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$40m plan will turn mill into housing

Bank adds Lawrence to its aid program

By Keith Reed, Globe Staff  |  December 8, 2006

Bank of America Corp. brought its Block by Block community reinvestment program to Massachusetts yesterday, kicking it off with a $40 million investment to turn an old Lawrence mill into 155 rental apartments that eventually will be converted to condominium units.

The Washington Mill building -- a 230,000-square-foot brick structure situated on a man-made island between the North Canal and Merrimack River in Lawrence's downtown -- will be turned into lofts ranging from 625 to 1,668 square feet by next summer.

The apartments will rent from $850 a month for a studio to about $2,000 for a two-bedroom unit with a master suite, walk-in closets, and water views. Ten percent of the units will be reserved for low-income renters.

It is the first piece of what the bank's executives say is a long-term commitment to Lawrence that could bring hundreds of millions of dollars in investment to the city, which has among the lowest rates of homeownership and the highest rates of foreclosure in the state.

The project calls for Bank of America to work with government and community groups, committing millions to fund financial literacy programs, affordable housing projects, small business loans, and mortgages.

But turning around economic fortunes in Lawrence could prove tough, even for an institution with the resources of Bank of America. Lawrence's median household income is $31,604, compared with $57,184 for Massachusetts as a whole. Sixty-eight percent of the housing units are occupied by renters, compared with 35.9 percent statewide.

"This is primarily a poor, immigrant neighborhood," said William J. Fenton , Bank of America's Massachusetts senior vice president and market manager for community development banking. "One of the things we're trying to do is stabilize neighborhoods."

The most critical part of helping neighborhoods, he said, is increasing homeownership. But because the Washington Mill project is receiving state and federal tax credits, its apartments must remain rentals for at least five years before they can be sold as condos. Even then, there's no guarantee that the many low-income residents in Lawrence could afford to buy them.

Sean McDonnell , president of the nonprofit Architectural Heritage Foundation Inc. , which is codeveloping the building with Bank of America, acknowledged the project will probably draw heavy interest from young professionals priced out of Boston who are better suited than some Lawrence residents to become homeowners.

"We are interested in finding ways to provide preferential means for people in Lawrence to buy the units," he said. "There's some technical issues that need to be worked out, and we're not sure what our limitations are."

Lawrence is the first New England city targeted for the bank's Block by Block investments, and with a population of about 73,000 is the smallest of any of the cities where the program operates. The program, launched in 2004, serves Tampa, Fla., Washington, D.C., Los Angeles, and West Oakland, Calif.

The program was brought here after state Treasurer Timothy P. Cahill saw a television commercial about it several months ago and approached Bank of America executives.

All US banks are required to do some community investment work in areas where they do business, but Bank of America's program is more extensive than most, mainly because the company's size allows it to devote more cash to a broader range of issues than other banks. It has earmarked $8.5 billion for community reinvestment in Massachusetts over a three-year period that began last year, when it spent more than $3 billion here on various projects. More than $1.5 billion of that was used in Boston.

The bank has committed $750 billion to community reinvestment efforts nationwide over the next 10 years.

In addition to the Washington Mill project, Bank of America will also use Block by Block to fund small business loans of $250,000 or less to entrepreneurs in Lawrence and has committed to giving at least $250,000 in funding over five years to Lawrence CommunityWorks and Groundwork Lawrence, two nonprofits that focus on affordable housing in the area.

Keith Reed can be reached at reed@globe.com.  [image: image2.png]
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