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Self-help housing as a concept is a proven and effective way of providing affordable housing.  The U.S.Department of Agriculture Section 502 Mutual Self-Help Housing Program is a less well-known but exemplary program which has codified the principles of self-help housing into an effective program for affordable housing production.

I am an architect; we have designed several projects for Southern Maryland Tri-County Community Action, Inc., a non-profit which provides affordable housing in the three southernmost counties of Maryland. SMTCCAC uses the USDA program extensively and has developed protocols and procedures which have seen a large number of low-income families from tenancy to home ownership through this program.

Participants are screened, educated in the principles of homeownership and trained in the skills they will need to build their homes.  Participants are organized into groups of 8 to 15 families who work together from initial classes through completion of all of the group’s houses  They are supervised by skilled coordinators who are, in many ways, the heart of the program. These specialists are experienced in construction; they supervise and instruct the owner-builders and organize the construction process including permits, inspections, skilled trades, purchase and delivery of materials and components and the timely and simultaneous completion of all the group’s houses.

The owner-builders must commit to 1000 hours of work during a calendar year – most of the participants have full-time but low wage jobs, so the work takes their evenings, weekends and holidays for the year. Thoughtfully developed arrangements allow for the contribution of labor by relatives and friends, excuse from work at moments of family crisis and the assurance of fair share contributions by all group members.

The process builds a sense of ownership, construction skills, group work habits and, ultimately, a sense of community and neighborhood among the participants. And it produces affordable house for needy families at low costs.

