What happens when a new owner buys a park? Read this recent newspaper article.

New owner increases rents $100 a month at a park near Chico. 
Mobile home pain: Residents complain of rent hikes, other problems
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Leslie Browne sat crying in the yard outside her mobile home in Chico Tuesday afternoon. "Why can't these people be human?" she said. By "these people," she meant the owners and managers of The Meadows Mobile Home Park in north Chico, where she has lived for seven years. 
Browne and some of her neighbors have a list of complaints, but the thing bothering them most is the nearly $100-per-month in rent hikes that are taking effect this year. Because she can't afford to pay both the rent on her space in the park and make payments on her home, the bank will take possession of her mobile, Browne said. She and her teenage daughter are moving to Oregon. 

One thing encouraging Browne and some other residents at the park is an ad that appeared in the Enterprise-Record last week. It promoted a meeting for mobile home park residents from around the county at 5 p.m. Sunday at the Terry Ashe Recreation Center in Paradise. Browne and neighbors Kathy Matthews and Toni Miller all said they'll be at the meeting, where the topics are rent increases, rent control, "harassment," and the state mobile home residency law, according to the ad. 

Two featured speakers are Gus Colgain, president of the California Mobile Home Resource and Action Association, and Bruce Stanton, the association's attorney. The association is a statewide group that represents people who live in mobile home parks. The meeting came about partly through the efforts of Bill and Marty Struve, who live in El Dorado Mobile Estates, a park on the ridge just north of Paradise. 

They said recently the owner of their park has been unresponsive to complaints and unwilling to properly fix park facilities. The couple said they learned that others who live in their park had similar complaints, and then they found out residents of two parks in Paradise had been meeting to discuss possibly asking the town to adopt rent control. Residents at those two parks are concerned about rent hikes, the Struves said. 

Marty Struve said after she learned about the statewide mobile home owners association on the Internet, she and her husband attended a regional meeting of the group in San Jose. She and Bill were asked to speak about the association at a meeting of residents of the two Paradise parks where concerns had been raised about rent increases, she said. After that, Sunday's meeting was planned. 

In a phone interview this week, Colgain said his organization, based in San Jose, works to protect the rights of mobile home park residents. Often, he said, "these are elderly people who have been intimidated, harassed and threatened with rent increases." Between 50 and 60 cities and counties in the state have rent control ordinances, which limit the amount by which rent for spaces in mobile home parks can be raised, he said. 

As Colgain described it, a significant number of mobile home park residents around the state are poor, elderly or disabled, and are easily taken advantage of. "I was told of one lady in her 70s, if she's outside and sees the manager, she runs and hides in fear," he said. Some park owners and managers are arrogant and make up rules that don't exist, and then they insist people obey them. 

Marty Struve said she believes it's common for park owners or managers to tell a resident who complains that the park rent will be raised and other residents will be told the one who complained caused the rent hike. "I tell people don't be afraid to speak about your problems," Colgain said. "If there is any retribution, we will be contacting city attorneys and D.A.s about violating your civil rights." 

Browne, Miller and Matthews said they haven't contacted Colgain, but their grievances certainly fit the pattern he described. The three Meadows park residents said their facility was reasonably run until about a year ago, when new owners bought the place, which they said has more than 200 mobile homes. Browne, who is disabled and on a limited income, said for the first six years she lived at the park, the rent increases were fairly small and manageable, but that changed when the park was sold. 

On Feb. 1, the rent went up by $55 per month, she said. And residents have been notified that on Nov. 1, it will go up by another $38.50 per month. Browne said in November, her monthly rent will be nearly $500, which is more than she can pay. And she's not alone, she said. She pointed to a number of for-sale signs on homes around the park. "There are seniors in here. What are they going to do?" she said. 

Matthews said she and her sister, Carol, both permanently disabled, planned to live the rest of their lives in the mobile home that belonged to their mother. Although there are no mortgage payments, they now can't afford the rent and will have to sell the place, she said. "This is my home. I'm being kicked out of my home. It's very upsetting." 

Miller said the former owners were willing to work with residents who occasionally weren't able to pay their rent on time, but under the new regime, there is no flexibility whatsoever. The three residents said there's been a host of problems at the park, including failing septic systems, which have gotten inadequate attention. They said the park is supposed to trim the trees, but when people ask to have them trimmed, people from the property management company say they'll just remove the trees. Browne and Miller said they formed a park coalition to try to improve the situation, but they met resistance from the park's management company. Residents got scared and stopped attending the meetings, they said. 

However, Ruben Garcia, vice president of Waterhouse Management of Roseville, which manages the park, said it was untrue that his firm opposed residents' efforts to form a coalition. In fact, he said, his company encourages park associations because they help resolve problems. Some residents may feel the company is being inflexible, demanding the rent on time, but that's the way business is normally done, he said. He said he "categorically disagreed" that maintenance issues aren't attended to in a timely way at The Meadows. 

He said increases in property taxes are a big factor in the recent rent hikes at the park. Sheila Dey, executive director of the Western Manufactured Housing Communities Association, which represents mobile home park owners, said when a park is sold, the land is reassessed, and the owner typically gets a big tax increase. That often gets passed on to residents through rent hikes. 

Dey said her group adamantly opposes rent control. It's better for a city to provide subsidies for low-income park residents and to arrange for long-term leases of five years or so, she said. Jennifer Haffner, a staff attorney at Legal Services of Northern California in Chico, said her office gets frequent complaints and inquiries from mobile home park residents around the north state. There were a lot of complaints when residents of The Meadows got their large rent increase, she said. 

Without rent control, there's not much residents can do about rent increases, she said. On many other problems, they can take the park owners to court — even small-claims court. But many residents are reluctant to do that, she added. "They don't want to rock the boat." 
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