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serve the same population but have very different
organizational and program philosophies.

An additional barrier is the time and resource
commitment of managing a property. Conflicts may
develop between the nonprofit’s role as a tenant
versus their role as a property owner. As tenants,
they might desire to keep rent as low as possible,
even though as owners they could face rising
operating costs such as utilities and maintenance.
Recognizing this, Centro del Pueblo recently hired
a building manager with private sector experience
to bring some “discipline” to building management,
such as charging a fee for late rent payments.
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Community land trust

A community land trust (CLT) is a strategy that

falls between renting and outright ownership. A
community land trust is an independent nonprofit
whose mission is to remove land from the speculative
market. There are more than 150 CLTs in the

United States. They buy land, either vacant or
developed, usually in urban areas in the early stages
of increasing property values. The land is placed in a
trust to ensure it is perpetually affordable. The CL.T
works to use the land for the needs of the community
in which it holds land, including needs for parkland,
affordable housing, or space for nonprofits. In
practice however, they have nearly exclusively
focused on affordable housing.

The CLT model could be employed to provide
affordable nonprofit space. The CLT could enter into
an agreement with one or a consortinum of nonprofits.
Purchasing a building would require less capital for
the nonprofit(s), since the community land trust
takes the cost of the land out of the equation. The
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Example 2: Multi-Tenant Nonprofit Center Owned by a Group of Nonprofits

A successful example of a multi-tenant nonprofit center is the Centro del Pueblo in San Francisco’s
Mission District. The center has been able to provide below-market rents for twelve nonprofits even
during the late 1990s, when hyper-escalating real estate market forced several nonprofits to leave
the neighborhood. It is an example of nonprofits taking a proactive approach to rising property
values.

The center was formed in 1992 by a joint venture of five nonprofits that primarily served the
Mission District’s large Latino community. After implementing capital campaigns and obtaining low-
interest loans and Community Development Block Grant assistance, they bought and remodeled a
25,000 square foot building in the heart of the neighborhood. The five original nonprofits set up a
separate nonprofit to own and manage the building, which also limited the liability for loans taken
out by the center. The original organizations each have a representative on the center’s board of
directors. Additional space is rented out to seven other nonprofits that are strictly tenants that do
not participate in the ownership structure.

All of the nonprofits housed in the center pay the same rent (presently $14 per square foot per
year), which is less than half the market rate in the neighborhood. The rent that is collected is
sufficient to cover all the operating costs of the building and debt service as well as provide enough
to build up a small reserve fund.

The Centro del Pueblo has a wide range of nonprofit tenants. Some are service providers with
heavy public contact; others are offices of just three or four employees. Groups that do not
intuitively seem to be ideal fits are neighbors. For example, a daycare center is located down the
hall from an alcohol rehabilitation and anger management program. However, according to the
center’'s manager, no major conflicts have occurred.
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traditional CLT model for housing could be adapted
to meet the needs of smaller nonprofits by dividing
a building into condominium office space. The CLT
model would offer quasi-ownership benefits, such
as the stability of a long-term (usually a 99-year)
lease. If the nonprofit wished to sell, the CLT would
repurchase the space using a formula to ensure the
owner a modest but limited return on investment
while maintaining affordability for the next owner.

In practice, very few community land trusts are
involved in non-residential property. This is because
commercial real estate is usually riskier to own than
residential property, as there is more fluectnation in
tenancies. There are higher financing and insurance
costs as well. Nonprofits could be seen as more stable
than many small businesses (particularly start-ups),
but they can, and do, go out of business. The largest
CLT in the United States, the Burlington Community
Land Trust in Vermont, has been able to lease
commercial property to nonprofits, but there are few
other examples. A further barrier to the CLT model
is that some nonprofits would prefer full ownership
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because it allows them to build up greater equity,
which they can borrow against. It also allows them to
benefit from a property’s appreciation if they decide
to sell it.
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