Exeter home park residents buy their land for $15.6m
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MANCHESTER – The residents of an Exeter mobile home park have purchased the ground underneath their homes in the largest deal of its kind in New Hampshire, the park's lenders say. 

The Exeter River Manufactured Housing Cooperative bought the former Lindenshire Mobile Home Park last week for $15.6 million. Lindenshire LLC was the property's seller. The 89-acre park is home to 392 households.

"They're now the largest cooperative in the state," said Chris Clasby, a project director for the New Hampshire Community Loan Fund. "The first (benefit for them) is they've now secured the land under their homes. They don't have to worry about the park being sold on the speculative real estate market."

In total, Exeter River borrowed $16.26 million for the deal -- $13.26 million was secured through a first mortgage from Citizens Bank, while the New Hampshire Community Loan Fund provided a $3 million second mortgage.

Some $15.6 million of that financing was for purchasing the property itself. The remaining $661,000 was borrowed to pay closing costs, provide initial capital for the cooperative and make needed equipment purchases.

In addition to having security for their homes, Clasby said the park's owners would now have control over their rents. Clasby said studies have shown rents in cooperatively owned parks don't rise as fast as those in investor-owned communities. "All in all, it was pretty smooth sailing," Clasby said about the deal. "If you go back to the Medvil Cooperative in Goffstown -- it was nothing like that at all."

In April 2006, the Medvil Cooperative Association paid $11 million for the Medford Farms and Village of Glen Falls developments in Goffstown.

The deal, also financed through Citizens Bank and the New Hampshire Community Loan Fund, came into place only after a year of legal wrangling over the sale. In 2005, the parks' owner had tried to sell the land to Chicago-based Hometown America LLC, but the parks' tenants sued over the matter. The suit was settled out of court. State law allows park residents to match an outside buyer's offer and buy the park themselves.

For Citizens Bank, the deal was one of about a dozen the bank has helped finance in New Hampshire. "We recognize these cooperatively owned parks are part of the affordable housing market we need here in New Hampshire," said Cathleen Schmidt, president and chief executive of Citizens Bank New Hampshire.

