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n the Spring of 1992 Mike Loftin moved

to Santa Fe, New Mexico, to become the

new executive director of Neighborhood
Housing Services, a small nonprofit en-
gaged in home improvement and reha-
bilitation on the city’s poorer west side. As
soon as he arrived, Loftin, who was then 34,
canvassed the organization’s existing clients, a
practice he learned during his 12 years as a
community organizer in Chicago. “I was ex-
pecting to hear about problems in their neigh-
borhoods, about vacant lots, broken side-
walks,” he remembers. “But instead, these
homeowners, mostly seniors, were complain-
ing that their grown kids could not afford to
buy a house in Santa Fe.” Loftin was shocked.
“I went to my board and told them there’s got
to be a way to help these people buy a home.”
Loftin admits that he knew little about real
estate and mortgages at the time. “My only ex-
perience with a bank loan was buying a car.”
he says. Over the next decade, however, Loftin
and the staff at Neighborhood Housing Ser-
vices, now called Homewise, grew into major
providers of workshops and financial services
to help Santa Fe’s lower-income residents pur-
chase their own homes. Homewise today is a
pioneer in promoting affordable homeowner-
ship, a community development financial in-
stitution that offers a range of commercial real
estate services with the added assurance that
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the buyer’s financial well-being is the top pri-
ority. “For Homewise to play this role is
unique,” explains Doug Dylla, senior manager
at NeighborWorks America, a nonprofit based
in Washington, DC. “It allows a homebuyer to
feel comfortable that they are working with a
trusted advisor in what is a confusing and com-
plex process.” That trust has enabled Home-
wise to take a leadership role in alleviating
Santa Fe’s low-cost housing crunch. As of
September 2005, more than 1,200 Santa Feans
could trace their new homes to Homewise
mortgages and counseling, and more than
3,000 people had graduated from the organi-
zation’s home-buying workshops.

The City Different

Long before Santa Fe comes into view during
Interstate 25°s steady climb from Albuquerque,
the 12.000-foot peaks of the Sangre de Cristo
Mountains gradually crowd the horizon. Only
at the crest of the highway’s final hill does this
city of 65,000 materialize at the mountains’
base as a jumble of sun-washed adobe build-
ings.

Santa Fe is an old town, founded by Span-
ish explorers in 1610, a decade before the Pil-
grims landed at Plymouth Rock. It is also the
capital of New Mexico, although its relaxed at-
mosphere makes it more of a mountain village
than a metropolis. Famous as the arts Mecca of

the West, Santa Fe has merged its rich history
of Spanish, Native American and frontier cul-
tures into the unique “Santa Fe style,” which
today inspires numerous art galleries, festivals
and a world-famous opera. These attractions,
and the appeal of 300 days of sunshine, make
Santa Fe a popular location for the vacation
properties of Texas energy barons and bi-
coastal elites, and that, according to Loftin,
has made life challenging for the city’s long-
time residents.

“Unlike other western resort towns like As-
pen or Telluride, which were created out of
nothing, there was a real community in Santa
Fe before the rush of new housing,” explains
Loftin, who is an Albuquerque native. “And
now you have young people with centuries of
family history in Santa Fe who can’t afford to
buy a home.”

The city’s recent housing trends echo
Loftin’s concern. Unlike California’s Silicon
Valley or New York’s Soho, where real estate
booms were fueled by a strong local economy,
housing values in Santa Fe are rising, but wages
are not. The median selling price for a home in
Santa Fe was $393.000 during the second
quarter of 2005, many multiples of the city’s
median household income of $40,000, and
more than double the median sale price of
$180,000 during the spring of 1998,

A generation ago residents of Santa Fe
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income in 1999: $60,991
Poverty rate: 11%

Household income < $37,000
and paying 1/3 or more
for housing: 54% =

Sources: United States Census 2000, www.dataplace.org
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dian T Know wnere we were goimng wnen we
started in the early 1990s,” Loftin says, “but
we gradually realized that we could develop a
self-contained and self-supporting homeown-
ership program.”

Homewise's next move came after its staff
heard stories about clients being pushed into
buying homes that were too expensive for
them. Loftin responded by hiring a full-time
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doesn’t seek an adversarial relationship with
local lenders and agents. In contrast, Loftin
says that he tries to develop alliances that are
advantageous for everyone. “Our role has been
to partner with lenders to figure out this niche
of low-end loans, and create the efficiencies of

Continued on page 27

SHELTERFORCE 13






