
Elements of the democratic economy

LIMITED EQUITY 
COOPERATIVE
A limited equity housing cooperative is a residential development owned and 
managed by a democratically governed, nonprofit cooperative corporation, such 
as a tenants’ union. 

Potential Impact

LEHCs have proven their ability to support long-term 
residential stability for nearly a half-century in the 
United States.

In New York City, where an overwhelming share of LEHCs 
exists, they have been an essential element of the 
city’s affordable housing economy. That would be 
true in many more cities if LEHCs can overcome 
the promotion of individual homeownership as 
the American mainstream ideal. Like other 
forms of community-controlled housing, 
the ultimate impact of LEHCs is defined 
by the effort that stakeholders—including 
local policymakers, financial institutions, and 
housing advocates—put into using the LEHC 
model to create inclusive communities 
accessible to people of all means.

This tenants’ union (or similar organization) is 
composed of members of the LEHC, which usually 
owns the property through a blanket mortgage 
covering all of the units. As indicated in the name, 
an LEHC limits the amount of equity a member 
can earn upon resale of their unit (and membership 
share) in order to preserve the cooperative’s 
affordability for future generations.

 

Inspired by counterparts in Europe and Asia, 
LEHCs emerged in the United States in the mid-
20th century as the federal government began 
to divest its stake in wartime and rental housing, 
transitioning these properties into condominiums 
and cooperatives for low- and moderate-income 
households. Today there are an estimated 155,000 
LEHCs located in major cities around the nation, 
including Baltimore, Atlanta, Washington, and  
Los Angeles.
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Examples

Cooper Square Mutual Housing 
Association (New York, NY) 
Established: 1991
Service Area: Regional

22 cooperatively-owned multifamily, mixed-use 
buildings; 328 affordable housing units; 24 store-
fronts; 290 shareholders.

The association was created in 1991 following decades 
of local organizing and community planning by the 
Cooper Square Committee, an anti-displacement 
advocacy coalition birthed in response to late-1950s 
urban renewal policies. It also established the Cooper 
Square HDFC Community Land Trust in 1994 to 
ensure that all of the cooperative buildings held by the 
mutual housing association would remain permanently 
affordable and never sold for profit.

Columbus United Cooperative 
(San Francisco , CA)
Established: 2007
Type: Local

21-apartment, mixed-use residential building;
35 coop members.

The cooperative in the city’s historic Chinatown was 
created in 2007 when the San Francisco Community 
Land Trust (SFCLT) agreed to purchase the building, 
which had been slated for demolition, and convert it 
into an LEHC. The renovated building now hosts local 
community development and organizing nonprofits, 
including the Chinatown Community Development 
Center and the Asian Law Caucus.
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Transformative Characteristics
At its core, the LEHC model creates ownership opportunities for 
people working their way up the socioeconomic ladder, offering 
individuals and families affordability and long-term stability. The 
LEHC model also rewards residents for their commitment and 
effort to own and steward a vital community resource. At the 
same time, recognizing that a community’s need for affordable 
housing is beyond temporal. an LEHC may establish either on 
its own or through local regulation a maximum resale value that 
prospective residents must agree to before becoming a member. 
Further, members may be subject to certain income limits at the 
time of purchase. These and other stipulations may be set by an 
elected LEHC board that is tasked with general management of 
the cooperative on behalf of its residents.

Challenges
As in any democratic governance system, LEHC members 
may at times have competing interests regarding its short- 
and long-term goals. These may strain member relations 
and cooperative management if other LEHC management 
support systems are not readily accessible. The general public’s 
lack of familiarity with LEHCs can stymie their access to the 
public housing subsidies and private financing vital to their 
development. However, as cities more aggressively address the 
affordable housing crisis, some policymakers have leveraged 
affordable housing trust funds, municipal bonds, bank 
settlements, and other long-term sources of funding to support 
LEHC development and growth.

More Information 
The National Cooperative Bank (NCB) aims to address the 
financial needs of cooperatively owned organizations. In 
addition to offering members of cooperative associations 
personal and commercial lending products, NCB also provides 
educational and technical support services for those interested 
in cooperative housing. https://ncb.coop/
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RESIDENT-OWNED 
COMMUNITY
Resident-owned communities (ROCs) are manufactured housing neighbor-
hoods (sometimes referred to as mobile home or trailer parks) in which the land 
is community-owned and managed.
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Transformative Characteristics
When residents in a manufactured housing community 
own the land themselves, they have the power to avoid the 
hazards of traditional, commercially-oriented manufactured 
housing neighborhoods, where residents own (or rent) their 
individual homes but the land itself is owned by a company that 
charges rent, sets rules, and oversees 
conditions in the neighborhood. 
In those communities, residents 
face displacement pressures when 
the landowners decide to raise 
rents, sell to another company, or 
neglect maintenance and upkeep. 

In a ROC, residents cooperatively 
own the land and manage the 
neighborhood through elected 
representatives to a board. Cooperative 
ownership allows the residents to live without fear of being 
displaced because the land was sold or rents were raised 
too high. It also gives them direct control over the material 

An estimated 18 million people who earn less 
than $28,000 a year (less than half the national 
household median income) live in manufactured 
housing. That makes it one of the leading sources 
of affordable housing in the U.S.  Approximately 
1,000 manufactured housing communities are 

resident-owned around the country (especially 
throughout New England). This includes the 
10,000 manufactured homes that are part of 
network of ROCs organized by ROC USA, a 
nonprofit enterprise that works to scale ROCs in 
the United States. 

conditions of the neighborhood. In some cases, ROCs are 
market-rate and shares are relatively expensive and out of 
reach of low-income families. In many other cases, however, 
ROCs are limited equity cooperatives, which keeps the cost of 
shares low and preserves affordability.

ROCs in the US 
(Data courtesy of  
ROC USA)



Examples
Pasadena Trails (Houston, TX) 
Established: 2009 
Size: 114 sites

The Pasadena Trails ROC was formed in 2009 when 
residents of the community purchased the land in their 
neighborhood from an Arizona-based company. The 
community received help with financing and other 
technical assistance from ROC USA and Community 
Resource Group.  

Residents notably leveraged newfound ownership and 
control over the community to finance and redesign 
the community’s drainage system, an investment that 
ultimately protected the community from the widespread 
flooding caused by Hurricane Harvey in 2017.

Takesa Village 
(Mead, WA)
Established: 2007
Size: 149 sites

This ROC was established in May 2016 by a community 
of 149 residents. They saw the ROC as a step toward 
tackling a culture of crime, drug abuse, and abandonment 
surrounding the community, issues that were neglected 
while the community was under private management. 

Residents bought their community with financing support 
from Capital Impact Partners and the Washington 
Housing Finance Commission. Since the ROC was 
formed, the newly organized and better engaged 
residents saw significant physical and quality-of-live 
improvements in their community.
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Potential Impact
Converting manufactured housing communities into ROCs 
offers individuals and families who are often marginalized 
or underserved in the conventional housing economy 
opportunities for ownership and control. With this comes 
the ability to address some of the most pressing issues of 
our time, including access to affordable housing, climate 
change mitigation, and residential displacement, since ROC 
households can manage their community’s affairs in a manner 
that meets their most pressing short- and long-term needs. In 
boosting homeownership among marginalized populations, 
ROCs can ensure that stability and resiliency in the housing 
economy are not wealth-driven.

Challenges
ROCs can face a range of challenges to their development 
and long-term success, from the initial efforts to organize 
manufactured housing residents into a cooperative association 
to the regular decision-making activities of members once 
a ROC is formed. The organizations can be plagued by an 
inability to secure financing and handicapped by difficulties 
in building an engaged community. They may also have to 
confront a lack of familiarity with ROCs and general negative 
perceptions of manufactured housing communities. These 
challenges can be overcome with supportive local policies, 
such as “Right of First Refusal” policies which can require that 
residents of manufactured housing be offered a chance to 
buy their properties before their community is placed on the 
private market, as well as technical support from groups like the 
Cooperative Development Institute, one of many local, regional, 
and national cooperative assistance organizations. 

More Information 
ROC USA (rocusa.org) works to scale resident ownership of 
manufactured homes, providing technical assistance and 
fundraising support to communities hoping to convert from 
private ownership to resident ownership.
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COMMUNITY 
LAND TRUSTS
CLTs are nonprofit organizations that acquire and steward land in a “trust” for 
the permanent benefit of low-income communities.

Potential Impact
With meaningful public investment & support, CLTs 
can help redefine affordable housing, strengthening 
a culture and practice of ownership among historically 
marginalized communities.

There are an estimated 225 CLT organizations across the 
United States, a number set to increase as affordable housing 
rights activists and advocates in communities burdened by 
the loss of affordable housing and under consistent threat 
of displacement build successful campaigns for long-term 
investments in affordable housing. While many of today’s 
CLTs focus primarily on supporting rental and homeownership 
opportunities, other prevalent and emerging uses include food 
production, community gardening, commercial centers, and 
recreational facilities. In this way, CLTs create opportunities 
for low- and moderate-income families and entrepreneurs to 

A CLT holds ownership of land in perpetuity, 
while residential and commercial tenants own the 
homes, stores, and other structures established 
atop the land via a ground lease with the CLT 
organization. By separating ownership of the land 
and the residential or commercial developments 
on the land in this manner, a CLT can ensure 
that public and private investments used to 
maintain the affordability of the housing and other 

establishments remain within a community for 
generations. Core to this strategy are the limits 
placed on the amount of equity a CLT lessee is 
able to pocket at the time of resale or property 
transfer as well as the tripartite governance system 
which provides CLT lessees, community members, 
and CLT managers with equal representation and 
decision-making power in the CLT.

participate in the 
benefits and culture of 
ownership with the support of a locally-based 
organization that works to increase stability, mobility, and 
generational wealth. Hence, a CLT disrupts the extractive, 
speculative, and unsustainable status quo of our current 
land use and housing system, ensuring that society’s most 
valuable resource, land, can be accessed by all people, not 
just those lucky or privileged enough to benefit from past 
land and housing policy. 

CLTs and CLT 
initiatives in the US 
(Data courtesy of  
Grounded Solutions)
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Examples

Proud Ground (Portland, OR)
Established: 1999
Service Area: Regional

First created by the City of Portland in 1999 as a mu-
nicipal land trust, Proud Ground quickly expanded into 
Portland’s surrounding counties as leaders around the 
region bore witness to the rising cost of real estate 
and the loss of affordable housing opportunities for 
longtime residents in the Portland metro area. To date, 
Proud Ground has supported more than 350 families 
in the purchase of more than 280 homes. The typical 
Proud Ground homebuyer makes an average income of 
$41,000 or 65 percent of AMI at the time of purchase. 
Moreover, a recent report published reveals that average 
Proud Ground homeowner earns an estimated $60,000 
in equity after ten years of homeownership including 
limitations on equity.

Maggie Walker CLT (Richmond, VA)
Established: 2017
Type: Local

Despite efforts of several affordable housing organiza-
tions to provide affordable housing opportunities and 
services to residents in a gentrification-stricken communi-
ty in Richmond, local leaders continued to see the forces 
of displacement threaten longtime community members. 
Seeking a permanent solution, local advocates worked to 
establish and break ground on the Maggie Walker Com-
munity Land Trust, named after the first woman of color to 
establish a bank in the United States. Thus far, the devel-
oping CLT has gained the support of Bon Secours Health 
System, which granted the CLT $140,000 in community 
benefit funds, as well as Virginia Credit Union, which has 
committed to multi-year contributions of $100,000 in 
support of families making 50 to 115 percent of AMI. 
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Transformative Characteristics
Inherently, CLTs act as safeguards of limited resources, 
maximizing public investments for long-term impact 
while providing a structure for local communities to meet 
the needs of their time. CLTs contrast with conventional 
affordable housing strategies which typically offer prospective 
homeowners or housing providers a one-time subsidy, that is 
neither recaptured or regenerated once a homeowner sells their 
home, a home is foreclosed upon, or affordability regulations 
and agreements for rental housing expire. With CLTs, the 
private and public investments used to create affordability 
not only stay within the community but are regenerated to 
support additional families or tenants, furthering the reach 
and impact of the often-scarce resources.  

“It’s the only concrete or tangible way to prevent displacement 
into the future,” says Diane Linn, the Executive Director of 
Proud Ground, a CLT that has served more than 350 families 
throughout the Portland metro region since 1999. Reflecting on 
her years of advocacy and public service fighting for affordable 
housing, Linn emphasizes, “You can do [anti-displacement] 
policies. You can encourage people do all kinds of stuff. You 
can incentivize. Normally, that doesn’t work as well.”

Challenges
The  impact of a CLT can be stymied if the price to acquire 
property is out of reach, if the needs of speculators are 
prioritized in such a way that a CLT is at a disadvantage in 
its effort to grow to scale, or if the tenant and community 
engagement needed to support strong CLT governance falls 
short on its commitments.

More resources
Grounded Solutions Network is a national organization driven 
by local CLT members, which also provides technical support 
and expert resources on CLT development and best practices: 
https://groundedsolutions.org/
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HOW A
LAND BANK 
WORKS

Potential Impact
Land banks allow communities to repurpose blighted or 
abandoned properties to meet community and economic 
development needs. 

In fact, many of the estimated 170 land 
banks around the country have been 
leveraged to support affordable housing, 
urban agriculture, and green space 
development, among other activities. For 
instance, the Cuyahoga County Land Bank 
sells some of its properties at a low cost to Neighborhood 
Services of Greater Cleveland, a community land trust 
that develops permanently affordable housing. This 
collaboration helps the land bank meet its affordable 
housing disposition policy requirements while enabling a 
local organization to steward vital land resources in a way 
that meets the needs of underserved populations locked out 
of housing markets.

Elements of the democratic economy

LAND 
BANKS
Land banks are government entities that acquire abandoned, foreclosed, and 
tax-delinquent properties in order to convert such properties into  
productive use.
Though land banks can vary in legal structure and 
function among jurisdictions, they usually perform 
similar functions, including obtaining properties at 
low cost through either direct purchase or through 
a receivership or tax-foreclosure process, removing 
tax and any other debt burdens associated with 
the properties, and ensuring these properties 

have a clear title. These functions–which can be 
defined by enabling legislation and managed by 
a mix of community stakeholders–help prepare 
underutilized property for sale to any range of 
stakeholders, including local nonprofit entities, 
municipal agencies, and private developers.
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Examples
Philadelphia Land Bank 
(Philadelphia,  Pa.)
Established: 2015
Service Area: Local

Confronted with 40,000 vacant parcels of land in the 
wake of the 2008 financial crash, community groups and 
housing activists associated with the Campaign to Take 
Back Vacant Land led the creation of this land bank. 
The bank has acquired more than 2,000 vacant parcels 
since its 2015 launch. In 2017, the land bank’s strategic 
plan was amended to increase the amount of land to be 
redeveloped for affordable housing after the Philadelphia 
Coalition for Affordable Communities presented the land 
bank with stories of long-time residents struggling with 
potential displacement.

Cuyahoga County Land Bank 
(Cleveland, Ohio)
Established: 2009
Type: Local

A quasi-government, nonprofit corporation, the Cuyahoga 
County Land Bank was established in 2009 to address 
the foreclosure crisis in Cleveland, Ohio. By 2011, the land 
bank, in partnership with Fannie Mae, the U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development and leading bank 
institutions, had acquired more than 1,2000 abandoned 
properties that would either have become blighted or 
been snapped up by speculators seeking cheap properties 
to flip for profit. Today, the land bank has more than 
3,000 properties in its portfolio and a $25 million budget. 
It collaborates with a diverse range of local community 
partners focused on affordable housing development and 
preservation, blight demolition, and the creation of green/
community space. 
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Transformative Characteristics
In cities where blight, vacancy, and abandonment are prevalent, 
policymakers typically look to private developers to breathe 
new life into their communities. 

Baltimore, for instance, established a “Vacants to Value” 
program that leveraged a host of local, state, and federal 
resources to encourage developers and homebuyers to invest in 
formerly vacant and abandoned properties. While the program 
features some community engagement practices, initiatives 
like these inherently favor developer interests and priorities, as 
properties are auctioned off to developers with little in the way 
of accountability mechanisms and institutionalized community 
engagement and ownership. 

Land banks offer an alternative approach by embracing the 
community’s participation in the decision-making over how 
abandoned and vacant properties are used to meet unique and 
local needs. 

Challenges
In addition to an overall limited awareness of land banks as 
a community and economic development tool, challenges 
land banks encounter include a lack of clear, standardized 
information about local vacancy and abandonment, which 
can limit the amount of property a land bank can acquire; 
differences in local tax foreclosure and delinquency laws, which 
can slow the land-banking process; limited ability to establish 
who has clear title to underutilized property; and inconsistent 
local code enforcement.

More resources
The Center for Community Progress (communityprogress.net) 
maintains the Land Bank Information Headquarters, including 
a national map of land banks and land banking programs.
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