lending practices, reclassification of manufactured housing as real property, consumer education, and resident protections” to help ameliorate vulnerability in mobile home park households (MacTavish 2006: 9).  Where resident protections are concerned, lower income groups could be helped by rent increase laws and greater compensation and warning periods for persons about to be displaced by park closings.  Arguably the most important reform would be the reclassification of mobile homes as real estate, a change that would be made to state tax law.  Because mobile homes rarely move once affixed to a site, MacTavish and her coauthors believe classifying them like vehicles is “inappropriate” (MacTavish 2006: 9).  Classifying them as real estate would improve the conditions under which buyers could negotiate mortgages, making loans more accessible to lower income groups.  Revisiting state tax law this way would also change the issue of property tax, reducing the stigmatization of residents as freeloaders, but it would also add an extra cost to mobile home ownership.

In order to make loans truly more accessible, education programs would be needed to make consumers more aware of their availability and how to get them.  The Manufactured Housing Institute is trying to push forward a bill that would improve FHA financing by raising loan amounts, but this would be unlikely to help the lowest income families because they usually depend on chattel loans anyway (MacTavish 2006: 9).  Thus consumer awareness programs would be needed to move buyers away from the chattel loan market.  The Champlain Valley Mobile Home Project attempts to educate park residents of their rights, but only one person I interviewed in Lindale had ever heard of the organization.  Education programs could also be used to make mobile homes more acceptable, reducing residents’ social vulnerability.  Theorizing that if residents are educated to be better renters or homeowners, MacTavish and company argue that stigma for all park residents will decrease (MacTavish 2006: 11).  Educating zoning committees on using mobile home parks to address low-income housing needs could also instigate changes in zoning policy, another area that with reform could positively affect housing policy toward mobile homes.


As evidenced by Hart, Hurley, and Wallis, mobile homes have historically faced zoning policies that relegate them to undesirable neighborhoods and that fan the flame with respect to their poor reputation.  Changing zoning policy to allow for more widespread integration of mobile homes and parks into reputable areas could improve their reputation and the quality of life for those within.  Some strides have already been made in limiting discriminatory zoning: “By 1989, twenty-two states had passed mobile home antidiscrimination legislation, or their high courts had ruled to that effect” (Wallis 1991: 218).  Nevertheless, localities can get around such rulings by instituting standards not set by HUD, such as minimum floor areas and expensive foundation systems, making mobile homes less affordable and less competitive against site-built houses (Wallis 1991: 291).  The MacTavish study recommends “the integration of manufactured housing developments into plans addressing regional affordable housing needs” (MacTavish 2006: 11) to alleviate social insecurity.  Wallis also recommends modifications to zoning policies, but he believes that “a more effective approach [than allocating land use] is allocating permissions to build, and awarding such permission to developers on the basis of their satisfying stated goals” (Wallis 1991: 249).  One such goal could address the regional affordable housing needs alluded to by MacTavish.


Making mobile homes more aesthetically pleasing and safe would complement a campaign to rezone in addition to empowering residents and reducing their structural insecurities.  Most recommendations to this end are relatively vague, but usually involve modernizing the HUD code, instituting better oversight mechanisms to improve compliance, and making loans to improve existing mobile homes more available.  The Vermont Housing and Conservation Board offers a purchase subsidy program that provides loans to refurbish aging mobile homes, as does USDA Rural Development.  MacTavish and her fellow researchers further suggest that “weatherization programs, run through local entities and funded by U.S. Department of Energy dollars, can be very effective in providing loans or grants to make aging trailers more energy-efficient” because high utility bills are a hidden cost of mobile homes that can often lead to the eviction of renters unable to pay their rent, worsening an already poor rental record in many cases (MacTavish 2006: 10).  

Wallis, however, already concerned that mobile homes have been put out of reach of the lowest-income families, does not give as much importance to updating construction codes that might further hike up costs.  Health and safety are important, but “they are at issue in far fewer aspects of design and construction than they can be used to justify.  What is really being preserved are the cultural ideals of home and community embodied in traditional forms and practices” (Wallis 1991: 238).  He takes the stance that the legitimization of mobile homes has served middle-class ideals as much or more than the lower-class households they are meant to house.  He laments that “the hybrid character of the mobile home stands to lose much of its originality and effectiveness in satisfying housing needs as it is made to conform to increasingly narrow standards” (Wallis 1991: 235).  Thus he argues against increasing standards except in all but the most necessary cases of health and safety.   

Instead, Wallis suggests efforts to return mobile homes to the realm of truly affordable housing stock.  The government could speed along this process through offering more federally guaranteed mortgages with lower interest rates and longer terms, but as already noted, this would also require making such mortgages more available and more publicized, since most mobile home owners do not utilize government mortgages.  Financial insecurities and housing burdens imparted by the mobile home rental market could be further mitigated if mobile homes were made eligible for voucher assistance.  The government must also encourage development more proactively, but Wallis does not specify how, exactly.  Finally, he recommends some zoning changes to remove barriers to situating homes on single lots in subdivisions and to allow for smaller lots to reduce costs (Wallis 1991: 234).  

Beyond these relatively concrete changes, Wallis outlines two possible futures for mobile home reform promoted by those interested in expanding the use of mobile homes in affordable housing policy.  In one camp, advocates argue for a new system of categorization for mobile homes.  A more complex system of categorization that does not force mobile homes to conform to narrow standards could “recognize the range of mobile home and their communities” (Wallis 1991: 241-2).  Furthermore, “by adapting the system of categorization rather than trying to overthrow it, this approach hopes to avoid resistance from the institutional guardians of the categorization system” (Wallis 1991: 241).  The new categorization system would need to recognize differences between a 30 year old unit and a brand new one, as well include a “clear statement of housing needs and goals” (Wallis 1991: 245).  These components are intimately related because an older mobile home that has depreciated can provide serious cost savings to the buyer, but often cannot be expected to live up to the same construction standards as a new model.  Identifying cost savings for poor consumers over uniform safety standards as a housing need or goal would thus direct housing policy toward the use of older models.


In the other camp, innovation is seen as the best remedy to the stagnation of the mobile home market.  In this approach, rather than adapt the system of regulation, mobile homes themselves should adapt to market needs. 

The industry has grown complacent with the compromises it has struck with regulatory authorities: it doesn’t want to lose the legitimacy it has gained and is consequently willing to live with a diminishing market.  What type of innovation should be promoted is not clear but, the hope is to revitalize the spirit of invention which won the industry its earlier successes (Wallis 1991: 241-242).

What is needed are “incentives for innovation, particularly innovation which achieves attractive, satisfactory affordable housing” (Wallis 1991: 245), though what those incentives should be remains to be seen.  Without them, however, Wallis predicts a market that “will continue to shrink if it fails to meet the needs of the low-income household it has historically been most successful in satisfying” (Wallis 1991: 205).  Moreover, to be truly innovative, a mobile home cannot simply meet the needs of low-income Americans more effectively; it must also alter “a socially constructed sense of reality and [broaden] it to accept new forms of action and thought” (Wallis 1991: 254).  Mobile homes will have to change the way we think of housing and homeownership in order to fulfill their potential; whether or not we accept Wallis’s definition of an innovation, social acceptability is a need that will have to be met for mobile homes to fully serve a significant segment of the population.  Thus “affordability alone does not assure a future for the industry; drawing on its vernacular roots and the unique structure of its organization, it must chart a path to the future consistent with its past and responsive to emerging needs” (Wallis 1991: 248).


In 2004, Governor Jim Douglas commissioned an advisory committee to study manufactured and mobile homes, and to make recommendations to improve their contribution to Vermont’s affordable housing needs.  The Commission found that “a majority of mobile home residents do not enjoy the full benefits of home ownership, including security of tenure, the potential for equity appreciation, and control over the quality of their housing” (Vermont Advisory Commission 2006: 3).  As a result, the Commission made recommendations much in line with the suggestions of MacTavish and Wallis.  They advocated treating mobile homes as real estate, as well as improving secondary markets for loans, to make them more secure.  They identified park sales as a major issue, and promoted the use of relocation funds and standardized protocols for the closure process.  Recently, this has been addressed through governmental incentives to nonprofits, essentially giving them “right of first refusal” to buy parks.  The ACCT took advantage of this program when purchasing Lindale in 2004.  The Commission also addressed substandard infrastructure codes that need to be updated, as mobile home parks frequently face major water, septic, and road problems day to day.  Finally, the Commission supported changes to cooperative housing law in order to remove barriers from the creation of cooperative parks.    
Chapter Three: Theoretical Perspective

Any study of housing policy, if it attempts to go beyond a cursory economic analysis, makes assumptions about the concepts of community and social well-being.  An effort to include a clear statement of housing needs and goals would first have to examine these concepts.  Community is a complex term that can refer to different characteristics in different contexts, and determining the qualities of a particular community can be very subjective work.  I did not carry out a concrete study of indicators of social well-being because I simply wished to get a lay of the land.  To really map social capital in Lindale, a more comprehensive sociometric, statistical study would be necessary.  Nevertheless, the vocabulary of community theory and social capital will lend a measure of concreteness to a very abstract and contested field.  In Lindale, community is restricted because interaction between neighbors is limited, inhibiting the development of a sense of Gemeinschaft.  Nevertheless, Lindalers are able to meet more than just their basic housing needs within the park; they also have networks that give them access to certain resources and help them get by.  As a result, Lindale does a relatively good job of fulfilling their needs as a community.  

Kenneth P. Wilkinson’s study of community in rural America (1999) provides a framework in which the social fabric of Lindale can be contextualized and understood.  Moving away from a functionalist definition, Wilkinson is part of a recent development in community theory that “is not a new approach to studying the community system but a new approach to studying the community, an approach that sees the community mainly as a field of social interaction rather than as a social system” (1999: 30).  According to Wilkinson, the most important element of a community is the interaction of its members.  Social interaction is essential to most sociological definitions of community, though the definitions may differ in the inclusion of a locality and a local society (or system of associations).  Wilkinson uses a definition that includes all three elements, because “it specifies a social entity that can play a vital role in human experience and well-being” (1999:3).  This vital role is “the setting and the mechanism of empirical contact between the individual and society.  This is a crucial role because immediate social experience is necessary to social well-being” (1999: 3).  Wilkinson at once defines community and justifies interest in its study.  Furthermore, he argues for the inclusion of locality in the definition because while modern society has seen the augmentation of extra-local ties, “the development of territory-free ties does not, in and of itself, alter the fact that people have territory-based contacts as well” (1999: 36).  Locally-based contacts are especially important for people with low incomes, who often have limited access to other networks (MacTavish and Salamon 2001: 489).  Thus it is important to study the community as a field of interaction grounded in a physical locality, though that locality may be fluid depending on the interactions of its inhabitants.

Another crucial aspect of a community according to Wilkinson is its ability to meet all the needs of its residents, whether or not those residents choose to meet their needs locally or not.  In this sense, Lindale does not comprise a complete community; nevertheless, as a part of a community, studying social interaction there can illuminate its ability to foster social well-being.  Moreover, perhaps community in Lindale could be enhanced if residents were able to meet more needs there, by supplying more public spaces, for instance.  Social interaction is important to well-being, according to Wilkinson, because people meet their needs and define themselves through interacting with others (Wilkinson 1991: 3).  This can be complicated in rural areas because “as Durkheim (1933) explains, solidarity in the modern world requires moral (or dynamic) density, and moral density is low when material (or physical) density is low” (Wilkinson 1991: 8).  Where there are fewer people, in short, there are fewer opportunities for contact and therefore less potential for the development of community and the important sentiments it entails. 
 More importantly, though the number of intimate ties may not differ greatly between residents of rural versus urban areas, the number of weak ties tends to decrease in rural areas (Wilkinson 1999: 55).  Both kinds of ties are essential for healthy community, as strong ties can increase integration but also impede upward mobility and disrupt community; meanwhile, weak ties can link an individual to wider networks, enhance social mobility, and sometimes even mitigate suicide and homicide rates (Granovetter 1973: 1360; Granovetter in Wilkinson 1999: 55-56, 9).  Therefore since organic solidarity requires a high level of material density, which is lacking in rural areas, “[Durkheim’s] thesis implies that rural characteristics would restrict the kind of interactions that are necessary to sustain a modern community field” (Wilkinson 1999: 56).  This is not necessarily what one would expect, since crime and high mortality is popularly associated with crowded cities, but recent findings suggest that homicide and suicide rates actually tend to increase with rural population dispersion when controlling for other important indicators (Wilkinson 1999: 9).    

As we have seen, Wilkinson couches his discussion of rural community in the language of Durkheim and solidarity.  Solidarity as conceived by Durkheim enables day-to-day practices, politics, and social organizations.  It is a dimension of social integration, a social lubricant, the glue that holds people and institutions together.  More specifically, it is the willingness of individuals to make sacrifices for groups and for others.  Durkheim charts two types of solidarity across history, mechanical solidarity and organic solidarity.  Mechanical solidarity was prevalent in hunter-gatherer societies and worked on the basis of likeness.  Groups developed mechanical solidarity because members had many of the same characteristics and could therefore identify with one another.  Organic solidarity developed as the division of labor became more specialized and shaped an evolutionary pattern of social integration.  In societies based on organic solidarity, individuals integrate on the basis of difference, as jobs are very specialized and people play increasingly different roles.  In modern societies, mechanical solidarity has not completely disappeared; rather, organic solidarity has become a complex add-on.  
Durkheim not only sought to illuminate the social causes of suicide and the social degeneracy of modern society, he also took a proactive role in trying to remedy low solidarity, integration and regulation.  He put his faith in small organizational societies with the hope that such local associations would foment the “collective effervescence” necessary for healthy collective life. In Bowling Alone, it is precisely the lack of such associational spirit that Robert Putnam cites as indicative of the decline of community in America.  Like Durkheim, he expresses faith that community can likewise rise again, but he frames his argument in terms of social capital, rather than social integration and moral regulation.  Social capital is simply the value of networks and in Durkheimian terms is a way to assign value to solidarity.  Putnam identifies two types of social capital, bonding and bridging, which can be loosely correlated to Durkheim’s ideas of mechanical and organic solidarity, respectively.  Like mechanical solidarity, bonding capital looks inward and bonds people together who have much in common.  Bridging social capital, on the other hand, looks outward and connects people across their differences, like organic solidarity.  None of these categories is mutually exclusive; as societies can have both mechanical and organic aspects of solidarity, groups can have both bridging and bonding social capital.  

Networks have value in several ways.  They have personal value because they can provide emotional gratification as well as health benefits.  Social capital can also be converted to economic capital, for instance when a friend is called on to provide a job or a loan.  Perhaps most importantly, networks have value because societies with more social capital tend to be healthier in terms of education, income, tolerance, safety, and democracy to name but a few aspects.  Community life paradoxically maximizes self-interest because it lowers transaction costs:  
A society characterized by generalized reciprocity is more efficient than a distrustful society, for the same reason that money is more efficient than barter.  If we don’t have to balance every exchange instantly, we can get a lot more accomplished…Frequent interaction among a diverse set of people tends to produce a norm of generalized reciprocity.  Civic engagement and social capital entail mutual obligation and responsibility for action (Putnam 2000: 21).   
Thus, a society in which people can forgo self-interest in the short term in order to make future gains necessitates a sense of responsibility for the community, and bonds between neighbors contribute directly to the well-being of all.  
Durkheim saw the value of networks in their ability to provide social integration and moral regulation, which promote a healthy society.  Like Durkheim, Putnam finds the cause of many of today’s social ills in a lack of community and social capital.  In Vermont, however, social capital still ranks high in Putnam’s study.  For instance, Vermont has many assets such as “Tolerance for Gender/Racial Equality and Civil Liberties” and a low mortality rate, both correlated to a high volume of social capital (Putnam 2000: 356, 331).  These findings are slightly at odds with Wilkinson’s assertion that rural dispersion can decrease social well-being, but there are other factors besides dispersion that can contribute to social capital, not to mention that while social capital and well-being often correlate, they do not necessarily equate.  The Mafia is a good example of a network in which social capital is high, but well-being is questionable.
Part of this discrepancy can be attributed to the difficulty of measuring something as abstract as social well-being.  From the interactionist perspective, as social interaction increases, well-being increases, but interaction is not limited to positive contact among people: “Indeed, community implies all types of relations that are natural among people, and if interaction is suppressed, community is limited” (Wilkinson 1991: 17).  These varied types of relations can be “squabbles and fights as well as cooperation and affectionate touches” (Wilkinson 1991: 17).  Even where apparently positive community interaction is concerned,   

in a modern capitalist society one must be cautious about accepting apparent evidence of solidarity on face value.  Such events as the erection of a community monument or the staging of an annual community celebration might be taken to indicate a strong bond of mutual identity and collective-mobilization potential in a local society, but closer examination sometimes reveals such events to be shams perpetrated by a self-interested elite for the purpose of masking class exploitation and domination (Wilkinson 1991: 4).  
Thus absence of community differs from negative community, and each perhaps has different implications.  From Wilkinson’s perspective, absence of certain key aspects of community, such as weak ties, can lead to an unhealthy community, but any one undesirable aspect does not necessarily indicate an unhealthy community, and can in fact do quite the opposite: “The community is an arena of both turbulence and cohesion, or order and disarray, of self-seeking and community oriented interaction; and it manifests its dualities simultaneously” (Wilkinson 1991: 7).  These contradictions do not make measuring community or well-being easy, but at the very least they do enrich a framework for examining them.  


The concepts of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft as developed by Ferdinand Tönnies (1887) offer another way to look at the problems of mechanical and organic solidarity.  On one level, the difference between the two is simply the difference between community and society, that is, bonds based on emotive, impulsive instincts like religion and family in the case of the former (inward-looking mechanical ties) and bonds based on purposive, rational considerations like business and politics in the case of the latter (outward looking organic ties) (Kivisto 2004: 91).  In this sense, Wilkinson is more interested in Gemeinschaft because 

interaction among community residents is a form of Gemeinschaft, which itself is a structure-building force…The special form of Gemeinschaft among people who live together has  a locality orientation, and this contributes to the emergence of a community field by instituting a generalized bond—one that cuts across and links special interest activities within the local territory (Wilkinson 1999: 33).

Here Wilkinson argues that interaction breeds a community sentiment, which is locally based because interaction is often locally based as well.  Wilkinson and Tönnies also resemble one another in that they seem to bemoan the loss of these communitarian attitudes; Tönnies argues that the modern age has evolved from a Gemeinschaft orientation to a Gesellschaft orientation, which can explain the concomitant rise in social pathologies (Kivisto 2004: 91).  This is similar to Durkheim’s argument that organic solidarity, the basis for solidarity in the modern era, is harder to achieve, and we consequently suffer from problems of under-regulation.   


Residents of Lindale experience a locally based community sentiment, as one resident describes himself and his neighbors as “all together.”  This sentiment is expressed through the desire to live in a community where everyone looks out for one another, and people can count on their neighbors.  Neighbors are not so bonded together, however, that they are not able to participate in other communities.  Meanwhile, Gemeinschaft fosters a spirit of trust and togetherness, which in turn permits residents to engage in generalized reciprocity.  This generalized reciprocity allows residents to meet certain emotional and economic needs and encourages interaction between neighbors, all marks of a healthy community.    
Chapter Four: Methodology

This study is both exploratory and descriptive.  Given both my inexperience with the field of housing policy and the relative dearth of information about mobile home parks, I set out to familiarize myself with the landscape of rural housing issues and to discover where those issues intersect with life in a mobile home park.  By gathering data on social formations within Lindale Mobile Home Park, I hoped not only to describe social life there, but also to suggest paths for further inquiry toward a better housing policy.  The first step to determining the viability of promoting mobile home parks as an effective aid to alleviating the housing crisis seemed to be to find out what kind of community was there and how people felt about it.  Thus the primary questions of this study asked, what are the social attributes of Lindale Park, and what do they indicate about the vitality of community there?  To get at these issues, I wondered if and how people socialized, if they could rely on one another, if Lindale met their housing needs in a broad social sense, and how much control residents were able to exert to meet those needs.  

Being less interested in generalizing my data to all mobile home parks, and desiring more to uncover and describe pertinent aspects of life in a mobile home park, I embarked on a course of qualitative research.  While my data might not be applicable to every mobile home park in the state of Vermont, it should do well to describe what sorts of social scenarios can arise and whether they are advantageous or undesirable.  The core of my research is comprised of ten interviews, conducted in October and November of 2006 and each lasting approximately half an hour to 45 minutes.   

In beginning this project, I considered pursuing both qualitative and quantitative routes.  A questionnaire survey distributed among several mobile home parks could have provided quantitative data, especially about the economic situation of park residents, but I was more interested in rather unquantifiable topics, such as quality of social life.  Furthermore, I had never even been in a mobile home park, and was therefore in a poor position to design a survey about life there.  Even if I had been able to design such a survey, I expect I would have met an obstacle in trying to get a decent response rate.  I was also concerned about literacy, Lindale being a low-income area.  Therefore I turned my attention to qualitative interviews.  Though qualitative research does not always carry as much public currency as research with numbers and figures attached to it, it is particularly well suited to the study of how humans organize and interpret their settings, symbolically, socially, and otherwise (Berg 1989: 7).  Thus a qualitative, interview-based approach was more appropriate for my goals, because I could let people talk about what issues were most important to them, as well as spend time in a park with its residents. 

My study had its point of departure in both an interest in urban public housing projects and a concern for Addison County’s current housing crisis.  Housing projects that cluster together hundreds or thousands of low-income Americans generally fail to ameliorate living conditions for those they are meant to help, or are accompanied by negative side effects such as crime.
  Relatively little attention, however, has been devoted to the study housing the poor in rural areas.  Mobile home parks represented for me a rural analog to the urban housing project and thus a good place to begin an investigation of rural housing issues.


Initially, I thought of comparing for-profit and not-for-profit parks, but decided I would not have a big enough sample to make such a comparison worthwhile.  I then visited five parks run by the ACCT to select the best ones for my study.  Four of the five were fairly similar in size and appearance, including Lindale, though some were farther from town than others.  The fifth was smaller in size, and the lots and homes were more run down.  It was also located on a mountainside, miles from the nearest town.  Discarding the idea of studying multiple mobile home parks due to time constraints and a need to learn more about parks in general before attempting a comparison, I took a cross-section, or “snapshot”, of one particular mobile home park at one point in time.  I chose Lindale because it is close to Middlebury and I felt comfortable approaching the people there.  Future research might call for longitudinal data to determine if mobile home parks serve as a way station for people on their way to more expensive, site-built housing, or if they are in contrast as permanent a form of housing as the latter.  It would also be interesting to track changes in Lindale itself, to discover if ownership causes the park to gentrify, or if ownership in the future passes to cooperative, resident ownership.  For this study, however, I was simply interested in social life at Lindale as it exists today.  


Since this project was largely exploratory, I chose a semistandardized interview format for my inquiries.  I was unfamiliar with the particular lifestyle of a mobile home park, and viewed establishing rapport as a place to start formulating the necessary questions.  Nevertheless, I drafted an interview schedule to guide discussion toward areas I thought would be helpful in delineating the characteristics of community life at Lindale.  Thus a model involving predetermined questions but allowing freedom to wander between topics brought up during the interview was best suited to my study (Berg 1998: 61).  I divided each interview into four sections, each covering one general area I hoped to discuss: general opinions about Lindale, social bonds among neighbors, management structure and conflict resolution, and demographic questions.  Under each heading I asked a series of questions, but allowed respondents to digress and probed them further based on their answers.


Because of time constraints, pre-testing the questions was limited.  On the sociological side, I had input from several professors.  From the perspective of Lindale, I had the input of the project managers from the Addison County Community Trust.  After two interviews, it became clearer which questions needed to be discarded, and which areas could benefit from further inquiry.  I was also able to catch and correct a few double-barreled questions, though I was able to keep the respondents’ answers; it was easy to clarify in the interview what their responses meant, a task that would have been nearly impossible on a survey.  For the remaining eight interviews, I used a revised schedule, though one interview was slightly different because I was interviewing the park manager.


Recording the interviews by hand rather than with a tape recorder presented several advantages.  It protected the anonymity of my interviewees, as I did not attach their names or other identifying information to their response sheets.  It also, I believe, made respondents feel more at ease.  Furthermore, as I paused to record answers by hand, respondents often changed or elaborated on their responses, and I believe I gleaned useful information this way.  Writing also saved the time of transcribing.  Tape recording may have been useful as the style of the interviews was conversational, but I found I was able to record long, open-ended responses without excessive difficulty.  


To collect my sample, I used a combination of the “snowball” technique and simply going door to door.  Some residents suggested other people to talk to, but I did not wish to rely on this tactic too much for fear of biasing my sample.  I picked a random starting point and went down the block until I got a response.  I tried to stratify my sample geographically by including residents from different blocks and sections of the park, so as to vary the social circles on which I was calling.  Out of the 15 mobile homes that answered my knock, four declined to be interviewed.  One spoke with me informally, and though we tried to arrange a time to meet, none worked out.  The remaining ten form the body of this project.  One hailed from the south side of the circle, another from the east, four from the north, and three from different blocks of the new section.  I interviewed one resident outside the park, and do not know exactly where she lives.  Out of the nine residents with known mobile homes, six hailed from the old section and three from the new, closely reflecting the proportion of residents in each section (47 to 20).  


Each of those residents was interviewed in their own mobile home.  I introduced myself as a Middlebury College student writing a senior project on the housing shortage in Addison County, and more specifically, interested in researching social life in Lindale.  I asked if the resident would be willing to participate in a half-hour to forty-five minute interview about the community and what it is like to live there, and if he or she agreed, I either set up a more convenient time or was invited in to talk then and there.  In one case, I conducted the interview in the resident’s yard, as he was outside at the time and showed no desire to retire to the house.  Some interviews went well beyond half an hour, and turned into friendly discussions around the kitchen table.  In general, the mobile homes had very well kept appearances; kitchens were cozy yet had enough space for full-sized appliances and breakfast tables.  


If the resident agreed to participate in an interview, I then orally obtained formal consent.  Not knowing if relations between residents and the Community Trust were tense, I suspected some interviewees might be reluctant to sign their names documenting their participation.  I also was concerned that some residents might not be proficiently literate, and thought it would be more convenient for both parties to describe the project to them.  Residents were informed that their participation was 100% voluntary, and that they were able to discontinue the interview at any time.  I also assured them confidentiality, meaning that although I could connect them to their statements and they were therefore not anonymous, I would remove identifiers from the final product and not release any transcripts.  Though the study would provide no direct benefit to them, it would be a small step toward solving the housing problem in Addison County.  Initially, I offered respondents $5 gift certificates to a deli at the end of the interview, but when people expressed reluctance to accept the gift, I discontinued that practice.    


Because of safety concerns, a friend accompanied me on most of my trips to Lindale, except in cases where I had already set up appointments and felt safe entering a house alone.  This practice proved particularly advantageous in several ways.  First of all, I had help taking the voluminous notes required to accurately represent each interview.  Checking friends’ notes against mine helped with consistency and highlighted particularly important themes.  Though mostly present in a silent capacity, my recorders also helped probe for answers and created a more conversational, relaxed atmosphere.  A friend experienced in social psychology fieldwork accompanied me on the fourth interview and helped me with my interview style.  For the remaining interviews, I was better able to listen actively and clarify responses without asking leading questions, which had been a challenge for me.  


The definition of ethnography is always in flux.  It can refer to describing a culture, field research, or the written accounts thereof (Berg 1989: 120).  I had the concept of ethnography in mind when I set out to uncover the subculture of a mobile home park, if there was such a thing.  The interviews were perhaps more focused than a typical ethnography, and I was not in a position to immerse myself in the midst of Lindale for an extended period of time.  Nevertheless, I spent sufficient time in the company of its residents and in their homes to portray the data as an ethnographic narrative account.  I made this choice because the data, based on largely open ended questions, were not suited to a more concrete content analysis or coding schema.  Rather, a thematic organization of the residents’ accounts paints a more colorful and, I believe, accurate picture of life in Lindale.  Furthermore, an ethnographic narrative allows the reader to have more or less confidence in the results of the study, depending on their reading of the presented data (Berg 1989: 152).


The case study approach also influenced my research design.  Case studies are not limited to the study of one individual alone, but can be applied to a setting, group, or event as well (Berg 1989: 212). I was more interested in mobile home parks as a community, rather than each individual living there.  Though I was observing people, my unit of analysis is better described as the park itself, and I chose Lindale as the case in point.  Indeed, my interest in Lindale encompasses many of the aspects Berg attributes to case studies of a community, such as 

the systematic gathering of enough information about a particular community to provide the investigator with understanding and awareness of what things go on in that community; why and how these things occur; who among the community members take part in these activities and behaviors, and what social forces may bind together members of this community (Berg 1989: 214).  
The Lindale study is an instrumental case study in that it examines one case in an attempt to understand better the kind of community mobile home parks are able to foster.  Even if I am not able to draw any concrete conclusions about mobile home parks in general, much of the value of a case study is its ability to suggest avenues of inquiry in future studies and to provide a basis for insights and hypotheses (Berg 1989: 217).  


Indeed, the findings of a case study must be subjected to two areas of scrutiny: are they objective, and can they be generalized (Berg 1989: 217)?  While no ethnographic study can claim to be totally objective, they can oftentimes be replicated.  One could conceivably ask residents of a mobile home park comparable to Lindale a similar set of questions and find a like community.  The arena of generalization is slightly murkier, but my goal in undertaking this project is not to make a statement about every single mobile home park.  I simply wish to describe the type of community that can arise out of one particular configuration, in this case, a nonprofit mobile home park with certain characteristics.  Furthermore, my findings are as much a suggestion for future study as they are an answer in and of themselves.  By declaring Lindale a success, failure, or somewhere in between, I am not approving or condemning all mobile home parks.  Rather, I explore the possibility that with certain ingredients, which may or may not be necessary or sufficient, a mobile home park can be a good place to live and therefore a smart policy to pursue.        


Only a purely random sample can be used to make statistically accurate extrapolations about a population.  Though I was clearly not worried about generating a statistic, it is still important to note the limitations of my sample.  A sample of ten is too small to be considered statistically significant, but it suits my qualitative purposes.  About ten hours of speaking with Lindale residents was enough time to bring to light important issues, make some judgments about the quality of life in Lindale, and ruminate on pathways for future studies.  In addition to being a small sample, the group of residents I interviewed was also probably a biased sample.  The answers given by someone who wanted to talk to me could very conceivable differ from the answers that might have been given by someone who refused to talk to me.  The type of person interested in talking with a student about their neighborhood might also be the type of person who is interested in being a part of a resident association.  Though I tried to approach residents at varying times of day, during the week and on weekends to be able to address people with different work schedules, I was more likely to land on retired residents with more leisure time and perhaps a different outlook on the park.  Even so, the sample ranges in age from people in their thirties to their eighties and encompasses both working couples with children and retired residents on fixed incomes.      

My background was a source of bias to the study, as well.  A native of a Washington, D.C. suburb, I had little of my own experience on which to draw for this investigation.  Nevertheless, the neighborhoods I grew up in provided a frame of reference through which I made assumptions about the qualities of a “normal” or “healthy” community.  The first neighborhood I ever lived in had no neighborhood association, nor any neighborhood-wide events, to my knowledge, yet I was friends with all the children on my block and my parents were close friends with several of the neighbors.  We moved to a neighborhood with an active association, which organized potlucks, parades, caroling, even trick-or-treating.  I would not say one was better than the other; each community had its advantages and drawbacks.  The only way to truly judge a community is to live there, not by enumerating its associations, events, and social connections.  The best study would take all these factors into account holistically.  Thus in my research design I aimed to spend as much time as possible in Lindale, with its residents, while still trying to find concrete evidence of the type of community there.             

Chapter Five: Lindale
Lindale Mobile Home Park, comprised of 67 mobile homes on 31.5 scenic acres on the outskirts of Middlebury, Vermont, has been the property of the Addison County Community Trust (ACCT) since October 13, 2004.  Forty six of the 67 lots date back to the 1960s and form the main circle of the park.  The remaining lots were added several decades later in a section to the north; though the old section of the park is laid out in a fairly uniform circle, the new section is divided into a long drive ending in three cul-de-sacs.  Lindale, with its winding, tree-shaded streets, variety of mobile homes, and view of the Green Mountains, is probably not what comes to mind when one thinks about a mobile home park.  The lots themselves are rather large (though there are no official lot lines, each mobile home has about a quarter to a third of an acre of space) and trees provide attractive greenery and privacy between the homes, most of which are well kept.  Driving around on an average afternoon, one can expect to see residents outside, walking, chatting, and working.    

The insides of the mobile homes are in keeping with their environment.  The houses typically measure about 70 feet in length by about 14 feet in width and have two or even three bedrooms opening off a hallway, plus a living room and eat-in kitchen.  The homes into which I was invited were generally clean and attractively furnished, though in some cases it was clear the residents were short on storage space.  It is not uncommon to see attractive (and unattractive) porches and additions that people have built onto their homes, adding to the uniqueness of each lot.  Some homes have gardens, and many are decorated for Halloween at this time of year.  The yards are generally free from detritus, and people seem to care about the appearance of their property.  The cars in the driveways are generally newer, and some are even relatively expensive four-by-fours.  

Lindale is convenient not only to Middlebury, but also to several other major towns in Addison County, and even Chittenden County is not so remote as to be inconvenient.  As there are no other mobile home parks in Middlebury, Lindale provides a valuable service to the community, making affordable housing and even homeownership available to the community.  Its situation in Middlebury is especially vital because of the economic opportunities, not to mention social and educational advantages, the Addison County Seat affords.  Being in a rural area has in some ways allowed Lindale to escape the zoning restrictions faced by parks in other cities, and it is surrounded by houses and farmland rather than industrial or commercial buildings.

One of the ACCT’s primary goals is to keep rent low at Lindale.  Upon acquiring the park, they were able to lower the rent from $279.50 per month to $270 per month.  They attempted to reduce rent even further, to the median rental fee of $239 for a mobile home park lot in Addison County, but were unable to obtain a grant from the Vermont Community Development Program in order to do so.  Nevertheless, grants totaling $400,000 from the Vermont Housing and Conservation Board and the HOME project enabled the Trust to substantially improve park infrastructure with such measures as repairing an electrical system in violation of codes.

Lindale’s population speaks to the need for permanently affordable housing, as many of the residents are either low income or very low income: nearly two-thirds (65.6%) are below 60% of the median county income, and 17.9% of those are below 30% of the median income.  Fully three-quarters are below 80% of the median income, and many of them are families.  The modal income lies between 30% and 50% of medium income (Source: Addison County Community Trust).  The park is also home to a large portion of retirees on fixed incomes; therefore, residents are extremely rent-sensitive.  Not only are they dealing with monthly rental fees, but in many case they also face loan payments on their mobile homes, since the Trust’s policy dictates that, with the exception of a few residents grandfathered in, all homes must be owner-occupied.  They require this because allowing third parties to rent out mobile homes would reduce the affordability of the housing.  Even though Lindale is largely populated by low-income residents, it is still classified as a high-rent park, and is not devoid of other idiosyncrasies that set it apart from other parks in Addison County.  It is better kept than some of the other parks I visited, though not all, and even parks with generally older homes or smaller yards had units that ranged in their condition.   

The mission of the ACCT is to provide affordable housing to people of low to moderate income.  Lindale is one of eight mobile home parks in the county owned by the Trust to serve that end.  All the Trust’s parks are land-lease communities, meaning that the residents rent their lots but own their mobile homes.  In total, the Trust controls 332 lots, for which it provides management and other services.  The state of Vermont gives nonprofits financial incentives to buy mobile home parks that go up for sale, provided the residents show their support by a vote of confidence.  The Trust then owns and operates the park on the behalf of the residents until the residents organize to buy the park for themselves.  The ACCT also develops and operates other rental properties in the area.  It is funded primarily through property rents, and also receives grants for certain projects.   

Chapter Six: Choosing Lindale
6.1: How People End up in Lindale
Even as mobile homes were becoming bigger, sturdier, more permanent places to live, in the popular mind they were still places where people in times of economic hardship waited for something better to come along.  This mentality persists today, when popular notions about mobile home parks make it hard to believe that anyone would actually want to live there.  For the residents of Lindale, the truth is somewhat more complex than that.  While rising rental housing costs indeed displace some people to the mobile home park, a variety of factors make Lindale the best option, not the last option.

Lindale attracts home seekers for a variety of reasons beyond its affordability.  In no case was money the sole factor in a family’s decision to move to Lindale, although the majority of households I interviewed cited financial reasons for their move to Lindale.  In four cases, residents moved to Lindale because apartment rents in town were too high.  For Jo, however, staying in Middlebury was a better option than moving to an apartment in a less expensive location.  Maggie could actually afford her apartment rent, but it was so high that she felt a mobile home with more space was a better deal.  The Lyons were facing rent that increased year by year, and Lindale was able to provide “the right thing at the right time,” based on what they could afford.  Lisa moved to Lindale when her apartment rent was about to double.  

For another three households, the trade-off was not between an apartment and a mobile home, but rather between a mobile home and a site-built house.  It was important to the Gordons that they own their own place, believing it to be a step up from renting.  High housing costs, however, meant that they couldn’t afford their own house on their own land, and they decided a mobile home was the next best thing.  Therefore Lindale was a better option for them than an apartment.  It had something to offer them beyond an affordable place to live: that is, something meaningful to their ideal of homeownership.  

The Smiths on the other hand could afford a house; in fact, they lived in a three bedroom home in Forestbrook until their children moved out.  As empty nesters, they wanted to find something smaller that would allow Mr. Smith to retire, but the housing market was so tight that they couldn’t find anything.  By chance they learned of an opening in Lindale through the paper and asked their real estate agent about it.  They moved in a few months later and Mr. Smith retired.  Similarly, Mr. Martin lived in a house until his children moved out and decided to downsize to a trailer (he made no mention of trying to find a house beforehand).  Thus mobile homes have not only financial benefits that go beyond merely being a last resort during economic difficulties, but also non-monetary appeals such as their size. 

The last three respondents had reasons for choosing Lindale that weren’t directly financial.  The Calvins found themselves out of a home when the farmer who had been employing and housing Mr. Calvin went out of business.  No apartment in town would accept a family with five young children, so they moved into a mobile home.  Abby and Greg were less explicit about their reasons for moving; in Abby’s case, moving to Lindale was a direct result of getting married, because she and her new husband wanted their own place.  Thus mobile home parks can offer an environment conducive to families.  Greg, who was a very reserved man, seems to have moved from an apartment in town out to Lindale because he wanted to.

Money is not the only motivator that influences people to move into a mobile home park.  While it is certainly an important factor, issues both related and unrelated to finances play an important role in why people end up in mobile homes.  Family, leisure time, and home security can be impetuses to move; furthermore, these reasons evidence the argument that moving to a mobile home park is indeed a choice, not a last alternative.  Community in Lindale as described by the residents both reinforces and is reinforced by the reasons they have already found to move there, and as life goes on, they find new advantages and disadvantages that weigh into the decision any buyer might make when choosing a place to call home. 

6.2: The Quiet Life

With a high density of people living in close proximity, I expected Lindale to be a noisy place.  Nevertheless, when I asked about the advantages of living in Lindale, “it’s quiet” topped the list of every household I interviewed.  Many of the residents work long days to make ends meet, and a quiet place to come home to at the end of the day is exactly what they want.  This is true for Jo, who, accustomed to working long days at a loud sewing factory, likes to sit and listen to the quiet.  “Once I close my door,” she says, “I don’t pay attention to what’s going on outside.”  The kids in the neighborhood can be a nuisance with their bikes, but she still finds the neighborhood quiet.  Generally, the kids all go inside once it starts to get dark out, according to Mr. Martin, who describes the neighborhood as “quiet” and “peaceful”.  Maggie adds that “there are lots of kids around, but they don’t bother me any.”  Similarly, the Gordons like living in Lindale because “nobody bothers us…neighbors don’t bother each other.”  For the Lyons, the quiet life means that everybody minds their own business.


The quiet lifestyle that Lindale can offer residents is one of its advantages to living anywhere else.  Mr. Martin thought about moving to an apartment, but decided against it mainly because an apartment would be noisier, especially if there were “rug rats” banging on the walls.  The Smiths describe Lindale as quieter than their former neighborhood, where they owned a three-bedroom house on their own property.  Because the park is relatively enclosed, there are no motorcycles or trucks roaring by, which they could hear fairly often from their old house.  For the Lyons, living in an upstairs apartment in town lacked privacy; Lindale offered them “the country life” and a chance to be independent.  


Safety was another important issue for residents, and they all agree that despite a few incidents, they feel safe in the neighborhood.  I noticed a patrol car drive into the park during my interview with the Calvins.  Mrs. Calvin says they come through every once in a while, but mainly to other parts of the park.  There may be a few dead beats, but they don’t come around very often.  Maggie expresses a similar sentiment, noting that the police drive through often, but they don’t always stop. She doesn’t worry about it because she doesn’t know if there is a problem or if they are just doing their rounds, and definitely feels safe regardless of the police.  Abby says that the police come around less often now, only two to three times per week in her estimation, as the neighborhood has gotten safer.  The park manager, Mr. Gordon, used to be a deputy sheriff, skills that make him a good park manager and contribute to security in the park, although in a limited way as many of the park residents don’t have much interaction with him.  Even so, it can’t hurt to have a former police officer living on the grounds.  According to a former resident I ran into after I completed my research, the police used to take a team of three to even enter the park, it had gotten so bad.  Since the Trust took over, however, things seem to have quieted down.

Crime in the park is minor and doesn’t seem to detract from residents’ sense of security.  Maggie for instance says she feels safe and has never had a problem with theft, although she had heard of some problems other neighbors have had.  On one occasion, she read about the theft of a lawnmower in the newspaper.  She also heard through the grapevine of one resident who was disturbed and had drawn the police to the neighborhood on several occasions.  None of this, however, has caused her to feel unsafe in her home.  While Maggie has only lived in Lindale for three years, Abby is the longest Lindale resident in the park and has more experience with its social fabric.  She says they used to get a lot of “riff raff”, but now, since the ACCT screens residents, the neighborhood is a lot calmer, and she feels safe.  Mr. Martin has been around Lindale for a decade as well, and the only incident he’s ever heard of was a stolen lawn mower.  He feels safe in the neighborhood and even leaves his car unlocked.  He is sure that if the neighbors saw someone lurking around, they’d let him know, and he would do the same for them.  In fact, the park manager calls Mr. Martin “his little trooper” over in the new section of the park.  Lisa agrees that neighbors keep an eye out in the park: one time, a neighbor reported a former resident she saw stealing Lisa’s lawnmower (perhaps the infamous lawnmower that everyone seems to have heard about).    

Some of the “incidents” that residents mention can hardly be categorized as crime as they describe them, attesting to the fact that Lindale is a safe place to live.  When the Smiths first moved in, someone vandalized their car with paint so they called the police; however, it turned out to be more of a prank than anything else because the paint was washable.  Furthermore, when a neighbor’s son came home in the afternoon covered with paint, his mother put two and two together and made him apologize to the Smiths.  Even Lisa does not think of her stolen lawnmower as much of a crime.  According to her, she knew the kid who stole it and describes him as troubled.  Apparently he was trying to start up his own lawn-mowing business, and she feels more pity for him than anything, especially since the lawnmower he stole from her was broken anyway. 

The Calvins and the Lyons are the only residents in my sample who seem to have had a truly negative experience with crime in the park, both incidents involving vandalized cars.  In the case of the Calvins, they had a personal conflict with a neighbor over a loud truck he’d leave running for long periods of time, and when they confronted him about it, he stole their tires.  According to the Lyons, there used to be a problem with thievery in the park.  The same night that another resident had a cell phone stolen from their mobile home, the Lyons had the tires of their new car slashed.  In spite of these problems, both incidents happened years ago, and since then, the Lyons at least haven’t had any trouble or heard of anyone else who has.  

As a neighborhood, Lindale is far from the stereotypical mobile home park, where noisy lives are lived outside and “trailer trash” makes life volatile and unsafe.  It even differs from the pleasant parks discovered by John Fraser Hart and his fellow researchers, who found that 

Living in a mobile home park, whether utilitarian or upscale, requires a special kind of gregariousness.  The parks are semipublic places, because many homes are so small that residents live much of their lives outside, in each other’s faces.  Residents are generally neighborly folk, open and outgoing, curious about everyone else’s business, and open about their own affairs.  They look out for each other, sometimes perhaps to excess.  A mobile home park is no place for a misanthrope or a recluse, or for those who treasure their privacy (Hart 2002: 130).

On the contrary, though they are neighborly people, Lindale residents enjoy both quiet and privacy.  Crime is low and neighbors look out for one another, but hardly to excess.  The presence of the police seems to be neutral: on the one hand, fewer troopers attest to the neighborhood’s better safety record, while on the other hand, having officers around keeps people safe.  All but one resident I spoke with like living in Lindale because it is quiet and affordable.  Unfortunately, that one resident didn’t grant me an interview beyond saying that living in a mobile home park “sucks”.  When I asked a resident why someone might feel that way about living in Lindale, she could only speculate that their personal situation influenced their opinion more than the actual park itself did.  Be that as it may, the overwhelming majority of respondents had positive feelings toward the park based on some aspect of its quiet, peaceful nature.          

Chapter Seven: Social Capital in Lindale
7.1: Social Networks
A quiet neighborhood might suggest a trade off with neighborliness, but doesn’t necessarily preclude it.  In Lindale, neighbors keep to themselves, both promoting the quiet atmosphere and making it a less social place to live.  Nevertheless, the atmosphere in Lindale allows for a variety of social bonds between neighbors.  They range from simply feeling one is able to call on a neighbor in a time of need, to getting together socially and helping one another out with favors.  Family connections and location within the park are two factors outside of personal disposition that can influence how many social connections people have in the park.  Part of a healthy community, however, is not just how well it facilitates intra-park socialization, but also how easy it is for residents to connect with other communities and people outside its boundaries.  In the case of mobile home parks, residents might feel the negative effects of stigmatization as a constraint on their ability to integrate with the community at large.  Residents of Lindale, however, do in fact participate in and contribute to the wider community.

 Jo and the Calvins live within two mobile homes of each other, near the entrance to the park.  Jo says that since her trailer is close to the main entrance, she “doesn’t bother with the rest of the park.”  The Calvins and the Lyons are the only neighbors she really knows.  She met the Calvins through work, because Arthur Calvin’s sisters used to work at the clothing factory with her, and they have both been living in Lindale for about twenty years.  Jo used to get together with another family from time to time, but they are now long gone from the park.  She knows her next-door neighbors well enough to say hi the few times that she sees them, but her neighbors across the road are rarely home, and she doesn’t know them very well.  Though Jo’s social network is small, she is connected the way a person living anywhere might be—through work, family, and proximity.

Similarly, Dena and Arthur Calvin don’t find the need to venture into other parts of the park.  They know several of the families that live in their side of the park, with whom they might “visit back and forth once or twice a week.”  Dena says she has “very nice” neighbors, but many people in the neighborhood “come and go,” only staying for a short while in the park.  She knew more people in the park when her children were young since many of the kids go to school together.  She still keeps in touch with some of them, and one of her children married a neighbor who used to live just outside the park.  More so for the Calvins than for Jo, the neighborhood seems to be the center of their social circle.  Many of their ties are based on proximity, not only because they visit with their neighbors, but also because they have more friends closer in the park and fewer on the outskirts.

Like the Calvins, Maggie knows only those neighbors who are very close by.  She says people are generally friendly in the neighborhood, but she doesn’t know them that well.  In her perception, many of them are older and rather sickly, so they don’t get out much.  Others’ stays in the park are short-lived; when people come and go it is hard to get to know them.  Maggie is acquainted with some of the older residents, who are there more permanently.  She estimates she knows three to for households, but she doesn’t get together with them.  Unlike the Calvins, most of her friends are from outside the park, and are either family members or family friends.  

Indeed, like proximity, family is an important factor of how wide and deep the social networks of the residents are.  Just like having family outside of the park draws Maggie away, having family in Lindale can draw people into the social fabric of the park.  This is true for the Gordons, who have children and grandchildren in the park.  In fact, their daughter and her children were in and out of the house while I was interviewing Sally Gordon at the kitchen table.  She and her husband Nick think highly enough of the living situation in Lindale to have sold their old mobile home to their daughter.  Sally baby sits her grandchildren all the time and is friends with one of her daughter’s neighbors.  She also knows her own neighbor across the road, and has a friend from work farther down.  Many of the people in the park are rather transient, and there are many new people she doesn’t know very well; she adds, “there are some I don’t want to know.”  In any case, her social circle clearly centers on her family.  

Family is an important part of Greg’s social circle as well.  He has tried to talk his brother into moving out to Lindale, but so far has not succeeded.  He is the first resident I have spoken with that mentioned some level of neighborhood-wide activity.  Though there are no neighborhood get-togethers, one could say there are neighborhood barbecues insofar as there are family barbecues.  Because many residents have family in the park, events precipitate around family members.  Sometimes other neighbors attend family functions in the neighborhood as well, but even though these informal get-togethers can include a wide range of neighbors, they are still a far cry from a neighborhood event.  Of his own neighbors, Greg says they aren’t the best, but he is partially to blame for this because he himself is “terrible at names.”  He knows the neighbors up the road and across the street through work.  For Greg, family and work are more important factors than proximity in delineating his social circle.  In his case, Lindale plays a fairly neutral role: he has not made friends directly through the park, but it is an amenable background for the friendships he does have; that is, he interacts with family and friends from work across the medium of the park.        

Abby’s social circle intersects with Lindale through family.  She has two cousins on her husband’s side that live in the park and stop by from time to time.  She does not know many of the other neighbors, except for friends in the house across the street, whom she has known for 40 years.  She says that back when the park was small, people would visit more often.  Now, she’s very tired when she gets home from work and doesn’t have much energy to socialize.  Even if she did, most of her friends live outside the park.  Mr. Martin is another older resident who has maintained his relationships with old friends amidst a landscape of younger, newer residents he doesn’t know.  Like Abby, he has perceived a change in the social character of Lindale, although he has been a resident for a much shorter time.  He used to have cookouts and parties with some of the neighbors, but now he only knows about three neighbors, one of whom he rents his second mobile home to next door.  Mr. Martin lives in the new section of the park, and his best friend is the only resident he knows who lives on the main circle.  Age differences, he says, prevent people from getting to know one another.    

Though age differences can inhibit friendships, similarities in age seem to help two groups in my study: older residents, and children.  Mr. Martin, Abby, Jo, and the Calvins all maintained friendships based on long tenures in the park.  Abby, Jo, and the Calvins in particular have all been in the park long enough to have made friends when it was small, and have carried those friendships through today.  As for children, I observed many of them playing together in the new section of the park in the afternoons.  Greg’s wife operates an informal day care service in the park that brings together several groups of children as well.  Lisa and Dave don’t socialize with any of their neighbors according to Lisa, although I saw Dave chatting with Mrs. Lyon outside.  However, Dave’s son hangs out with about three different kids from the park.  They ride bikes, hang out in their homes, and play over at the small playground in the park.  The Gordons’ younger grandchildren play with other kids in the park as well, although their 16 year old granddaughter does not mix with them as much.  These findings coincide with Hurley’s findings about trailer parks; in his experience, parents did not “have to worry about any shortage of playmates for their young ones in a family-oriented park.  Children growing up in trailer courts were rewarded with rich social lives, tight friendships, often lasting a lifetime, formed as children spent their leisure hours in the open spaces of the court” (Hurley 2001: 246).

Residents with children say Lindale is a fine place to raise a kid, and seem to give them free reign around the neighborhood.  Almost every time I visited the park, there were children riding bikes or playing in yards.  On my last visits to Lindale, when I was concentrating on the new section of the park, every day in the afternoon I saw a young family outside on their porch talking with friends while watching their kids play on the cul-de-sac.  Chatting with me outside, they felt positively about raising a family in Lindale.  I would not have expected them to say otherwise in the presence of their kids and a stranger, but observing them day after day I’m inclined to believe it.  There is a strong contingent of trick-or-treaters in the neighborhood, as well.  Estimates range from 10 to 100 trick-or-treaters a year, but most people say it is in the dozens.  They come from all over: Sally even says she has seen parents drop kids off by the car-full at the entrance to the park.  The abundance of trick-or-treaters represents at least one neighborly activity in which residents enjoy participating.  

The Lyons seem to be an exceptional case in Lindale in terms of the breadth of their social circle.  At least five people with whom I spoke knew them, and they seem to be on top of every coming and going in the neighborhood.  They have lived in Lindale for 35 years, so they have made more friends in the neighborhood than most.  The neighborhood itself is “not bad at all,” and they have “excellent” neighbors.  Everybody minds their own business, and there aren’t too many children, especially on their side of the park.  They do not get together with their neighbors; according to Mrs. Lyon, in a tight community such as Lindale, one must keep to oneself because gossip can be a problem sometimes, if you value your privacy.  Most people work a lot and are not at home very much, in any case.  

Even so, as she is describing her neighbors, Mrs. Lyon seems to know at least something about the goings on of everyone on the block.  She motions to various trailers and knows which families are at home, which ones are at work, how many kids they are taking care of, and which one has a broken hip.  Indeed, when I met her, she was outside in her driveway talking to her next door neighbor while he raked her leaves.  She reports that she talks to her neighbors on both sides of their lot as well as around the back, and her cousin, whom she sees relatively frequently, lives down the road.  When asking people how well they knew their neighbors, I ran into a self-definition problem.  What one person considers a friendship, another might consider a passing acquaintance.  I tried to overcome this bias by asking not only how many neighbors were considered friends, but also how that friendship was expressed, be it through smiles, chats, or dinners.  Although the Lyons do not get together for dinner with their neighbors, they obviously know many of them and engage in friendly conversations on a fairly regular basis.  I had no way to scale the breadth or depth of people’s friendships, but in the case of the Lyons, both to me seemed quite noteworthy.           

The Smiths, like the Lyons, are very involved in the social life of Lindale, as well, though I did not interview any of their friends.  Their involvement is all the more surprising because they have only been a part of the community for six months.  They describe Lindale as a “great” community, and have “made friends with all the neighbors.”  They know most of the people on their cul-de-sac; they are friends with an older couple across the way, and Mrs. Smith grew up next door to another neighbor.  They have a friend they call “Cappy” after the Captain, and they know their neighbor next door, who is a young woman with a three year old.  The only neighbor they don’t know lives two doors down; he does not socialize and the Smiths don’t even know his name, which is unusual considering they know everyone else’s.  They even know many of the kids in the neighborhood because they like to go for walks in the morning, when the children are on their way to the school bus.  As a retiree, Mr. Smith has plenty of leisure time, which he hopes to spend on the community in Lindale.  As of now, there are no community events, but the Smiths are trying to organize a block party next summer.  They even plan to invite the police and fire departments.  For the Smiths, community is clearly very important to their social network and sense of home.  

Even if residents do not have much time to spend contributing to social life in Lindale, they work and volunteer in the community even after they have retired.  Even though Jo is 81, she still works three days a week at a gift shop to cover her medical bills.  Mrs. Lyon volunteers at the community hospital, and Mrs. Smith has a job at a counseling center.  Abby works at the nearby college, which has contributed to her love of the town.  In fact, when I talked to her, she couldn’t think of one thing she doesn’t like about living here.  Lisa teaches special education students in a Bristol, and still finds the time to study for her Masters degree at a state college.  Several of the other residents work in factories nearby, and none that I spoke with are on public assistance other than social security.  They find various ways to contribute to the community through work or volunteering and are in no way cut off from the town.      

Many of the people I interviewed alluded to a type of dual network system within the park.  On the one hand, there is a more transient facet of the park that is hard to get to know, perhaps a facet some residents “don’t want to know.”  However, that face of the park coexists with a more permanent, social side of the park, one that shares news of stolen lawnmowers and looks out for neighbors’ cars.  That is not to say that a long term resident will know everyone well; like Maggie said, some are sickly and some just like to keep to themselves.  Conversely, because someone may only stay in the park for a few months or years does not mean that they will not keep an eye on their neighbor’s house while they are out.  Furthermore, the divide between neighbors who socialize and those who tend not to is partially a perception.  Mr. Martin complains that everyone in the park seems so young; therefore, he hasn’t gotten to know them.  However, a neighbor of Mr. Martin with whom I spoke in passing while he was watching his kids play in the cul-de-sac told me that most of the neighbors are older; therefore, he hasn’t gotten to know them either.    

Different parts of the park have different characters as well.  It is very hard to make a generalization about Lindale in its entirety.  Sally Gordon and her daughter disagree over the number of trick-or-treaters who usually grace Lindale with their presence every Halloween; on Sally’s block, many people decorate their houses, while on her daughter’s block there are not nearly as many.  Mrs. Lyon, who lives on the main circle, is grateful that there are not many kids in her part of the neighborhood, and I noticed that the children congregated in the new section of the park.  Driving around, there were many more people outside on the south side of the circle than on the north, walking dogs and working in their yards or on their homes.  The back of the park is poorly paved, a common complaint of the residents, but otherwise the park appears fairly homogenous on the surface.  In the old section of the park, new mobile homes are interspersed with older models, not unlike the new section of the park.  Whatever the reasons, however, Lindale has a level of internal variation that seems a far cry from the common utilitarian mobile home park.     

7.2: Favors

Although socializing between neighbors in Lindale is pretty limited, residents have a network of people on whom they can call if they ever need a favor.  Some residents never need to take advantage of this network; others engage in fairly regular reciprocation.  Even though the lots are technically community property, residents respect each other’s boundaries when they plant gardens, mow lawns, rake leaves, and shovel driveways.  Residents exchange favors they do for each other’s lots the same way they exchange favors involving their actual property.  Once again, proximity and family are two key components in a household’s favor network. 


Many tasks that people do for one another are easier to do for immediate neighbors than for residents further away in the park.  For instance, if Dave is already raking his lot, he might as well rake Mrs. Lyon’s, as well.  This may seem like a facile conclusion, but it reinforces the importance of the overlap between proximity and social bonds.  This study attempts to chart the conditions for the development of healthy community in Lindale, and if proximate social connections are one of those conditions, it is important to know if and why that matters.     


Jo and the Calvins, living only two doors apart, have established a typical relationship between an older woman living alone and a more able couple living close by.  Dena and Arthur try to take care of Jo, but Jo prefers to do as much as she can by herself.  She even insists on paying Arthur when he mows her lawn, although she lets him plow her driveway for free in the winter.  The family across the road also offered to help plow, as well, but Jo prefers to rely on herself and Arthur.  Other than the plowing and mowing that they do for Jo, the Calvins don’t exchange favors with other residents, except when they have leftover vegetables from their garden, which they give out.  Jo, in turn, knows that she can always call on Arthur if she needs help.


Many residents share Jo’s sentiment; even if they don’t exchange many favors with their neighbors, they feel they have a support system if they ever were to need something.  Mr. Martin, in particular, knows that he could call on his best friend for help even though he lives over on the main circle.  According to Mrs. Lyon, the neighbors “know they can come to us.”  Abby’s attitude towards favors is “if neighbors can’t help neighbors out,” then it is not much of a neighborhood.  Lindale, then, fulfills her definition of a neighborhood, as she and many other residents have acted on those implicit networks and translated friendships into tangible benefits.


Mowing and plowing are the two most common exchanges among my sample, but many other kinds of favors go on as well.  Lisa and Dave know they can turn to the Lyons for help, and in return, Dave raked every leaf in the Lyons’ yard and sealed their driveway for them when they had it repaved.  Mrs. Lyon says he is a wonderful neighbor.  She looks out for the delivery truck if she knows Lisa and Dave are having something delivered but aren’t home to pick it up.  Mr. Lyon used to plow Lisa’s driveway when she lived alone, before he fell ill.  Now that he isn’t able to do as much, Lisa and Dave help them out more.  The Lyons still help out other residents: one lady in the park uses their phone because she does not have one herself; the Lyons also store a bike for a neighbor who does not have room for it in his house.  Lisa and Dave also have other neighbors they can turn to if they need anything.  Their other next door neighbors as well as the neighbors across the road will come help out if Dave is outside moving something heavy.


Jo and the Calvins, Lisa and Dave and the Lyons—both are good examples of how favors in the park “work both ways,” according to Greg.  Greg plows plots for other residents’ gardens occasionally, and although he does not mention a specific favor that a neighbor has done for him, he clearly believes in reciprocity between neighbors.  Mr. Martin also has an “I’ll help you if you help me” attitude about life in Lindale, and he says that everyone in the park is “all together.”  Likewise, Abby’s belief that neighbors should help neighbors is reflected in her relationship with a former neighbor who had a car when she did not.  They would call each other up whenever one or the other needed to go to town so they could share the ride.  Though the Smiths have only lived in Lindale since June, they have the most extensive favor network of anyone with whom I spoke.  Mrs. Smith taught a neighbor how to make donuts, and the electrician next door gave them a discount on some work he did for them.  Mr. Smith scraped the rust off of several propane gas tanks on the block, and then gave them a shiny coat of black paint to make them match the houses better.  He also volunteers to mow lawns around the neighborhood.  Being retired, he likes to have time to work with his hands.  Furthermore, the tasks he performs benefit not only the neighbor he helps out, but all neighbors on the block, who get to enjoy well kept lawns and homes.  


Family ties play a role in favor networks as well.  Though Sally Gordon does not do many favors for others beyond her duties as park manager’s wife, she does baby sit frequently for her daughter.  Mrs. Lyon’s cousin mows her lawn for her as a favor, and since he is retired, he is “happy to do it because it gives him something to do.”  He also mows the lawns of several other neighbors, including his son.  Maggie does not exchange favors with her neighbors, but if she needs something done that she herself cannot do, she calls up her daughter who lives half an hour away, and she comes to help out.  Having family in Lindale can amplify one’s support network, but even if a resident does not have family in Lindale, they are still able to call on neighbors in the park or family members outside the park.  


In addition to doing favors for one another, residents in Lindale can network for their businesses as well.  The Calvins are installing new tile and windows in their mobile home, and the man they hired on a referral from Mrs. Lyons lives in the park as well.  In addition to hiring that tile and window installer, Mrs. Lyon hired the brother of another resident to do her plowing.  Abby pays someone to mow her lawn every so often, though usually a friend will do it for her.  The Smiths hired the electrician services of their next door neighbor, and Greg’s wife runs an informal day care center for working residents who have kids.  There is a market in the park for services like carpentry, construction, electrical, and plumbing.  Some of the residents know how to do these things for themselves, as well, such as building their own porches and sheds.  


Lindale residents care about their neighborhood.  They not only want a place with neighborly ties where people take care of each other, they also want a place that looks physically well taken care of.  As park manager, Nick Gordon does some of the park upkeep himself.  He mows parts of the park that do not pertain to any one lot, and he makes sure that the mailboxes are plowed out in the winter.  Many residents build onto their mobile homes, adding attractive additions and porches.  Arthur built the Calvins’ porch himself, and Lisa and Dave are planning to add on a third bedroom to their mobile home.  Mr. Martin built two decks onto his house, and surrounded them with pine trees that now stand about eight feet high and give off a strong pleasant aroma.  Just driving around the park, I saw several people working in their yards or on their homes.  Residents offer to mow, plow, and paint fuel tanks to keep the neighborhood looking nice.  Hart’s study found that “utilitarian mobile home parks are truly remarkable pools of talent.  Many of the residents are skilled artisans who enjoy doing things with their hands, such as maintaining and adding on to their units, and they are willing to help out on repair and maintenance jobs in the park” (Hart 2002: 81).  Thus they provide fertile ground for a network of favors and a neighborhood of varied additions to homes and lots. 


Sally Gordon describes one conflict she remembers about lawn mowing.  A resident up the block used to mow part of another neighbor’s lawn whenever she would do her own.  In Sally’s eyes, she was doing her neighbor a favor, but in the eyes of her neighbor, she was encroaching on his property.  To Sally, the neighbor’s attitude seemed ridiculous, especially because the lot belongs to the ACCT anyway.  Her idea of what it means to have a home is more intimately tied to the mobile home itself, but for some residents, landed property is part and parcel of homeownership.  Through the network of favors that people perform for one another, responsibility for both land and mobile home is shared by the neighborhood.  Whether or not a resident believes responsibility should be shared or individual, land upkeep is important to the ideals of the neighborhood as a whole.


There is nothing exceptional about life in Lindale.  Residents know a few of their neighbors on average, but carry on healthy lives outside the park as well.  They feel able to call on their neighbors should they need to, and yet are able to enjoy a fair amount of quiet and privacy.  Their social bonds and exchanges of favors are both indicators of a healthy community.  Their bonds with their neighbors are neither particularly strong nor particularly weak.  This type of intermediate bond is important, as both strong and weak bonds alike can be isolating, either restricting or unfulfilling.


Chapter Eight: From Private to Nonprofit Ownership
8.1: A Nonprofit for the Greater Good

Of the ten residents whom I officially interviewed, only one had moved in since the ACCT bought the park.  The rest were able to make comparisons of the park before and after the ACCT took over.  The majority of residents noticed an improvement, especially in the physical condition of the park.  The management is an important part of the community because it structures how much the residents themselves determine the character of their neighborhood and how positively they feel about it.


Physical improvements to the park were the most lauded achievement of the ACCT.  A new drainage system was one much-needed improvement they made.  Drainage is a problem because the park is situated at the bottom of a hill.  Big puddles accumulate in residents’ yards and get under the houses, but the ACCT will come and drain them since the problem is technically on park property, rather than residents’ property.  Whereas according to Dena Calvin “all the previous owner did was raise the rent,” the ACCT fixed up the drainage system by digging gullies so that the lots drain better and do not rot the homes.  They also repaved some of the roads and overhauled the septic system.  When corroded electrical boxes led to a power outage, the ACCT had it fixed by the next day, and furthermore revamped the system, installing individual electrical boxes to each lot so the residents can control their own circuits, “which is the way it should be” according to Mrs. Calvin.  She is also satisfied that the ACCT “did everything they said they would,” and she thinks they get a lot for the rental fee of $270 per month, including plowing, water, septic, garbage, and recycling.  Jo adds that upkeep has been much better since the Trust bought the property.           

Septic systems are perhaps the single biggest problem that mobile home park residents must deal with.  Recently, they have begun to be regulated, but even so, they still cause frequent problems with overflow and backups.  This used to be the case in Lindale, before the ACCT took over.  According to the park manager’s wife, the old owner would pump septic tanks but never fix them.  As a result, systems would malfunction regularly.  It got so bad, she says, that in some cases children could not play in the yards because of septic overflow.  The ACCT, however, “has done a wonderful job as far as getting things fixed.”  Sally gets many fewer calls now that the Trust has actually fixed the systems.

Most residents in Lindale share septic systems.  Jo, for instance, shares a system with her neighbors.  She has not had many conflicts with them over use or misuse, and even though the neighbors have had problems, she has not.  She might be inconvenienced if the repair man has to turn off the water, but this has not happened often.  Abby, however, is on her own tank, which she finds much better than sharing because it needs less pumping; hers is pumped every five to ten years.  Maggie agrees that everyone should have their own septic take, because otherwise, if one person has a problem, it affects everyone.  She knows of three houses that have had problems with their tanks, resulting in sewage spilling over onto their floors.  In some cases, there are three trailers on one septic tank, and there is not always enough space on the lots to put in private tanks.  Even so, the septic is better now than before.  The Trust has put in a “mound” system, which is ugly but apparently functional.  

8.2: Nonprofit Management and Resident Empowerment
Since the initial bout of improvements, attitudes toward the ACCT have been mixed.  To Maggie, for example, the ACCT has been a source of annoyance.  They haven’t made any recent upgrades to the park, and it shows in the poor condition of some of the roads.  Maggie herself recently bought a new jeep to get around better.  It is a necessity, she says, because the gentleman hired by the ACCT to plow the park only comes in the morning, so that by the time people come home from work, the roads are almost impassable again.  Maggie received a lukewarm response from the Trust when she called to complain about large culverts near her lot that the Trust had dug but never filled in; it took five calls before they were fixed.  

The Lyons agree that the ACCT improved the park infrastructure, but they don’t notice a difference from the management in the past.  One owner years ago lived in Connecticut but came to Lindale every weekend to attend to problems, which he would fix quickly; owners can be good or bad regardless of whether they are private or nonprofit.  In the case of the ACCT, the Lyons are “not greatly impressed.”  For example, they tell the story of a neighbor who got into an argument with the Trust over a clogged bathtub.  The neighbors said the problem originated outside, making it the Trust’s duty to fix, but the Trust denied the request on the grounds that the problem was with the tub, inside the mobile home.  The Lyons themselves have had similar experiences in which the Trust has been reluctant to come out to the park to fix something: Mrs. Lyon tried to get someone from the ACCT to come inspect a broken light pole, but nothing came of it, making her of the opinion that “you just don’t get anywhere” on the phone with the office.  Mr. Martin, for his part, likes the “hands off” management style of the ACCT because the Trust doesn’t bother him about certain minor regulations as much as the old owners did.    

Lisa shares the Lyons’ sentiment that since the initial improvements the ACCT made, management is not much different from management in the past.  She wishes that in addition to paving the rest of the roads, the Trust would also pave everybody’s driveway, making them easier to maintain and nicer to look at.  She clearly cares about the appearance of her home and neighborhood.  Mr. Martin, Abby, and Greg feel ambivalent about the Trust as well, complaining about the state of the roads and the plowing.  Overall, however, they approve of the job the ACCT is doing.  It seems, then, that nonprofit organizations, like private owners, can be good or bad depending on the individuals involved.  Nevertheless, the Trust is able to make improvements and keep rent down based on their mission to provide housing for low-income Vermonters, a mission not necessarily shared by a private owner.

Several attempts have been made at increasing resident participation in the management of Lindale through organizing meetings, but none have lasted.  Though the meetings were sporadic, they were not altogether sparsely attended, and the residents I interviewed expressed some interest in having a community organization, if only to meet other residents.  Right now, resident participation is limited to the park manager; residents like Maggie find out what is going on in the park by calling him up to find out if others are having the same complaints as she.  Therefore if a resident has an opinion or concern, she or he can express that through calling either the park manager or the Trust.

  Dena Calvin, Maggie, the Lyons, Abby, and Lisa attended some or all of the residents’ meetings a few years ago when the ACCT bought the park.  Regardless of whether or not they found the meetings helpful, some see a potential need for a residents’ board or at least a park newsletter.  Lisa, for instance, says there could be a need for more meetings because there was very poor communication between the parties negotiating the sale of the park to the Trust and the Lindale community itself; no one knew what was going on.  In the past, the ACCT organized meetings to talk about residents purchasing their own lots, but nothing came of it.  Now, the Trust sends out letters from time to time, but Lisa thinks it would be good to have an association as a chance to speak back. 

Maggie found the meetings useful, as well, though they involved “a lot of hollering and complaining.”  They discussed work that needed to be done in the park, and a representative from the Trust gave information about rules and regulations.  As a result of the meetings, some willow trees that needed to be taken down around the park were removed, after one had dropped a limb on a car.  Other than the tree removal and the initial improvements made by the Trust, not much action resulted from the meetings.  Nevertheless, Maggie agrees with Lisa that they served the important function of being an outlet for the community.  They were the only event during which residents could socialize and find out what others had to say.  Though Maggie didn’t meet any new neighbors at the meetings, it was a chance for her to get together with people she already knew.  The first meetings received a large turnout, especially because families came, but turnout dropped off to about thirty people at the last meeting she attended.  If there were a newsletter, Maggie says, she would read it. 

Like Maggie and Lisa, Abby went to the meetings and found them useful enough to suggest organizing a similar event in the future.  She found the discussion about the terms of the lease somewhat useful, but when she complained that the hill wasn’t getting plowed early enough for her to get to work, the Trust’s response was to “get better snow tires.”  Likewise, nothing came of a suggestion to put a much-needed traffic light at the entrance to the park.  Even so, Abby suggests having a meeting once a year to update everyone, as well as to get to know other people in the park, “because we don’t see that many of them.”  For example, she says, if the UPS delivery man asks where a certain resident lives, chances are she will not be able to tell him.  Therefore, she would like meetings because they would at least familiarize her with the neighbors.

Though the meetings had already been discontinued by the time the Smiths moved in, they nonetheless express an interest in reviving them.  They would especially like to hear about the progress with repaving the other side of the park.  They hear that driving out of Lindale in the winter is hard and dangerous, but Mrs. Smith has no qualms about calling the ACCT and making her opinions heard.  They have already been in contact with the office to get permits to build their porch, but they are as yet unacquainted with the resident manager.  They’ve been successful in dealing directly with the ACCT; in fact, Lisa does not see the need for a resident manager at all because he is simply a middleman, and she would rather call the ACCT directly.  

Dena is less optimistic about the prospects for a residents’ association.  According to her, the former state auditor tried to organize meetings at a school in town, but “the whole thing was a farce.”  Jo didn’t attend the meetings and had nothing to say about their efficacy, other than opining that it is hard to galvanize residents to attend.  The Lyons agree that it is hard to get people to attend, and they were “not greatly impressed” by the meetings.  Mrs. Lyon overheard a resident from another park in the county say that he had mentioned something before, but the ACCT hadn’t done anything about it.  Though the secretary would record things said at the meetings, they never seemed to get done.  Greg never even heard about the meetings, and does not see any problems that would necessitate the creation of a residents’ board.  Though Mr. Martin did hear about the meetings, he had no interest in going because he could have gotten the information elsewhere.  He believes having a newsletter is more important because it facilitates change through publicity.  He heard of a park up north that had horrible septic problems, but the residents were able to get their story on the news; after that, the owner fixed problems quickly.     

In a 2005 grant application, the Trust itself described residents as very involved in the park.  At the time of the application, the residents were actively putting together a formal association to work directly with the ACCT.  By the time of these interviews, however, the association had disbanded.  Nevertheless, the park manager has been retained, a decision made in part by the residents themselves, who gave him a vote of confidence when the Trust purchased the park.  In fact, the decision to convert the park to nonprofit ownership came largely from the residents as well, who voted for the ACCT to take over.  The Trust aims to run the park in a way that benefits the residents, and it recognizes the right of the residents to form a cooperative and take over the park themselves, if they are willing and able.  This has not happened yet, and no residents with whom I spoke gave any indication that such an end is in sight or even desirable to them (though I did not specifically ask).  As Jo says, it is hard enough to get people to attend meetings, let alone own and operate an entire park.

Over the course of negotiations between the Trust and the former owner, the residents were kept informed through letters and word of mouth.  According to the ACCT, the residents also had direct input into what changes the Trust would need to make upon acquiring the park.  To that end, the Trust visited residents and conducted surveys about the park infrastructure.  Ultimately the Trust would have liked a more active resident association to have formed, because, of the other parks they operate, the ones with strong resident associations are generally the best.    

Over the years, residents of Lindale have been able to utilize meetings, newsletters, resident managers, and the ACCT office itself to affect the management of their neighborhood.  Response to the meetings has been mediocre, but based on the optimism expressed by several residents during interviews, they could potentially benefit the community.  In the absence of meetings, the resident manager can be a source of information and relieves the ACCT of some tasks (like pumping septic systems, which the resident manager deals with) so that they can concentrate on others.  After all, Lindale is only one of many properties managed by the Community Trust.  A newsletter is perhaps the most efficient way of disseminating information to the community, although it would not serve the function of fostering interaction between neighbors the way a meeting or association might.  Lindale has not been able to sustain either a newsletter or a series of meetings, but the resident park manager is an enduring feature of community management.  Nevertheless, neighborly interest and optimism suggest that a concerted effort to establish other outlets for residents would be worthwhile.

Chapter Nine: Conclusions

Lindale Park is a neighborhood much like any other.  Residents value their privacy, but also have a collective spirit of neighborliness, a Gemeinschaft, that creates bonds between them.  Families are able to depend on one another, and in some cases they can even convert their relationships into economic capital.  Some households have kin networks within the neighborhood, which amplify their social interaction and extend their networks both inside and outside the park.  Residents feel positively about their community, and where they express dissatisfaction, they are at least partly optimistic about rectifying any problems.  Their positive feelings about their community are in part a by-product of their choice to live there.  For them, living in a mobile home park is by and large a desirable living situation.  They do not necessarily want to live in a community with numerous invasions on their privacy, be it an apartment complex or an affluent suburb with an overzealous neighborhood committee.  They choose Lindale because it satisfies their middle-class values, such as privacy and community, at a price they can afford.  They have other consumption priorities than merely finding the cheapest housing.  In this sense, they leverage their economic situation to meet their needs.


Since the Trust took over, nonprofit ownership has improved the quality of life for those who are able to afford it.  In this sense, Lindale exemplifies the dilemma of creating better, more acceptable parks but putting them out of reach of the lowest income brackets.  This problem is hardly unique to Lindale; the increasing legitimacy of mobile home parks everywhere has been accompanied by a mild gentrification of those parks.  Legitimacy is a double-edged blade; one the one hand, “legitimation has been a mixed blessing for the mobile home industry and its consumers.  It has removed some of the stigma from living in a mobile home, provided a basis for fighting restrictions against discriminatory siting, and made financing easier to obtain” (Wallis 1991: 212).  However, the changes that have gained the manufactured housing industry its legitimacy have had other, negative effects as well: “perhaps the most significant effect of institutionalization has been to make the mobile home less affordable.  Higher standards for land development and construction have increased costs, reducing the availability of this form of housing” (Wallis 1991: 212).  Lindale has become a different place since the Trust instituted their land-lease policy and began screening residents.  Most of the residents agree it is safer, and there are fewer delinquents around.

By classifying manufactured housing as real estate, we could improve financing opportunities and make the terms by which consumers procure loans more affordable.  With some of the barriers to owning a mobile home removed, land-lease communities could be restored to part of the very lowest income group that now cannot afford them.  Furthermore, because residents would still have to acquire mortgages from reputable banks and go through screening processes, this could be accomplished without returning parks to the kinds of neighbors that made them undesirable places to live.  Nonprofit organizations responsible for park upkeep would also keep mobile home parks attractive neighborhoods.  Titling mobile homes as real estate would stabilize the market, making them more likely to hold value or appreciate, thereby helping families to build equity.  Reclassifying mobile homes would not be an easy task, however.  While new mobile homes would have deeds, there is no system of deeds for old mobile homes on the market, which would be a stark implementation challenge.  Banks that feel that mobile homes are still a risky investment would present opposition as well.  Nevertheless, it is a change that needs to happen if mobile homes are ever to have equal footing with other forms of housing. 

Governments have an interest in expanding the availability of mobile homes as well because they can serve poor people in need of housing without the use of government subsidies.  In Vermont, where even the waiting list for section 8 housing vouchers is already full, a supply of nonsubsidized affordable housing is of paramount importance.  At the 2006 Vermont Statewide Housing Conference, Governor Jim Douglas expressed interest in developing a law to make it easier for mobile home tenants to form cooperatives through buying their lots, a policy that would complement reclassification by making mobile home loans safer investments for banks.  Other spokespeople for housing at the convention suggested a hybrid housing delivery mechanism, combining a housing refund tax credit with nongovernmental housing.  Another plan focused on the private sector, suggesting raising equity for housing projects by “selling” tax credits to investors for cash.  

Development of mobile home parks needs to go beyond merely warehousing people.  Parks need to be integrated into town planning, not separated from mainstream social, educational, and cultural life.  Being a neighbor means sharing things like churches, schools, and supermarkets, not just living in close proximity to someone.  A community must be able to serve all the needs of its inhabitants; mobile home parks cannot exist if they are estranged from community centers.  Though communities often do not realize it, mobile home parks can serve more than affordable housing needs for them.  With land use growing at a faster pace than population, sprawl is an increasingly worrisome problem for Vermont, but it is not easy to get communities to recognize the need for density.  

Density often brings to mind images of high rises or uniform looking houses built within feet of each other, images at odds with the character of Vermont.  Density, however, does not have to be designed this way.  Mobile home parks, when planned properly, can represent a smart growth pattern for Vermont.  Lindale is aesthetically pleasing, with varied street layouts and many green spaces; it is pedestrian friendly and even has a small playground available to all the neighbors.  It is able to be all this while efficiently using space.  Furthermore, higher-density areas tend to emit fewer greenhouse gases than suburbs, and have the added consumer benefit of making transportation more efficient.        

Reclassifying mobile homes as real estate in tax law, better integrating them into communities: these changes would also require a psychological transition, as real an obstacle as any.  A central question still remains, however, as to what the ultimate identity of mobile homes should be.  This contradiction is embodied in Lindale, in the breach between the perceived younger residents who come and go, and the older residents who have either lived in Lindale most of their lives or returned to Lindale after experiencing other forms of housing.  It is the dual identity of transience and permanence.  MacTavish and Salamon (2001) found this same paradox in a mobile home park they studied.  Some residents experienced strong community, others none at all.  The older residents were more embedded in and attached to the community, while the younger residents saw the park as a stepping stone to full homeownership.  Should mobile home parks be a way station on the road to owning a site-built home, as a policy helping families build equity would suggest, or are mobile home parks an end in and of themselves?  Which path the future of the mobile home will take is unclear.  Perhaps mobile home parks can build an identity without making this choice.  Lindale’s two identities are able to coexist with seemingly little cost to the community.  At times, though, residents feel they could benefit with more opportunities to interact, and see the transient nature of other residents as an impediment to this process.  Nevertheless, most residents would stand to benefit from making the above changes.

What is needed next is a comparative study of privately owned parks, nonprofit parks, and cooperative parks.  In the cases of private and nonprofit parks, data would have to be further broken down between rental parks and ownership parks.  Cross-sectional data would provide a sufficient picture of who lives in mobile home parks by age, occupation, gender, income, and other variables, but longitudinal data would be needed to determine if parks are able to promote upward mobility.  Variables could then be tabulated against attitudes toward community to find out what the basis for community in mobile home parks is.  A study of resident associations and their effect on community identity and well-being is needed to pursue to ACCT’s assertion that their parks with tenant committees are better at self-governance, and also to discover how they successfully come together in a self-sustaining way.  Finally, a comparative study of successful and failed cooperative initiatives would provide insight into how better to use this tool to social and financial security.  
The issues of self-governance and cooperative parks are closely related.  Studying the park, it seems like the raw materials are there.  The residents have a community spirit and trust each other enough to feel safe and supported.  Nevertheless, something is lacking and has as a result prevented the residents from being able to gel as an association or a cooperative.  Part of this is perception; the fact that the older residents perceive the younger residents as coming and going, while the younger residents perceive the other residents to be old-timers and therefore don’t socialize, is particularly telling.  If cooperative parks are a goal of housing policy, like MacTavish et al. might argue, further research needs to be done on how they can be galvanized and self-sustained.  Based on the community in Lindale, mobile home parks deserve closer attention and, with the right modifications, a chance to fulfill their potential as a means to alleviate the housing crisis in Vermont.     
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Appendix A: Interview Schedule

Interview Schedule

Section 1: General questions. 

· How long have you lived in Lindale?

· Why did you move to Lindale?  Why a trailer rather than an apartment?

· Have you thought about moving away?

· What do you like or dislike about living in Lindale?  In Middlebury?

· How would you describe the community here?

Section 2: Describe your relationships with your neighbors. 


· Are there any neighborhood events in Lindale?

· How frequently do you get together with your neighbors? 

· Do you have any family in the park?

· Do you baby-sit or carpool?  Do neighbors baby-sit for you?

· If you have kids, do they have play dates or participate in other formal or informal activities with other neighborhood kids, like going to the movies or playing soccer?

· What kinds of favors, if any, do you exchange with your neighbors?  E.g. oil changes, water plants, dog walking, etc.

· Have you ever hired a neighbor to do work for you?

· Are people generally friendly?

· What’s trick-or-treating like in Lindale?

· Is there a school that all the children go to?  

· Would you say your primary social circle centers on Lindale, or outside the Park?  If in Lindale, about how many neighbors do you consider friends?

Section 3: How do you resolve conflicts in Lindale? 

· Have you had many conflicts (noise complaints, property disputes) or problems (septic, water) in the Park?  What about with surrounding neighborhoods?  What pathways do you have to go through to resolve them (Park spokesperson, neighborhood committee, ACCT, police)?  Are conflicts and problems resolved quickly? (Stories?)

· How does having a park spokesman work out?  

· Are there other things you might take action over besides water/septic problems?

· Have you ever attended any neighborhood meetings?

· Do you feel the need for a residents’ board?  Would you participate?

· Have you ever had any experience with the Champlain Valley Mobile Home Project or other tenants’ advocacy group?

· If you were here before the ACCT purchased the Park, have you noticed a significant difference in how it’s run/what kind of community it is?

Section 4: Demographic questions 

Age (circle):      18-29

30-39

40-49

50-59

60-69
      70+


Gender (circle):
m
f

Other household members and their ages:________________________________________

Employment:_______________________________________________________________

Household income (circle):
Less than $5,000
$5,000-$10,000
$10,000-$20,000





$20,000-$30,000
$30,000-$40,000
$40,000-$50,000





Over $50,000


Appendix B: Map of Lindale Park








� Section 8 vouchers provide housing assistance to needy individuals or families.  They are funded by the Department of Housing and Urban Development and administered by local Public Housing Authorities.  They allow eligible tenants to search for “suitable” housing (“suitable” is generally determined by the average Fair Market Rent for the area as well as the size and composition of the family) and receive a voucher that pays the difference between 30% of their household income and the monthly rent of the apartment.  


� See Sudhir Venkatesh, American Project: The Rise and Fall of a Modern Ghetto.  (2000).
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