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Community Development 
Corporations Embrace  
Historic Rehabs
Melissa Jest

T
he award-winning Harvest Commons apartments in Chicago’s 

Near Westside reconfigures a historic art Deco hotel into a 

“green living” complex, complete with an onsite urban farm 

and support services that teach residents about nutrition and 

healthful living. Nearby amenities for residents and neighbors 

include a seasonal farmers’ market as well as Gracie’s Café, a social 

enterprise coffee shop on site. Harvest Commons was developed in 

2012 by Heartland Housing, Inc. (a program of Heartland alliance), 

which manages it along with 846 affordable units across the  

Chicago region and Midwest. 

Heartland Housing is not a preservation organization—it is a 

Community Development Corporation (CDC). CDCs are locally 

based nonprofit organizations that work to improve opportunities 

and the quality of life in struggling neighborhoods. CDCs address 

concerns related to employment, education, neighborhood planning, 

income and asset building, access to health services—all to break 

With its award-winning Harvest Commons apartments in Chicago, Heartland Housing rescued 
a deteriorating art Deco gem to provide low-income housing with healthy-living amenities. 
BEfoRE pHoTo (lEfT) CouRTEsy of laNDoN BoNE BakER aRCHITECTs; afTER pHoTo (RIGHT) CouRTEsy of HEaRTlaND 
HousING, sHaNE WElCH pHoToGRapHER

http://www.heartlandhousing.org/property/harvest-commons
http://www.heartlandhousing.org
http://www.heartlandalliance.org
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the cycle of poverty and enhance community livability. and while 

the word “preservation” may not appear anywhere in their mission 

statements, a large number of these organizations are doing pres-

ervation. By preserving historic fabric, these nonprofit community 

developers are strengthening their respective cities, fueling  

economic growth and fulfilling social missions. In this article, the 

leaders and managers of four CDCs—Heartland Housing, Inc.,  

in Chicago; Innovative Housing, Inc. (IHI), in portland, oregon; 

Cincinnati Center City Development Corporation (3CDC); and 

Mission first Housing Group, which is based in philadelphia but has 

projects across the mid-atlantic region—share their experiences 

and discuss the benefits and challenges of redevelopment projects 

using historic buildings. 

Providing a Place to live with dignity

Many urban areas and older neighborhoods are experiencing a 

resurgence as middle america finds its way back to cities. This  

is both a boon and a challenge to CDCs given their long-term 

commitment to places that are just now being “rediscovered.” By 

reusing historic buildings, CDCs have achieved their interrelated 

goals of creating high-quality, sustainable housing for low-income 

residents and stimulating communitywide revitalization. 

Nadia underhill, associate director of real estate development 

for Heartland Housing, says, “We believe strongly in the importance 

of place, of minimizing environmental impact, and of creating 

places where the most vulnerable can live with dignity.” 

The reuse of historic buildings supports this, providing places 

to live that are not merely functional but often also unique and 

beautiful. Most renters appreciate the old wood floors, exposed 

brick walls, and period finishes retained in the historic rehabs. 

underhill notes, “The historic features of Harvest Commons—the 

terra cotta detail, lobby plasterwork, intricate lobby tile work, and 

arched residential hallways—heighten the beauty of the building 

and are the result of craft mastery that would [be too costly and 

difficult to create] in a new building.” 

Donna Creedon is the project manager for Mission first Housing 

Group, which has just completed the rehabilitation of a former police 

http://www.heartlandhousing.org
http://www.innovativehousinginc.com
http://www.3cdc.org
http://missionfirsthousing.org
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station into a 47-unit housing and retail complex in one of Baltimore’s 

oldest and most eclectic neighborhoods. she says, “When so much 

brand new construction looks so much alike, being able to offer 

apartments with exposed brick walls, high ceilings and arched 

windows helps fells point station stand out in the marketplace.”

everyone Benefits

The CDC staff interviewed for this article agree that rehabbing 

historic buildings for affordable housing offers benefits not only  

to the tenants and owners but also to the surrounding community. 

Neighbors observe a drop in crime, patronize the new businesses 

created in mixed-use developments or stimulated by the influx of 

tenants, and appreciate seeing the history of their neighborhood 

recognized and preserved.

Innovative Housing, Inc. (IHI), a CDC in oregon, completed  

its first historic renovation in the portland skidmore/old Town 

District, transforming the former foster Hotel, built in 1907, into the 

lyndon Musolf Manor. The project involved full seismic upgrades. 

The renewed building features a lobby and storefronts that have 

been historically restored and 95 very low-income apartments in  

a vibrant downtown neighborhood. sarah stevenson, executive 

director of IHI, says: “We believe that our surrounding communities 

benefit significantly from the restoration and preservation of 

Fells Point Station, a project of Mission First Housing Group, combines a former police 
station with compatible new construction to offer apartments and retail space in a section 
of Baltimore in need of revitalization. 
pHoTos CouRTEsy of MIssIoN fIRsT HousING GRoup

http://missionfirsthousing.org/properties/fells-point-station/
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historic buildings. These buildings tell stories about those who 

preceded us and how communities developed. preserving the 

physical spaces creates opportunities for history to be shared and 

appreciated by our residents as well as everyone else who comes 

into contact with the buildings.” 

These projects also serve as a catalyst for other neighborhood 

development. The decade-long redevelopment efforts by the 

Cincinnati Center City Development Corporation (3CDC) in Cincin-

nati’s the over-the Rhine neighborhood provide a good example. 

Brittney Carden, communications manager for 3CDC, notes that 

“Everyone benefits as the over-the-Rhine community continues to 

grow and thrive. over the course of the last decade redevelopment 

has resulted in an increase in home ownership, the opening of new 

businesses to serve residents and attract visitors, as well as the 

creation of additional job opportunities.” 

CDCs also like the sustainability aspect of reusing existing  

buildings. underhill of Heartland Housing explains: “Reuse of historic 

properties increases the environmental sustainability of a project. The 

preservation and rehabilitation reduce the amount of raw materials 

needed for a project, increasing the project’s sustainability.” 

stevenson agrees: “We believe that restoration of existing 

structures is environmentally responsible. Whenever possible we 

reuse building materials that would otherwise go to landfills, thereby 

recycling durable materials that are higher quality than what we 

Musolf Manor, the first historic rehab project by Innovative Housing, Inc., now offers fully 
renovated studio apartments and retail space in Portland, oregon’s historic old Town.
pHoTos CouRTEsy INNovaTIvE HousING, INC. 
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might purchase new today.” for example, “brick exteriors are more 

durable and less costly to maintain than most modern exterior 

building materials; same with wood flooring and wood windows.” 

historic tax credits—a Pain or Perk?

Many CDCs are old pros at using federal and state historic  

rehabilitation tax credits. although it can be challenging to meet 

the secretary of the Interior’s standards and keep projects within 

budget, these CDCs find that the historic tax credits provide the 

only way to make these projects work financially. CDCs also com-

bine the historic credits with federal low-income housing tax credits, 

state and municipal housing funds as well as New Markets Tax Credits 

where applicable. Carden from 3CDC says: “Historic tax credits are 

a wonderful tool that we constantly seek to utilize because of the 

historic elements found over-the-Rhine. like many of our financing 

tools, historic tax credits occasionally present some minor chal-

lenges while funding projects. However, the greater challenge is 

mixing multiple credits within the same financing structure. We 

have discovered that working with skilled attorneys, consultants, 

accountants and investors helps to ease these challenges.”

although oregon does not have a state historic tax credit at 

this time, stevenson explains that IHI has combined the federal 

The Cincinnati New Markets Fund, which is managed by 3CDC, provided major funding for 
the conversion of the 1878 Hummel Building into street-level restaurant space and four 
condominiums.
pHoTos CouRTEsy of CINCINNaTI CENTER CITy DEvElopMENT CoRpoRaTIoN, MIlEs Wolf pHoToGRapHER

http://www.nps.gov/tps/tax-incentives.htm
http://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation.htm
http://www.huduser.org/portal/datasets/lihtc.html
http://www.cdfifund.gov/what_we_do/programs_id.asp?programID=5


ForumJournal   fall 2014 36

historic tax credits with federal 

low-income housing tax credits. 

she says: “The historic credits 

provide important gap funding 

that makes our preservation 

deals work. We found it more 

challenging to use the historic 

tax credits alone, but that might 

be because we were doing it at 

a difficult time for the market 

[2009–10] and because neither 

we nor our funders had used a 

master lease structure on any  

of our previous deals.”  

Donna Creedon of Mission 

first Housing Group notes that 

developing affordable housing 

is a complicated process even 

before adding the complexity  

of historic buildings to the mix. 

she says that she would not describe the process of adding historic 

tax credits as “easy,” but they did find that it was well worth the 

effort and cost, and provided great satisfaction.

oPPortunities for collaBoration

Community development corporations are logical—and welcome—

partners for preservation organizations, and their leaders are 

enthusiastic about joining a national exchange with preservation 

and other like-minded redevelopment organizations. 

There are ample opportunities for preservation organizations to 

collaborate with CDCs on development projects. They can help by 

identifying community assets and working with local governments  

to acquire properties for the purpose of historic redevelopment, 

particularly for affordable housing purposes. Meanwhile, preservation 

partners in their respective locales can offer technical expertise in 

pre-project assessment and planning, historic tax credit processes, 

and some bridge financing if their organization has a revolving fund.

Serving as the project developer, 3CDC 
rehabbed this former paint company (previously 
a theater) to house a restaurant and offices. The 
project qualified for both federal historic tax 
credits and New Markets Tax Credits.
pHoTo CouRTEsy of CINCINNaTI CENTER CITy DEvElopMENT 
CoRpoRaTIoN, MIlEs Wolf pHoToGRapHER
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stevenson of IHI says her first experience with historic tax 

credits and some of their financial regulation was challenging.  

“We worked through it with a lot of legal assistance and cost.”  

she finds that specialized technical assistance can save time and 

resources. stevenson says consulting by Robert Mawson of Heritage 

Consulting Group was critical to successfully securing historic tax 

credits for the Musolf Manor and other historic properties. IHI has 

worked with other consultants as well on different rehab projects.

Heartland Housing and Mission first also relied on help from 

preservation consultants to apply for the historic rehab credits. 

anne McGuire of McGuire Igleski architects helped develop the 

historic preservation scope and prepared the federal tax credit 

documentation for the Harvest Common apartments in Chicago. 

Cindy Hamilton of Heritage Consulting Group conducted historical 

research and design review as well as preparing and processing the 

historic tax credit application for the fells point station in Baltimore.

Nonprofit CDCs also welcome help with developing/finding 

funding sources. Creedon notes: “Developing a pool of predevelop-

ment funds from which nonprofit developers could access funds to 

be used for acquisition and predevelopment expenses (including 

historical consultants) would be extremely helpful. projects such  

as fells point station can literally take years from initial concept  

to ribbon-cutting, and having a sympathetic and patient source  

of funds would make these types of projects more attractive as 

development opportunities.” 

rehaBBing teaches teaMwork

Every project comes with surprises, setbacks, and successes. But 

the CDC staff we spoke to all had valuable advice, based on their 

years of experience, for organizations tackling historic property 

redevelopment projects. 

Historic rehabilitations require creativity and special attention, 

according to stevenson of IHI. she says: “Nothing is straightforward 

and surprises are routine, which makes it important to have some-

one on the development team with preservation experience and 

the ability to problem-solve in the field. IHI is fortunate that our 

housing development director had a strong interest and expertise 
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in historic preservation before coming to IHI. This has allowed us to 

tackle projects that others might find challenging.” 

underhill of Heartland Housing agrees: “With historic structures, 

the contractor and architect need to have more flexibility than they 

may usually allow for design development and responding to field 

conditions so that the historic features are preserved rather than 

threatened. Working with the state historic preservation officer 

throughout the process was key to our ability to respond to  

unexpected field conditions.”

It is important to be prepared for things to take a longer than 

anticipated, according to Creeden of Mission first Housing Group. 

she notes: “Corners may not be square, floors may not be level, 

the grout between the bricks may have crumbled and the walls 

may be standing ‘out of force of habit and not much else,’ as one 

team member said. you are trying to integrate modern building 

systems into a very old structure. a thoughtful design and  

construction team can make it work, but you want your team to 

be made up of people who find joy and satisfaction in this type  

of problem-solving.” 

The Cincinnati New Markets Fund and Cincinnati Equity Fund, both managed by 3CDC, 
provided most of the funding to create Duncanson lofts, which turned six vacant and 
dilapidated buildings into 25 condominiums and street-level commercial space.
pHoTos CouRTEsy of CINCINNaTI CENTER CITy DEvElopMENT CoRpoRaTIoN, MIlEs Wolf pHoToGRapHER
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conclusion

for CDCs, the reuse of historic properties offers a trifecta of suc-

cesses—it increases the environmental sustainability of a project; it 

helps build connections to various community partners; and it creates 

a source of pride for residents and neighbors. This admirable 

redevelopment work is one strategy among many that CDCs use to 

anchor capital in striving communities. and by tapping the value of 

historic buildings to revitalize the neighborhood, CDCs help weave 

preservation into the fabric of urban life across the country. fJ

MElIssa JEsT is the manager of the Historic properties Redevelopment program (HpRp) at the 
National Trust. The goal of HpRp is to strengthen and expand the network of individuals and orga-
nizations involved directly with saving endangered historic properties, such as nonprofit commu-
nity developers, urban planners, and social reinvestors, and provide support needed as they share 
and apply effective redevelopment and financing techniques. If you have worked with a CDC on a 
historic rehabilitation project, she would like to hear more about your experiences. you can reach 
her at hprp@savingplaces.org.

takeaway 
Confused about the difference between a CHDo, CDC, and 
CDfI? for more information and definitions, click here. 

mailto:hprp@savingplaces.org
http://savingplac.es/RSDefinitions

