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A Manufactured Home Community Buys Itself
SUNRISE VILLA
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 4,106
TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION: An
affordable housing manufactured home park
UNITS: 47 manufactured homes
TARGET POPULATION: Current residents of
Sunrise Villa
TIME FRAME: 2004
INITIAL COSTS: $962,000
PROJECT PARTNERS: Community Development

The 14-acre Sunrise Villa is not far from Cannon Falls’
downtown. The 47 homes in the community are largely
occupied by residents earning less than 80 percent of the area
median income. Residents owned their homes but not the land
underneath them. In 2001 the city annexed the park, which
features a playground and storm shelter.
In 2004 Northcountry Cooperative Foundation (NCF) mailed
a letter to the owners of manufactured parks around the state,
among them Sunrise Villa, inquiring whether any of them would
be interested in selling to their residents. As it turns out, Sunrise
Villa’s owner, Dennis Dunker, had already agreed to sell the park
to a developer when he received the letter, but he turned the
correspondence over to Dan Grunenwald, an activist and resident
of Sunrise Villa. Grunenwald was the catalyst of an effort to
organize and prepare residents to buy their neighborhood.

Bank-Ogema, Greater Minnesota Housing Fund,
Minnesota Housing, Northcountry Cooperative
Foundation, Sunrise Villa Cooperative
KEY STRATEGIES: Cooperative resident
ownership of lots, preservation of very-lowincome housing

THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
Cannon Falls is a small community about 40 minutes south of
the Twin Cities. The small town offers day trippers a winery and
a popular bicycle trail that connects to Red Wing.
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THE STRATEGY
Warren Kramer, former executive director of NCF, says Sunrise
Villa was involved in a land dispute when the letter arrived.
Dunker had agreed to sell the park to a developer as part of a
deal that included Sandstone Ridge, a neighborhood adjacent
to Sunrise Villa that was slated to become single-family homes.
NCF’s staff had learned about creating a resident-owned
park after visiting New Hampshire where 25% of the state’s
manufactured parks are resident owned, Kramer says.
Resident-ownership of these types of communities helps
ensure their viability as affordable housing enclaves and
often results in better management. The approach creates
benchmarks and principles for financing resident ownership
of manufactured home parks.
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“The residents and owner wanted to do the transaction
so we got involved,” says Kramer. The $962,000 required
for the purchase came from several sources. Community
Development Bank in Ogema offered a $696,000 loan. The
residents paid $500 each, or $23,500, toward the purchase
while agreeing to higher lot rents to cover fees and transaction
costs. The developer who was trying to purchase the
community originally contributed another $35,000 to resolve
the lawsuits the parties were engaged in, and NCF took care
of the rest of the financing.
The loans covered the sale price to the former owner and closing
costs and allowed for $50,000 to be held in reserve for park
improvements. “Our role was as an agent or consultant helping
the residents secure their community and arrange the financing—
and to help them figure out how to run it,” says Kramer.

Sunrise Villa Cooperative is led by a volunteer board of
directors who oversee the management and operations of the
community. Since becoming Minnesota’s first resident-owned
community, the Sunrise Villa Cooperative has been able to
keep its lot rents down, conduct community improvement
projects and even deliver occasional annual patronage
dividends to its resident members, says Kramer.

LESSONS LEARNED
Finding funders willing to assist residents in purchasing
Sunrise Villa was a huge key to success. Identifying a core
of residents capable of leading the charge and convincing
others of the advantages of resident ownership matters
greatly.

THE RESULTS
The co-op has since refinanced the property and coordinated
the placement of two homes to fill their two vacant homesites.
Through volunteer community and member labor, local
foundation support and prudent use of their reserve funds,
a new playground, resurfaced streets, a renovated storage
building and a new Sunrise Villa sign are among the many
projects this group has accomplished.

Cooperative housing ownership support allows residents
to preserve affordable housing. As Kramer notes, the profit
motive is taken out of the equation, allowing owners to
determine how much they need in rents annually to pay the
debt and make improvements. That’s democracy in action.
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