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When the wind-driven Almeda fi re ripped 
up the Highway 99 corridor on Sept. 8, Luke 
and Nichole Andre were at their jobs in Ash-
land and unable to return to their mobile 
home on the outskirts of Phoenix.

“All we had was the clothes on our backs 
and what I had in my purse,” Nichole Andre 
said.

On   Sept. 18, under police escort, they 
returned to the 1960s era single-wide they 
bought in 2007 for $10,500. Little remained. 
A pile of ash and twisted metal. The burned-
out hulk of their 1967 Mustang that was 
parked in their carport.

“It was nice,” Luke Andre said of their 
trailer. “It was home. We kept it up real nice 
and had just done a bunch of work on it this 
summer.”

Jackson County originally said some 2,700 
structures were destroyed in the Almeda fi re 
that broke out just North of Ashland then 
roared through the cities of Talent and Phoe-
nix and into the outskirts of Medford. It now 
estimates that 2,357 residential structures 
were lost, and that three quarters — an esti-
mated 1,748 units — were manufactured 
homes in a dozen mobile home parks that line 
Oregon 99 and Interstate 5. Authorities esti-
mate some 3,000 residents were displaced.

Even before the fi re, Jackson County was 
dealing with an acute shortage of afford-
able housing. And in mere hours, the wild-
fi re consumed a big chunk of the supply in 
the Rogue Valley, exacerbating the problem. 
Elected offi cials and other local leaders are 
still trying to grasp the extent of the damage 
and address emergency needs — priorities 
that distract from beginning a more compre-
hensive rebuilding strategy. But it’s clear that 
recovering from this natural disaster will take 
years, and these s outhern Oregon communi-
ties may never be the same.

The mobile home parks were home to 
some of the area’s most vulnerable residents. 
Senior citizens. Latino families who work at 
local businesses and farms and attend local 
schools. Employees of businesses in Ashland 
who, like the Andres, can’t afford to live there 
but make it work in low-cost manufactured 
houses to start building equity.

Fire ravaged mobile home parks in other 
parts of the state, too, including two parks 
in Lincoln City and the 28-space Lazy Days 
Park in Blue River, along the McKenzie 
River.

But the damage was overwhelming in 
Jackson County.

Fire experts say there are reasons why the 
destruction was so thorough in mobile home 
parks that hold lessons as residents look 

to rebuild. But in reality, the fi re consumed 
structures of every kind. And for now, the 
loss simply exacerbates an existing afford-
able housing crisis.

“We’re dealing with a very fragile popula-
tion,” said Chuck Carpenter, executive direc-
tor of Manufactured Housing Communities 
of Oregon, an advocacy group for mobile 
home park owners. “It’s very tragic. It’s a 
huge loss.”

Jackson County was 
already suffering from an 
acute shortage of afford-
able housing. According to 
a 2018 housing study, an 
additional 5,380 affordable 
housing units were neces-
sary to meet the need there.

And, according to Ore-
gon Housing and Com-
munity Services, 56% of 
Jackson County’s rental 
households are “rent bur-
dened,” meaning they pay 
30% to 35% of their income 
on rent. Almost one-third 
are severely rent burdened, 
meaning rent takes more 
than 50% of their income 
— rates that are among the highest in the 
state.

The Housing Authority of Jackson County 
operates 1,500 units of affordable housing. 
Jason Enzy, the agency’s executive director, 
said occupancy rates have exceeded 98% for 
the last decade. The agency provides housing 
vouchers to qualifi ed individuals, but the suc-
cess rate of individuals looking to use them 

has steadily declined in recent years.
Enzy said when his agency opens a wait 

list for its newly constructed 50- and 60-unit 
apartment buildings, they’re generally fi lled 
within two hours. By the end of the day, he 
added, there’s a two-year wait list to get in.

“We already knew there was a housing 
shortage, particularly for the workforce fami-
lies,” he said. “Now we’re looking at a loss of 

2,700 housing units in one 
fell swoop.”

Housing experts say 
mobile homes make up 
a big chunk of the state’s 
“naturally occurring afford-
able housing,” mean-
ing they are affordable for 
those of modest means but 
unsubsidized by any federal 
program.

Carpenter said most 
mobile home parks were 
built 40 to 50 years ago, 
and due to the stigma tra-
ditionally attached to them, 
many were built on indus-
trial land at the outskirts of 
towns and cities that have 
since grown exponentially 

and absorbed them.
That makes the land beneath them more 

vulnerable to redevelopment. And replacing 
the older stock with comparably priced units 
will be impossible. Even if those units were 
readily available, the word mobile is also 
something of a misnomer, as they can’t really 
be moved.

Carpenter says many residents were origi-

nally able to get into their homes for as little as 
$5,000. Pad rentals range from $350 to $650, 
making them affordable for low- income res-
idents and seniors on fi xed incomes.

Buying a new single wide trailer might 
cost $25,000, he said, with a double-wide 
around $40,000 to $50,000.

After the fi re, owners are facing a compli-
cated mix of scenarios. While some own their 
land, those in parks were renting their space 
from the park owner. And because they own 
the structure but not the land, they typically 
can’t get a normal mortgage. Consequently, 
they often buy through so-called “chattel 
loans,” a personal property loan that can bear 
predatory interest rates.

Those loans don’t go away if a home 
burns down. And while many parks require 
that owners show proof of insurance annu-
ally, that’s not always the case. Many older 
structures are insured for nowhere near their 
replacement value.

Carpenter said landlords are required 
to maintain business insurance, but as far 
as the residents go, “that’s always been a 
controversy.”

“We’ve always felt residents should be 
required to have homeowner’s insurance,” he 
said. “Some communities have agreements 
that require it, but a lot of these folks say they 
can’t afford it. It’s not required under statute, 
and a high percentage of these folks probably 
didn’t have it.”

Offi cials have also expressed concern that 
fi nancially vulnerable residents who do have 
insurance may be pressed to take early offers 
without seeing the full settlement evaluation 
and getting comparable value information.

Federal disaster benefi ts will be available 
for those who lost property and are uninsured 
or underinsured. The Federal Emergency 
Management Agency provides a maximum 
household benefi t of $35,000, which can go to 
cover repairs, temporary housing and replac-
ing household appliances and goods. There is 
also a maximum $35,500 benefi t for “other 
needs assistance,” including things like med-
ical expenses, vehicle and clothing replace-
ment, computers, schoolbooks or supplies.

State Rep. Pam Marsh, D-southern Ore-
gon, said last week that she’s eager to see 
FEMA on the ground. Her district encom-
passes Talent and Phoenix, and because 
mobile home parks make up such an import-
ant part of the region’s housing — the county 
has 104 — she has been active in policy 
debates at the legislature.

“They were the refuge of a lot of peo-
ple who don’t have a lot of money, she said. 
“We had an affordable housing crisis before 
this and now we have a lot more people 
who are living on the street or in temporary 
conditions.”

Fires exacerbate affordable housing

The burned out hulk of Luke Andre’s 1967 Mustang, destroyed in the Almeda fi re along with 

his mobile home.
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