






IN THE LAST THREE DECADES, Florida Home Partnership has gone  

from what was considered a wild notion to the largest builder of homes 

for low-income families in the Tampa Bay region with nearly 1,200 

to date.

It is more than helping people construct their homes, it is 

building vibrant, sustainable communities. This work has 

changed people’s lives by providing them with a stable base 

to raise their families and pursue the American dream, which 

strengthens our entire community.

Despite all this, FHP remains almost unknown to most of the community.  

When people, even those in the affordable housing business, visit Bayou 

Pass, they are, without fail, astounded by the quality of the homes and 

the amenities.  I have been working in affordable housing since 1993 and 

knew the founders of the organization.  Still, I had no idea of the extent  

of what FHP did to improve the lives of families in south Hillsborough 

County until I started working here in 2015.

This low profile is the result of the philosophy that has been here since

the beginning, that good work speaks for itself.  That is an admirable

approach but one we must change.  Housing prospects for hard working 

lower income families have never been worse and the situation is steadily 

deteriorating.  We can no longer hide our light under a bushel, not 

because we seek recognition but because we need partners 

to work at our side to take on these daunting challenges. 

It is crucial that we do a much better job of letting poten-

tial partners know what we are doing but also what we 

aspire to do.  

Working together with a wide range of government 

entities, other non-profits, and community-based groups 

is the only way we can begin to address these new affordable 

housing challenges.  

This Report is our first step in telling our story to the world.  Most organi-

zations produce annual reports to demonstrate what they have accom-

plished over the year.  Since this is our first, we have 30 years of informa-

tion to share.  

It is a lot to digest but I believe you will find it interesting and perhaps 

eye-opening.  We hope that you will be moved to want to get involved.  

No matter what the role, every hand lightens the load. 







Previous Communities Include:

Las Villas- Ruskin (Hillsborough County)
Summerview Oaks- Riverview (Hillsborough County)
Hidden Creek- Wimauma (Hillsborough County)
Alexander Woods Townhomes- Plant City (Hillsborough 
County)
Sunset Hills- Dade City (Pasco County)











I couldn’t help the good feeling that came over me as I read the ad in 

the Tampa Tribune. An executive director was wanted to administer a 

self-help housing program at a local nonprofit agency, Homes for Hills-

borough. As a partner in a construction company that built affordable 

housing for the City of Tampa, I felt this job was mine. After all, I had nine 

years of partnering with the city and various nonprofit agencies, and I 

was fairly in tune with the local political and housing climates. I applied 

for the job. 

As one of six candidates for this relatively new agency, I felt I had to do 

something to make a difference. After my interview with the board, I 

toured the organization’s housing site. What I saw was interesting. A new 

32-home subdivision site was being developed, and eight homes were 

under construction. I could tell from the graying roof decking that con-

struction progress was extremely slow. I noted that home construction 



might likely be completed before the infrastructure was operational, 

leaving the new homeowners with no water or sewer. I also noticed a 

huge hole being dug about 15 feet from the last house. I later found 

this hole would be the community’s new lift station (sewage pumping 

station).

I sat down and outlined my goals to put the agen-

cy on track. I faxed the board my vision, and a week 

later I was hired. Getting hired was the easy part, The 

old director was relieved on Friday. I started Monday. 

So much for orientation. With much hard work and 

persistence over several years, the problems I en-

countered in my first week at Homes for Hillsborough 

had been resolved. With timely intervention and the 

collaboration of dedicated individuals, we managed to 

turn a potential disaster into a success. 

After a couple of months, Homes for Hillsborough finally gained the 

confidence of the first group of self-help participants. We learned valu-

able lessons from that first group of future homeowners. Maintaining 

trust and confidence in a self-help group is essential to a successful 

program. We also learned that self-help is different from conventional 

building, where clients see their homes under construction only two 

or three times. In self help, the client is in the house every day. They miss 

nothing and are emotionally invested in the details of their homes. 

The biggest challenge I faced in operating this program was working with 

the local USDA Rural Development office to process self-help clients. The 

local office had never done self-help prior to working 

with Homes for Hillsborough. This is a labor-intensive 

program for the grantee and USDA. Our RD office has 

always been very fair regarding underwriting criteria. I 

do believe, however, that they were not prepared for the 

barrage of 16 self-help clients a year. This forever changed 

their way of doing business. 

Homebuilding is a very challenging business, even under 

the best of circumstances. So many things can, and do, go 

wrong. Add self-help participants and the federal govern-

ment to the mix and it gets all the more exciting. However, if you are clear 

in your purpose and operate your organization like a business, self-help 

housing is one of the most successful affordable housing models in the 

United States. You can help more families than you ever imagined possi-

ble, and have a great time doing it. I still get a good feeling when I think of 

that help wanted ad.



DOROTHY DUKE founded Homes for Hillsborough (now FHP) with a clear vision, to make 
home ownership a reality for low-income families in South Hillsborough County using the 
USDA Mutual Self-Help Program.  

Although the program has been producing homes for more than 50 years, it is not widely 
known because it is limited to rural areas.  Because homeowners do a great deal of sweat 
equity, taking an active part in building their own home, the cost of the home is much 
lower.  Coupling the lower price with a permanent loan from USDA about two percent 
under market, Self-Help buyers historically have payments 30-40 percent below what a 
similar house would cost in the open market.

Utilizing Mutual Self-Help, FHP has been able to change the face of South County, 
building more than 1100 homes in eight different communities.  We continue to use the 
Mutual Self-Help Program successfully because we have adapted to changing needs and 
market conditions.

Large tracts of land are no longer available, so we are building more, smaller communities.  
Because of skyrocketing land costs, we are now building townhomes and villas to use land 
and keep costs down more efficiently.  Soon, we will be using the program to do rehabili-
tation in addition to new construction.  This provides us with the tool to help low-income 
owners with critical issues like replacing roofs.  Helping a family remain in their homes is 
just as important as helping them become homeowners in the first place.

Funds for the Self-Help Program are limited but unfortunately, the need for affordable 
housing is not.  So even as Self-Help remains our staple, we have been developing other 
programs to meet more needs in the community.  

Partnering with Hillsborough County, we built 80 townhomes in Plant City using the 



Neighborhood Stabilization program.  With Hillsborough County and Wells 
Fargo Bank we were able to build seven Net Zero homes that have metal 
roofs that will last 40 years, while producing more energy than they consume.  

For several years we have been building homes for low-income families 
that utilize HOME funds from the County and State of Florida Down 
Payment Assistance.

We have been successful at finding and utilizing new 
funding sources to produce innovative products, but 
at the same time the need grows more acute so we are 
committed to finding more ways to make a positive 
impact on the community.

Our search for ways to make a wider impact 
is guided by two basic principles:

1      To “lead the way” in affordable housing it is our 
duty to search for innovative solutions.  We cannot 
let fear of failure stop us from testing new ideas and 
technology.  New challenges require new solutions.

We have begun to innovate in a number of ways: Net Zero Energy using solar 
panels, heat pump hot water heaters, metal roofs, and Insulated Concrete 
Forms (ICF) - but it is only the beginning. 

In the last year we have begun to research different building methods, pre-
fabricated buildings, and modular construction.  Skyrocketing insurance rates 
dictate that we investigate ways to make homes more resilient to storms. 
New methods of financing and ideas like community land trusts, co-housing, 
and co-op ownership must be explored. 

This list just touches the surface.  The critical point is that the old ways will not 
be enough.  It is our responsibility to never stop searching for better ways to 
help the families we serve. 

2      We must leverage our assets by working with a wider range of partners to 
move the needle.  Creating synergy by working with organizations that have 
similar goals.

While we already partner with a number of federal, state 
and local government entities we are actively seeking 
to expand that group.

We are actively pursuing partnerships with communi-
ty-based non-profits to develop projects that will have 
an impact on the community beyond housing. Projects 
include a day-care center, an office incubator space for 
business start-ups, and temporary emergency housing 
for families in crisis. 

We are proud of what we have been able to accomplish 
in the first 30 years and we are committed to building on that work to provide 
even more opportunities for lower income families to have richer lives.

As we look toward the next 30 years we will build on the learning and foundation 
that we’ve set in place, because we know how important this is for our commu-
nity and for the individuals moving into these homes. 

The work of FHP goes far beyond what we are doing today, 
we are creating a legacy for our children and grandchildren that 

will continue to be meaningful well into the future.















Nothing was more important to Sandy 
Council than her family. But the Ruskin 
community was a close second. She has 
been a part of Florida Home Partnership 
since thew beginning, when we were still 
known as Homes for Hillsborough, helping 
to find the parcel of land where we built our 
first affordable housing community. Since 
then she served on our Board and made 
a significant impact not only on FHP and 
our clients, but on the community at large, 

serving on numerous Boards and commit-
tees, enabling redevelopment, restoration 
and more. We are incredibly grateful for 
the vision and commitment she brought 
to FHP and Ruskin and miss her every day, 
but her guidance and hard work lives on 
and touches everything we do. For that, we 
are grateful. 

Don Shea was a man who knew the 
importance of a home. He opened his 
own up regularly to friends and family, 
and worked hard to help members of the 
community have a home of their own. Don 
spent most of his life in Tampa, growing 
up here as a child, going to college at USF,  
and it was during a mentorship program 
at USF that he began his involvement in 
affordable housing. From there, it began a 
lifelong career. Don served on our Board 

for 15 years, and  worked for the North 
Tampa Housing Development Corpora-
tion making a difference in so many lives 
as they worked to 
achieve the dream 
of homeownership. 
We are thankful to 
have known Don 
and to have been a 
part of his legacy.



IT WAS 1994 when I first heard of Florida Home Part-
nership at that time known as Homes for Hillsborough. 
While working for another affordable housing agency 
at the time with no experience in housing I had no 
understanding of who or what was developing in Ruskin. 
Over time as I gained knowledge about the affordable 
housing programs in Hillsborough County I heard more 
and more about this little agency in Ruskin. I had begun 
to teach home ownership classes and in most every class 
I had someone in attendance who was working with 
Homes for Hillsborough, I would ask them what that 
meant and received answers that were all over the place, 
all many of them could say was that they were helping 
to build their home.

It was when I met some of the staff and future staff (who 
were my students) that I was given a clearer under-
standing of just what Florida Home Partnership formerly 
known as Homes for Hillsborough was really doing; 
following a visit to Bayou Pass and saw the homes and 
neighborhood that my respect for what was being done 
in Ruskin was greatly expanded. I had heard of housing 
being built in part by the future homeowners and like 
most others expected their program to be a rural version 
of another well known “self-help” housing program. 
When I would promote any of the housing programs it 
was expected that I would promote them all equally, I 

did to the best of my ability; however, I must confess I felt 
a bit of a bias towards FHP.

I remember one student in attendance at one of my 
classes and would go on to become a staff member of 
FHP gave an eloquent description of what the Self-
Help program of USDA was all about, from the Down 
Payment Assistance from Hillsborough County, USDA 
mortgage and the Self-Help Program. I must admit I 
gained useful insight into the process from the experi-
ence of the students who attended my classes. I brought 
my wife with me to an event at Bayou Pass when there 
was the dedication of a new playground, as we drove 
through the neighborhood my wife was in awe of the 
homes being built and when she had the chance to walk 
through the models she was blown away.

What we saw were beautiful well-maintained homes, 
manicured lawns, in short, a community which showed 
pride in ownership. I challenged those nay sayers who 
complained about “low income or affordable housing” to 
come out and see what I saw and expect to be impressed 
and have their preconceptions blown away. From that 
first visit I was an advocate for FHP and promoted it in 
every class I taught in every venue. It has been a pleasure 
to be involved with FHP even if it was on the fringe and 
now as a Board Member.








