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Manufactured housing, which houses approximately 22 million Americans, is a 

material expression of a fundamental shift in U.S. housing policy from the federal 

allocation to the for-profit development of low-income housing. These policies have 

contributed to the explosive growth of manufactured housing, now the single largest 

source of unsubsidized affordable housing in the U.S. Yet, because the majority of 

manufactured housing is installed in privately operated land-lease parks, the insecurity 

inherent in much low-income housing is especially tangible in mobile home parks, where 

residents can be forcibly evicted at any time. To date, no systematic studies locate or 

examine the socio-spatial characteristics of the turnover and displacement that result from 

the frequent closure of mobile home parks. To better understand manufactured housing 

insecurity specifically and forced residential relocation more generally, this mixed-

method dissertation utilizes both geospatial analysis and two years of ethnographic 

research living full time within closing mobile home parks in Florida and Texas where 

whole communities, hundreds of households, are evicted en masse. Utilizing geographic 

information systems (GIS) analysis I first construct a geospatial solution to locating 
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formerly unrecorded mobile home park closures and map the location and socio-spatial 

characteristics of closed parks. I then conduct ethnography within closing mobile home 

parks, focusing on the household level impacts of eviction, the community-wide 

responses to displacement, and the particular ways state regulations are enacted and 

public-private partnerships are formed to relocate residents under different regulatory 

regimes. I analyze the mechanisms through which local contexts and state-level policies 

determine the options, resources, and timelines available to the evicted and thus shape the 

contours of their forced mobility. 
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Introduction:  
Halfway Homeowners 

 

The last three decades have seen an increase in mobile home residency as a viable 

choice for homeowners and tenants. Throughout the 1980s the number of mobile homes1 

in the United States grew by more than 50% to reach 7.3 million by 1990 (Meeks, 1998; 

Wallis, 1991). Today in the United States an estimated 22 million people live in 

manufactured housing and about half of these live in 50,000 mobile home parks located 

throughout the nation (U.S. Commerce Department 2010; Apgar et al. 2002; MHAA 

2011). Indeed, manufactured housing is currently the largest unsubsidized source of 

affordable housing in the U.S. (CFED, 2011) and throughout the 1990s it was responsible 

for 66% of the new affordable housing produced in the country (Apgar et al., 2002).  

The prevalence of manufactured housing is largely due to its affordability, which 

is in turn the product of a unique form of housing tenure: over half of the nation’s mobile 

homes are located in land-lease communities commonly referred to as mobile home 

parks, which are developed and owned by private landlords. Mobile homeowners are just 

that – homeowners – but home-owning households living on privately-owned land within 

                                                 
1 Though the term “mobile home” technically refers to a home manufactured before 1976 and a 
manufactured home refers to one produced after 1976 (when HUD introduced performance standards), in 
practice the two terms are synonyms used to describe a prefabricated home of at least 320 square feet that is 
attached to a permanent chassis (Manufactured Home Construction and Safety Standards, 24 CFR § 3280). 
This definition distinguishes mobile/manufactured homes from other forms of modular housing. The term 
“manufactured home” is preferred by industry representatives and some housing advocates in attempts 
either to increase the marketability of the homes or to downplay the notion that they are transient structures. 
Residents in this study were far more likely to use the problematic term “trailer,” though they also 
frequently used “mobile home.” In this article, I follow historians of the mobile home in the using the 
common phrase “mobile home,” not only because “manufactured home” was never used by a single 
participant in this study, but also because the term “conveys better than any other the basic hybrid character 
of the innovation and the essential basis for the conflicts it has engendered” (Wallis 1991, viii). 
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mobile home parks are marked by “divided asset ownership” (Hirsch and Rufolo 1999). 

Divided asset ownership means that residents own their mobile homes but rent the land 

on which the homes sit. This form of land tenure is fraught with risk.  

In the United States, homeownership is lauded as producing important benefits for 

physical and mental health as well as financial security (Rohe and Stegman 1996; Rossi 

and Weber 1996; Rohe, van Zandt, and McCarthy 2001). However, without rights to the 

land under their homes mobile home park residents are halfway homeowners who live “at 

the whim of property owners” (Consumers Union 2001a: 1).  Because of divided asset 

ownership, the housing security of a majority of mobile home residents depends on the 

decisions of private landlords to continue to maintain and operate mobile home parks. 

While living within mobile home parks, residents have few protections against excessive 

rent increases, inadequate park maintenance, and lack of written or long-term leases 

(Kochera, 2001).  Ultimately, mobile home park residents, even those who have long 

owned their homes, can legally be evicted at any time when parks are sold or closed. 

Thus, despite achieving the culturally cherished American dream of homeownership, the 

social stability this dream implies remains beyond their reach. In this way, the housing 

insecurity inherent in much low-income housing is especially tangible (and observable 

for scholarly investigation) in mobile home parks. 
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THE IMPORTANCE OF MOBILE HOME PARK CLOSURES TO THE GENERAL STUDY OF 

EVICTION 

Eviction has been called America’s “hidden housing problem” and housing 

advocates estimate several million residents are likely evicted from their homes each year 

in the US. (Hartman and Robinson 2003). Despite sociological focus on residential 

stability and known negative outcomes associated with residential relocation, this 

oversight persists and eviction remains “the most understudied process affecting the lives 

of the urban poor” (Desmond 2012: 89). The sociological study of eviction is 

increasingly important and timely in the era of increased housing insecurity due to 

joblessness, underemployment, and foreclosure. Evictions skyrocketed 129% from 2007 

to 2009.2 Meanwhile, millions of foreclosures have been reported each year since 2006. 

Forced relocation and eviction have long been problems for the urban poor but they are 

increasingly becoming realities for more individuals and families in the United States in 

the wake of the 2008 recession and housing crisis. 

The still-nascent literature on evictions offers a compelling case for the more in-

depth study of this social problem: all those interested in fair housing access should focus 

“not only on the front end of the housing process—the freedom to obtain housing 

anywhere—but also on the back end: the freedom to maintain housing anywhere” 

(Desmond et al. 2013: 303). However, current eviction research is both methodologically 

and spatially limited. Because of a necessary focus on court records, which provide the 

                                                 
2 The 2009 American Housing Survey reported the most notable increase in evictions between those years, 
191,000 in 2009 compared to 84,000 in 2007. A still sizable though less dramatic 43% increase occurred 
between 2007 and 2011 (from 84,000 to 120,000).  
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only systematic data on evictions, this research overlooks the invisible majority of the 

evicted – those millions of individuals and families that are evicted within the legal limit 

of the law (Hartman and Robinson 2003).  

The analysis of the mass evictions that result when mobile home parks close 

expands the study of eviction beyond formal legal proceedings and helps capture the full 

social impact of this critical problem. The majority of the nation’s 22 million mobile 

home residents (MHI 2014) living in mobile home parks are at particular risk of legal, 

undocumented, forced relocation (Wallis 1991). The geospatial and ethnographic analysis 

of their forced removal is thus an important method of documenting one form of 

otherwise unrecorded eviction.  

THE PROBLEM OF PARK CLOSURES 

For residents of mobile home parks, the housing precarity that underlies the risk 

of eviction is inscribed into the very land on which they live. Though no federal or state 

registry documents park closures, they are frequent and affect thousands of low-income 

residents. A single park closure can displace hundreds of individuals (in one of my study 

sites 900 households and over 1400 residents were forcibly removed). Housing advocacy 

groups estimate that thousands of mobile home park closures occur each year in states 

with growing populations and large numbers of mobile home parks (CFED, 2010b). For 

instance, 1500 Florida parks were estimated to be at risk of closure in 2010 alone (CFED 

October 2010). Urban redevelopment and suburban sprawl have put pressure on mobile 

home park owners to sell or convert mobile home communities at a growing rate in the 
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last decades, producing what housing advocates have termed an “epidemic of closures” 

(CFED 2010a: 1).  

While mobile home park closures are increasing nationwide (National Consumer 

Law Center, 2011), state laws vary widely in their protections for residents in closing 

parks. Only five states have eviction notice periods of 60 days or more (CFED, 2010a) 

and in most states the legal status for mobile home park residents is similar to that of 

apartment renters, who can be evicted with only 30 days’ notice (HAC 2011).  

The risk of mobile park closure is especially prominent in the southern states of 

the United States where the majority of mobile homes are located (Dawkins et al. 2011) 

and where fewer states have enacted statues to regulate park redevelopment (see Figure 

1). 
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Figure 1: U.S. Mobile Home Parks and Tenant Protections by State 
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Among U.S. states, Florida and Texas offer strategic sites in which to examine 

mobile home park housing insecurity. Both are located in the southern U.S. (the region 

that houses over half of all mobile homes in the country) and both are ranked alongside 

California as the three states with the largest mobile home park populations.3 Yet both 

states have very different regulatory policies for managing mobile home park closures. 

While the policies in Texas are characteristic of the majority of U.S. states that have little 

regulation and few protections for mobile home park residents, Florida is frequently cited 

as having some of the most protective state regulations in the U.S. (see Figure 1).  

In Texas mobile home park residents are only required to receive a 30-day 

eviction notice and are not entitled to any state or privately-funded compensation. 

Meanwhile Florida is one of only six states in the U.S. with an eviction notice period of 

sixty days or more.4 Florida law requires a minimum six-month eviction notice period, a 

voucherized system of relocation assistance funds for evicted park residents, and a 

stipulation that land use changes on mobile home park properties must be approved by 

local city councils. For these and other reasons, Florida is among a handful of states that 

has been held up as a model for state legislation on mobile home park closures. Thus 

analysis of mobile home park closures offers an opportunity not only to investigate mass 

incidences of eviction in one of the nation’s most crucial modes of affordable housing, 

                                                 
3 Florida and Texas rank behind only California in total number of mobile homes. Though both states have 
more mobile homes located in parks than does California. 
4 These states are Connecticut, Delaware, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, and Florida. 
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but also to understand how these housing crises are managed in different states under 

differing regulatory regimes. 

OUTLINE OF THE DISSERTATION 

This dissertation undertakes a mixed-method analysis of mobile home park 

eviction in Florida and Texas. By way of introduction I first review the particular 

problem of mobile home tenancy and present the extant literature informing the broader 

dissertation project, which aims to understand the experience and effects of housing 

insecurity among this group of low-income residents. I then discuss my mixed-method 

geospatial and comparative ethnographic analysis in Florida and Texas. 

I detail my use of Geographic Information Systems (GIS) analysis to 1) map the 

macro-level contours of the problem of mobile home park eviction; 2) identify where, 

when, and why park closures occur; and 3) inform my selection of case study field sites. I 

then describe the study sites in Florida and Texas and discuss my use of comparative 

ethnographic methods to document how park closures unfold under different state 

regulatory regimes. In the chapters that follow I outline the practical findings and 

theoretical insights of this mixed-method analysis. 

Chapter One presents the geospatial case study analysis of mobile home park 

closure and turnover over the last decade in one major U.S. metropolitan area - Houston, 

Texas. This macro level spatial analysis documents patterns of park closures over time in 

the city with the largest share of mobile homes in Texas, which is, in turn, the state with 

the third largest number of mobile home parks. 
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Chapter Two presents the ethnographic case study of eviction in one Florida park, 

“Silver Sands” in Palm Beach County, Florida.5  I discuss my use of the housing market 

as an analytic tool for interrogating the effects of local housing pressures, development 

agendas, and city politics. I examine the relationship between the logics that structure the 

local implementation of state housing policy and the housing trajectories they produce for 

low-income homeowners in Silver Sands. I interrogate the ways in which state laws 

meant to protect the interests of evicted mobile home residents merge with free-market 

processes at the local level to shape the way relocations actually unfold. 

Chapter Three examines the effects of mobile home park closures in comparative 

perspective. It employs the full body of ethnographic data collected for this project in 

seven Florida parks and 24 Texas parks. I discuss more fully the micro-level impact of 

state policies meant to regulate the mass eviction of park residents. I designate and 

describe a central paradox of state intervention in which a more protective state 

regulatory regime in Florida produced a more prolonged and detrimental eviction process 

than that experienced in Texas, a state with fewer legal protections.  

I then conclude by discussing the policy implications and sociological insights of 

the project. I offer lines of action regarding the regulation of mass eviction both in states 

with mobile home park policies currently in place and states where they are lacking. I 

position my findings in light of other studies of public assistance to low-income citizens, 

especially in moments of crises. In doing so I draw upon and draw together two distinct 

                                                 
5 The names of all mobile home parks and residents have been changed to protect the confidentiality of 
those involved in this study. The study was approved by The University of Texas at Austin IRB, protocol 
number 2012-03-0110. 
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areas of sociological investigation, the sociology of disaster and the sociology of poverty 

governance. 

MOBILE HOME PARKS AND HALFWAY HOMEOWNERSHIP 

Manufactured housing is the fastest-growing form of new housing in the U.S. 

(Population Reference Bureau 2004) and over half of manufactured homes are sited in 

mobile home parks (U.S. Commerce Department 2010). A remarkable 80% of residents 

in mobile home parks own their homes; however, only 14% of park residents also own 

the land underneath their homes (HAC, 2011).  

 Despite their misleading designation, “mobile” homes are quite immobile 

structures; once set in place their frames slacken and relocation can result in serious 

structural damage (Consumer’s Union, 2001). The Manufactured Housing Institute, the 

national trade organization that represents all segments of the factory-built housing 

industry, boasts that more than 90% of today’s manufactured homes never move from 

their original site. However, this estimate is misleading: many homeowners are forced to 

abandon their homes when faced with park closure.  

The cost of relocating a mobile home is prohibitive and can be more than the 

homeowner initially paid for the home. Estimates range from $5,000 to $10,000 with 

permitting and installation fees. According to one study, this represents five to seven 

years’ worth of equity for many mobile homeowners (CFED, 2010a). Additionally, it is 

difficult to find spaces in parks that will accommodate a relocated mobile home. New 

spaces do not often open up in established parks; park vacancy rates are commonly in the 
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single digits (Consumer’s Union, 2001). Some new parks do not allow used homes or 

restrict access based on the age, brand, or size of the home (Consumer’s Union, 2001). 

With short notice, prohibitive relocation costs, and few park vacancies many 

homeowners sell their homes for a fraction of their appraised value or abandon them to 

park owners who collect additional profits by selling off deserted homes (Consumer’s 

Union, 2001). All these factors limit choices for displaced homeowners. A study of two 

park closures in Oregon estimated it would take 14 years for local mobile home parks to 

accommodate the displaced homes from a single mobile home park closure (Sheehan and 

Colton, 1994). However, currently, no systematic data on mobile home park closures 

exists in any state in the U.S. 

Chapter One maps the landscape of mobile home park closures and resulting 

residential relocations in one of the states with the largest mobile home park populations, 

Texas. Using a geospatial case study approach I map the location of existing parks at 

three-year intervals over the decade spanning 2002-2011 in Houston/Harris County, 

Texas. In doing so I depict and spatially analyze where mobile home parks exist and 

where they disappear. In Chapter One I present an original geospatial methodology for 

documenting mobile home park closures, for which there is no other existing data at the 

local, state, or national level. I investigate the spatial distribution of closing mobile home 

parks through geospatial modeling of land use data for all 1.2 million parcels in 

Houston/Harris County for the years 2002–2011. Utilizing the original longitudinal 

geospatial dataset created, I demonstrate that the spatial distribution of closing mobile 

home parks is not random and is spatially clustered along Houston’s expanding city limit 
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in areas where low-income residential redevelopment is taking place. I show that parks 

closed more frequently in the years before 2008, suggesting a potentially protective effect 

of the U.S. housing market collapse. Finally I analyze the land uses of lots on and 

surrounding closed mobile park parcels. I find a notable absence of high-value residential 

and mixed-use development and a large presence of low-income residential housing 

projects. I discuss how these findings challenge current understandings of the housing 

crisis’ effect on low-income homeowners as well as traditional definitions of 

gentrification that center on the displacement of low-income housing by high-value land 

uses. 

THE RISE OF MANUFACTURED HOUSING AND THE CHANGING FACE OF AFFORDABLE 

HOUSING 

The history of the mobile home as an iconic American housing invention has been 

given little treatment in academic scholarship (see the work of architectural historians 

Wallis [1991] and Hart, Rhodes and Morgan [2002] for exceptions). Additionally, where 

the massive growth in this housing form has been catalogued, it is mostly attributed to 

preferences of residents for flexibility and economy, especially in relation to the 

population boom of the post-WWII era when manufactured homes began to be mass 

produced. Although the rise of manufactured housing closely traces historical changes in 

public and political disinvestment in other forms of affordable housing, one piece of 

conventional wisdom remains: “the trailer’s competitive advantage lay in its combination 

of mobility, affordability, and availability” (Wallis 1999:111). Yet this established 
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account fails to explain the continued proliferation of manufactured housing or the fact 

that 90 percent of manufactured housing, once installed, is never moved from its original 

location (Allen 1996). 

Understanding the spread of manufactured housing requires situating the housing 

form within an historic shift in the provision of affordable housing over the last four 

decades. Mobile home communities are not accidental enclaves of individuals making 

similar housing choices; they are the practical outcome of a changed approach to 

affordable housing production in the U.S. Positioning such communities as historical and 

political outcomes of the last four decades of housing policy means understanding them 

similarly to other urban enclaves (which receive the bulk of attention in urban sociology) 

and undertaking the vital task of examining their existence (and persistence) within “the 

diachronic sequence of historical transformations of which they are the material 

expression” (Wacquant 2002: 9). 

The rise of manufactured housing in the U.S. coincides closely with the gutting of 

the federal subsidy of affordable housing. The two processes are not merely coincidental 

and must be understood as mutually constitutive. From the production of the first factory-

built homes in 1939 the small share of the U.S. housing stock made up by manufactured 

housing grew throughout the 1950s and 1960s, especially as production of industrialized 

housing was stimulated by the 1944 Servicemen’s Readjustment Act, which created 

government-guaranteed loans through the Veterans Administration (VA) mortgage 

program. However, this steady growth only accounted for an increase from 315,000 units 

nationwide in 1950 to 767,000 units in 1960.  
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It was not until the inauguration of President Nixon and the beginning of his New 

Federalism that manufactured housing saw a dramatic quadrupling in its total numbers, 

so that by the end of Nixon’s first term, after his incremental scaling-back of political and 

budgetary support of affordable housing production, and at the time of his moratorium on 

all federal housing activity in 1973, manufactured housing accounted for 3.3 million 

housing units nationwide and 4.4% of the nation’s housing stock.  

 

Figure 2: Number of Manufactured Housing Units and HUD Budget Authority 

 

The two primary ideological components of Nixon’s New Federalism: the 

consolidation of numerous federal grant programs initiated by prior Democratic 

administrations and the devolution of administrative control over federal programs to 

state and local governing bodies, began large scale retrenchment from national efforts to 

address housing inequalities. This approach was renewed by the Reagan administration 

and never reversed by any subsequent Democratic presidents (Hays 2012). These post-
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Reagan decades saw a continued shift in the provision of affordable housing to private 

developers (primarily through Section 8 New Construction and the Low Income Housing 

Tax Credit) and demand-side private solutions (i.e. through housing vouchers). 

As a result of new modes of affordable housing production under a system of 

increasing reliance on private housing developers, low-income residents are now 

compelled to become “smart shoppers” (Klinenberg 2002) of affordable housing 

products, balancing meager, fixed, and uncertain incomes with their need to secure 

descent housing. The result of this squeeze is rendered visible in mobile homes across the 

nation that provide 66% of the new affordable housing produced in the U.S. and are the 

fastest-growing mode of new housing in the country (National Conference of State 

Legislatures, 2007). A majority (73%) of mobile home households earn less than the 

national median of $49,777 (with a median annual household income of $30,000 in 2009) 

(CFED 2014) and about one quarter live below the national poverty threshold (see Table 

1). Mobile homes also disproportionately house elderly, disabled (Florida State Senate 

2009) and minority residents, especially recent immigrants (Hart, Rhodes and Morgan 

2002).  

The shift from the federal allocation of affordable housing as a public good to the 

neoliberal model of private and for-profit provision of affordable housing is rendered 

visible in the homes of mobile homeowners living on the private lands of for-profit 

developers who can close mobile home parks and force residents to move themselves and 

their homes at any time. As a privately produced and operated mode of affordable 

housing, mobile home parks provide a particularly precarious form of low-income 
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housing that is produced, operated, and oftentimes closed with no federal and little state 

or local oversight.  

Chapter Two discusses an important exceptional case, the State of Florida, one of 

six states cited by housing advocates as having “model” legislation for mobile home park 

closures. Drawing upon the first 11 months of ethnographic fieldwork in Silver Sands 

Mobile Home Court, this chapter examines how state regulations intended to protect 

residents of closing parks are enacted at the level of local governance and analyzes how 

private interests and contemporary development discourses shape the implementation of 

these policies. 

In Chapter Two I describe the everyday experience of eviction at Silver Sands 

during the months immediately before and after it was sold, rezoned, and approved for 

closure by the local city council. I analyze this experience through the lens of growth 

machine politics, creative class discourses, and the marketization of public aid. I update 

the concept of growth machine politics (Logan and Molotch 1987), which argues that 

urban development is shaped by a fundamental interest in growth by those who stand to 

profit from it, and examine how developers, landlords and public officials employ 

popular contemporary development discourses to gain broad appeal and political 

justification for the closure of a mobile homes park. I demonstrate how they mobilize 

contemporary development discourses such as Richard Florida’s “creative class” (2004) 

and Andres Duany’s “new urbanism” (Duany, Plater-Zyberk, and Alminana 2003) to 

promote particular patterns of growth. I argue that sociological understandings of the 

politics of place must be understood in light of these development agendas and planning 
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ideologies, which produce a contemporary pro-growth political economy that is 

especially significant in communities like mobile home parks, where the commodity 

status of place is literally inscribed into the land by divided-asset ownership. 

I detail life inside Silver Sands during the 11 months in which 130 residents were 

first told of the possibility of the park’s closure, during the weeks in which they watched 

their city council deliberate over the fate of their park, and in the six-month period in 

which they moved or abandoned their homes. I analyze how residents’ experience of 

eviction is shaped by Florida’s housing policy, which confers substantial responsibility 

on the private sector in providing relocation services and new housing assistance to 

evicted residents. I examine how the neoliberal logic that underlies Florida’s relocation 

policy is expressed in development discourses and planning decisions at the local level, 

specifically in context of the lengthy city council approval process that resulted in the 

closure of Silver Sands. Finally I explore how this confluence of development priorities 

and political agendas resulted in the wholesale handing-over of residents’ relocation to 

private actors who determined where, when, and how homes were relocated with little 

oversight of local or state authorities and with the advancing acquiescence of exhausted 

residents. 

REGULATING RELOCATION IN MOBILE HOME PARKS 

The mass evictions that result from mobile home park closures are important 

objects of investigation in their own right, as manufactured housing is crucial in 

sheltering millions of low-income Americans. Investigating these closures is also a means 
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of documenting state responses to social needs at a transformative moment in U.S. 

political development, one in which poverty governance is both more oriented toward 

private markets (Somers 2008) and more diffuse in its organizational forms than ever 

before (Soss, Fording and Schram 2012). 

The privatization of affordable housing production discussed in the preceding 

section is indicative of a broader redefinition of the welfare state in ways that commodify 

and privatize social services.  This redefinition has blurred the lines between public, 

private, and nonprofit actors (Katz 2001 [2008]). It has created new techniques for 

managing those in need of social services and new vulnerabilities for citizens (Hays 

2003, Wacquant 2009, Collins and Mayer 2010). Hybrid responses to social needs are 

mobilized through public-private partnerships and quasi-governmental institutions, which 

arise as the state buttresses the functioning of markets providing social services 

(Greenhouse 2010, Peck and Tickell 2012) and sets up such markets where they do not 

exist (Harvey 2005). This reinvented form of poverty governance creates new market 

opportunities for the private provision of formerly state services (Soss, Fording, and 

Schram 2012).   

In an era of neoliberal restructuring, responses to housing crises such as mass 

eviction from mobile home parks occur within a framework of dismantled state 

intervention (Greenhouse 2010), in which state regulations are replaced with regulation 

by the market (Harvey 2005; Brown 2006; Peck and Tickell 1994, 2012) and market 

logics creep into the management of those in need of public sector services (Hays 2003, 

Collins and Mayer 2010). Recording state responses to crises under different regulatory 
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regimes, a task uniquely suited to comparative ethnography, is all the more crucial as the 

devolution of federal powers to states and the uneven implementation of neoliberal 

governance produces locally scaled and varied expressions of neoliberalism (Peck 2002, 

2005; Peck and Tickell 1994).6 

In closing mobile home parks, the mass eviction of hundreds (in one of my 

research sites, thousands) of individuals offers a unique opportunity to theorize the nexus 

between new forms of poverty management that occur under an “entrepreneurial state” 

(Osbourne and Gaebler 1992) and high degrees of variability in state practices that result 

from the variegated U.S. landscape of neoliberalism(s) (Peck 2002, Klinenberg, Adams).  

In the chapters that follow, I argue that housing precarity and state policies meant 

to manage housing crises intersect and create new opportunities to profit from the place-

based insecurity of evicted residents. To understand the concrete effects of varying state 

practices used to regulate housing related crises such as eviction, I inspect two sites that 

most typify approaches taken by U.S. states in regard to mobile home park closures.  

In Chapter Three, I examine different state approaches to managing the mass 

evictions brought on by mobile home park closures in Texas and Florida, states that are 

home to the largest mobile home populations in the U.S. and to very different regulatory 

climates.  The analysis presented in Chapter Three is based on two years of ethnographic 

investigation living within and being evicted from closing mobile home parks in these 
                                                 
6 As mobile home park closures involve state agencies, local governments, private companies, affected 
individuals, and community advocates, I follow David Harvey (2005) in distinguishing between the narrow 
definition of government as state power and governance more broadly construed as the relational 
configuration of state and civil actors. For a comprehensive examination of the move from government 
through formal authority and obligations of institutions to governance as a set of formal and informal 
processes and institutions, see Donald Kettl (2002). 
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two states. In this chapter, I utilize the complete set of comparative ethnographic 

fieldwork in Florida and Texas parks to examine how mass eviction is regulated under 

distinct state policy and practice. I compare how these crises are managed differently 

under regulatory regimes that typify the “uneven” terrain of state-level neoliberal 

governance (Soss, Fording, and Schram 2012).  

 Finally, I highlight and analyze a central paradox of state modes of intervention 

for mobile home park residents (and low-income residents more generally). In Florida, a 

state with model state regulation for the protection of mobile home park residents but also 

“a national leader in the pursuit of neoliberal and paternalist reforms” (Soss, Fording and 

Schram 2012: 10), the delivery of state aid produced a drawn-out and disruptive 

dislocation. While in Texas, where the state adopts a laissez-faire approach to 

(un)regulating park closures, this disruptive period was limited to a moment in time and 

its effects did not follow residents into their new communities. I identify the mechanisms 

that yielded this paradoxical experience of relocation. I argue that the private actors 

contracted to deliver voucherized relocation aid in Florida constructed new markets 

around the crises of evicted residents. These actors became the major players in this 

marketplace and produced a prolonged and disorienting dislocation by 1) manipulating 

the timing of eviction and 2) deploying benevolent claims, mobilizing narratives of 

generosity and care while profiting off the dislocation of vulnerable residents. I discuss 

the effects on residents’ experiences of eviction, including a lasting sense of dislocation 

that persisted for Florida residents long after their relocations were complete. 
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METHODOLOGY: GEOSPATIAL ANALYSIS, STUDY SITES, AND FIELD METHODS 

This project proceeds from the macro-level understanding of the phenomenon of 

mobile home park closures to the micro-level analysis of their effects.  To understand 

both the broader contours of mobile home park housing insecurity as well as the 

individual and community-wide experience of park closures, I combine geospatial 

mapping with embedded ethnographic analysis.  

Geospatial analysis 
To document the occurrence of park closures and understand their spatial 

patterning, I first present and test a methodology for mapping mobile home park closures 

over the decade spanning 2002-2011 in the larger metropolitan area of Houston, Texas.  

In Chapter One, I present my methodology for utilizing the yearly tax record land 

use codes of the Harris County Appraisal District (HCAD) to produce a geospatial record 

of closed mobile home parks. I discuss how using these records produces not only much-

needed and otherwise unavailable documentation of closed parks, but also an easily 

replicable method of analyzing other metropolitan land use changes since every state in 

the U.S. has a local, county or state tax assessment office responsible for recording the 

land use of every parcel in its jurisdiction. 

In the next chapter and in an accompanying methodological appendix (Appendix 

A) I describe the methods of mapping the location of mobile home park closures and 

analyzing the urban land use characteristics of areas where these closures occur.  I 

discuss how my findings necessitate – but cannot resolve – several key questions 

regarding the forced mobility of residents in closed parks. While this methodology is not 
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regarding the forced mobility of residents in closed parks. While this methodology is not 

meant to hold predictive power, it was used to assess and choose potentially closing 

mobile home parks in which to conduct the ethnographic fieldwork necessary to address 

these questions, a process described further below.  

Study sites 
The comparative ethnographic component of this project was undertaken in 

closing mobile home parks in Florida and Texas. Ethnographic fieldwork and interviews 

were conducted in several different parks in each state while I lived full time within one 

closing mobile home park. The two state structure of the fieldwork is vital to 

investigating how forced relocations are carried out under different regulatory regimes, 

with different levels of state and local involvement, and with different roles played by 

public and private actors. 

Investigating park closures in Florida and Texas is crucial to understanding the 

process in the U.S. because the southern U.S. states are home to over half of the nation’s 

stock of manufactured housing.7 And yet most of the states with legal protections against 

mobile home park closures and evictions are located in northern U.S. states. This leaves a 

majority of the country’s mobile home park population at particular risk of forced 

relocation. In Florida, 1500 parks containing thousands of residents were estimated to be 

at risk of closure in 2010 alone (CFED October 2010). 

                                                 
7 Florida, Texas, North Carolina, Georgia, and South Carolina are five of the top six states 
(California among them) for existing mobile home units and accounted for 2.7 million units in 
1998 (Manufactured Housing Institute 2000a). 
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While Florida and Texas are two of the U.S. states with the largest mobile home 

populations and together comprise over 18% of the total number of mobile homes in the 

U.S., the regulatory climate for residents of mobile home parks has evolved very 

differently in these two states.8  Florida has a long history of resident activism dating to 

1962 when Peggy Johnstone organized her park neighbors to fight city legislation 

requiring mobile home residents to install costly tie-downs. In doing so the residents 

founded the Federation of Manufactured Home Owners of Florida (FMO), a nonprofit 

consumer advocacy organization that has fought for passage of a Manufactured Home 

Owners' Bill of Rights and successfully defended it in the Florida Supreme Court. They 

have also lobbied each year for changes in state legislation to benefit mobile homeowners 

both inside and outside of parks, established programs for housing rehabilitation, won a 

legal mandate for a minimum 6-month notice of eviction for park closures, and 

maintained a core of 1,200 volunteer officers and an administrative staff of legal 

councilors.  

Most importantly, in 1986 FMO fought to pass Florida House Bill 1126, which 

created Chapter 723 of the Florida Statutes relating exclusively to mobile home law and 

established the Bureau of Mobile Homes, a regulatory agency that oversees park 

operations throughout the state. In 2001, they amended the statutes with legislation that 

created a trust fund to compensate manufactured home owners displaced during park 

closures. This is done through a voucher system in which park residents receive a $3000 

voucher for a single-wide home or $6000 for a double-wide home in the event that their 
                                                 
8 http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/housing/census/historic/units.html 



 24 

park closes due to a change in land use. The voucher is issued to a licensed mobile home 

mover and must be used for the relocation of the home. If a resident abandons the home 

he or she can receive $1375 in cash compensation. 

The efforts of FMO are widely acknowledged by industry representatives and 

housing advocates. Importantly, even where the influence of FMO is not explicitly 

recognized the benefits of its activism are still felt. As FMO states on their web page, 

they are “dedicated to protecting the rights of over 1.2 million manufactured home 

owners in the state of Florida...though FMO is a member-funded organization, most of 

the things we do affect every manufactured home owner in Florida.” 

No such regulatory system or advocacy group exists in Texas. As in a majority of 

states in the U.S. (CFED July 2010), residents of Texas mobile home parks are evicted 

with only 30-days notice, they are not entitled to any compensation, and they have no 

statewide homeowners association to address concerns or offer legal advice. Only one 

state agency, the Texas Department of Housing and Community Affairs, Manufactured 

Housing Division regulates manufactured housing, but their role is merely to track the 

production, licensing, and installation of homes. In an interview I conducted with the 

agency’s executive director he lamented that Texas has no system of identifying park 

closures, no state agency that regulates them and no program, public or non-profit, that 

provides financial assistance for relocation.  

The consumer’s advocacy group, Consumers Union (2001), put the issue more 

directly stating, “Unlike apartment renters, people who own a manufactured home placed 

on a rented lot in a mobile home park have no tenant rights in Texas.” Currently Texas 
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has no law in place to govern mobile home park leases. Even basic landlord-tenant law 

governing apartment dwellers does not apply when residents own their mobile home and 

rent only their lot (as opposed to renting the whole unit). This inversion of the assumed 

protective effect of homeownership means that homeowners in Texas parks live “at the 

whim of park owners” (Consumers Union 2002: 1) and if and when they are evicted they 

have no legal recourse and receive no financial assistance. 

Legislation to enact a law governing mobile home park leases has been introduced 

in at least two legislative sessions since 2000 with the support of Consumers Union, 

AARP, and smaller groups of manufactured homeowners. The Texas legislature has thus 

far turned a deaf ear to these requests.  

Selection 
In both Florida and Texas, each park was chosen because it met the prerequisites 

of a likely-to-close community in that it was (a) owned by a single property owner, (b) 

offered for sale by that property owner, (c) beginning final sales negotiations with a real 

estate buyer, and (d) if sold, soon to enter the legally defined period in which residents 

are given “Notice to Vacate.” Choosing the case study according to these requirements 

produced a shorter, intensive ethnography in which individual trajectories and 

community dynamics are catalyzed by the instantaneous predicament of having to 

relocate en masse. 

In both instances I identified likely-to-close parks through a network of about 15 

professional key informants including mobile home park brokers, manufactured housing 

industry representatives, and mobile home park owners in four states (Florida, Texas, 
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Colorado and Michigan). As most mobile home parks are never publicly listed for sale 

but are sold through private arrangements between buyers, brokers, and property owners, 

I used tips from my network of key informants to track unlisted mobile home park sales 

in Texas and Florida. In both Texas and Florida, mobile home park brokers informed me 

of dozens of deals on which they were currently working. I used the geospatial analysis 

conducted in the first phase of the project to compare the spatial characteristics of for sale 

park properties to the spatial characteristics of previously closed park properties and 

made informed judgments about which parks were most likely to close. Using this 

method, I selected sites that would allow me to establish myself within the community 

before the eviction, preferably months before notices were delivered. 

Silver Sands and Sawgrass Estates 
In Florida in June 2012, I moved into Silver Sands Mobile Home Court, a seniors 

55 and older park in Jupiter, a South Florida city of 55,000 residents along the 

northernmost end of the coastal megalopolis the runs down to Fort Lauderdale and 

Miami. Markedly less diverse than the rest of this region, Jupiter is 83% non-Hispanic 

White, 12% Hispanic/Latino and less than 2% Black. Silver Sands was opened here in 

1967 by James Silver and the property was owned and meticulously maintained by his 

son, Walter Silver, and Walter’s grandson who could both be seen driving around the 

property on golf carts most weekdays.  

The 29-acre fenced-in property of Silver Sands housed 130 residents along nine 

streets of about 100 mainly single-wide mobile homes that surrounded a large 

undeveloped green space. All but about five residents of the park were over 55 years old 
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and many where in their 70s and 80s. Though some still worked as housecleaners or 

handymen, most were retired, many were disabled, and some were completely 

homebound. Most lived on fixed incomes as low as $600 a month from Social Security 

and/or federal disability and described themselves similarly to one resident who said, 

“I’m kinda living on the edge now, from social security check to social security check.” 

All Silver Sands residents were White except for one Filipino couple and one 

Guatemalan couple.  

Almost invariably, residents of Silver Sands called their community a lovely place 

to live, pointing out how well the homes and grounds were maintained and describing 

their proximity to many practical needs and recreational opportunities. Indeed Silver 

Sands was located only three miles inland from the beaches of the Atlantic Ocean, along 

which runs Jupiter Island, a barrier island with the second-highest per capita income of 

any inhabited place in the U.S.9 The area directly around Silver Sands is rapidly growing 

and today is surrounded by the town’s main hospital, by commercial development, and 

by an adjacent, massive, master planned community begun in 1997 and broken up into 17 

neighborhoods of mixed-use condos, palatial single family homes, two A-rated public 

schools, and a state college within its borders.  

I moved into Silver Sands five months before we received an eviction notice. At 

that time residents had received a notice that an application for a potential rezoning of 

their property would be considered by their city council and thus they understood both 

their community’s potential closure and my reason for moving into the park. 

                                                 
9 http://www.tcpalm.com/news/2009/jul/28/no-headline---mc_gates/ 
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Additionally, several well-publicized park closures in South Florida at the time 

also explained my presence in the park. By the time of my arrival in Florida it was widely 

publicized that 11 Department of Corrections facilities were closing in the state, which 

meant that “staff housing” quarters (mobile home park living facilities for correctional 

officers on prison grounds) were also closing and evicting residents. Four of these 

correctional facilities were within a 150-mile radius of Silver Sands and I traveled to 

them frequently in my first months living there to interview relocating correctional 

officers. During that same summer, three other nearby mobile home parks also began to 

potentially close.10 One of these parks was Sawgrass Estates, which comprised 20% of 

the Seminole Tribe of Florida’s reservation lands but had been under the control of an 

outside management company with federal approval since 1986. In 2012, the Seminole 

tribe successfully bought out the management company’s lease and immediately closed 

the park and evicted its 1500 residents as part of a plan to clear the park and build 

housing for more than 200 tribal members seeking housing on their ancestral land. While 

living in Silver Sands I spent days shadowing work crews in Sawgrass Estates. I 

interacted with and formally interviewed 19 of its residents over their 9-month eviction 

process. While my analysis focuses on Silver Sands, I use the comparative case of 

Sawgrass Estates to demonstrate how a similar process unfolded there despite differences 

in the specific actors managing the relocation. 

                                                 
10 Two of these parks are discussed here and of them only Sawgrass Estates eventually closed. 
Ocean Breeze was bought by an RV park management company and continued to operate. The 
third park, Vista del Sol located in Miami, is potentially being redeveloped as a Walmart, but 
needs approval from the neighborhood association and remains open, though residents tell me 
they do not know for how long. 
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The second Florida park making the news was Ocean Breeze, 11 a 75-year-old 

waterfront park famous not only for being one of the only parks in the country that is an 

independent incorporated town but for having the country’s oldest living mayor.12 The 

park residents had fended off a previous sale of the park by collectively purchasing the 

property. When they could not meet the terms of their $20 million dollar loan, they lost 

the property to the previous owner who had financed the mortgage and the park was 

again slated to close. I interviewed and informally interacted with about two dozen Ocean 

Breeze residents. While these interactions inform the larger project, analysis of Ocean 

Breeze is not presented here.  

All of these more publicized closures began during the first six months of my 

residency at Silver Sands. Because of this, my neighbors came to know me as a 

researcher investigating relocations throughout the area who had a keen interest in the 

fate of Silver Sands, rather than as someone living in the park waiting to investigate their 

looming eviction.  

Ramos y Ramos, Twin Oaks, and Trails End 
During my 11 months living in Florida I kept in touch with my network of mobile 

home park brokers and industry insiders. One alerted me, in an email he asked to keep 

strictly confidential, to a town named Alvin, Texas that was slated to close 32 mobile 

home parks that were in violation of a newly instituted mobile home ordinance. During 

the course of a week in March 2013, I interviewed residents and some landlords in each 
                                                 
11 The name of Ocean Breeze is not a pseudonym because of the very public nature of its 
potential closure. 
12 http://www.nbcnews.com/id/6738078/?GT1=5936#.UqokLI2E5lo 
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one of the 24 parks in violation of Alvin’s new ordinance. Though most residents had 

little idea of any violations in their communities, my own observations and conversations 

with landlords convinced me that several parks on this list would be unable to complete 

the required renovations and would close and evict residents as a result.  

In May 2013 on the last day of our tenancy at Silver Sands, 11 months after I 

moved in and exactly 6 months after I received an eviction notice, I moved directly from 

Florida into one of these parks, Ramos y Ramos Mobile Home Park, a small park of 10 

mobile homes in Alvin, Texas.  

Like Silver Sands, Ramos y Ramos is demonstrative of urban growth pressures 

that play a key role in mobile home park closures. Also located within a megalopolis 

region, which encompasses the Houston-Woodlands-Sugar Land metropolitan area, 

Ramos y Ramos sits inside the smaller town of Alvin Texas surrounded by rice fields. 

Located 30 miles outside the Houston city center and just inside the limits of adjacent 

Brazoria County, Alvin maintains a small town feel. The town has a population of 24,000 

and only one high school whose athletic fields form the community’s epicenter where 

crowds gather even for practice scrimmages of the high school football team and the 

lights of the games could be seen from my trailer on autumn Friday nights.   

 Yet Alvin, like Jupiter, is rapidly changing. The U.S. Census Bureau ranked 

Harris County the fastest growing county in the U.S. for both 2011 and 2012 and much of 

that growth has occurred in the suburban area, which includes Alvin. Alvin itself grew 

between 2000 and 2010 by about 2800 residents and 98% of that growth was due to an 

influx of 2776 new Mexican residents, bringing the total Hispanic/Latino population up 
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from 28% to 36% of the total population (and the total Mexican population up from 21% 

to 31%).  

Like nearby Houston, which is renown for being the only unzoned major U.S. 

city,13 Alvin also developed without zoning and this has meant that various sources of 

affordable housing have developed unhindered, interspersed throughout the city.14 In a 

demonstration of the great need that manufactured housing fills, small mobile home parks 

have sprung up every few blocks and privately owned mobile homes on private lots are 

visible on almost every street in the town.  

Because Alvin lacks zoning, housing regulations must be instituted by ordinance, 

and in October 2007 the town council instituted a Manufactured Home Park Ordinance 

that required all mobile home parks, many developed decades ago, to be in compliance 

with about 30 new standards or else close by July 15th 2013. Landlords estimated that 

these upgrades would cost about $10,000 and several considered closing rather than 

completing the required changes. 

Ramos y Ramos was one of the parks listed in violation and slated to close. 

Eventually, a week before the code enforcement deadline my landlords, Bernie Ramos 

and his brother Miguel, completed all the required upgrades on our park and it has 

remained open, as have many of the other parks that were listed in violation. However, 

                                                 
13 Land Use Regulation and Residential Segregation: Does Zoning Matter?" Christopher Berry, 
American Law and Economics Review V3 N2 2001 (251-274) 
14 For instance, directly next to my mobile home park was a converted motel where residents 
rented small units for $500 a month on a month-to-month basis. On my street within two blocks 
of Ramos y Ramos were two halfway houses, at least two rental single-family homes, and three 
privately owned mobile homes on private lots. 
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two parks located blocks from my own did close, Twin Oaks and Trail’s End. My daily 

fieldwork included days and nights spent primarily in these two parks and in the homes 

of residents once they relocated. My complete fieldwork included time spent inside all 24 

parks at risk of closure as well as interviews with residents and landlords there.  

Notice periods are shorter in Texas, only 30 days. I lived in Ramos y Ramos from 

May to November 2013, before evection notices were delivered in neighboring parks in 

late June, during the period in which residents scrambled to move by the Town’s July 15th 

deadline, and for three months afterward as they settled into their new homes.  

 The 24 mobile homes parks I visited daily in Alvin, including the park where I 

lived and Twin Oaks and Trails End, were home to an almost exclusively Hispanic 

(primarily Mexican) population. In Ramos y Ramos, I was the only white resident. These 

parks provided affordable owner-occupied housing for recent immigrants and their 

families. In many cases the mobile homes were handed-down or purchased from relatives 

and friends. Purchasing the homes from relatives and acquaintances not only meant that 

resident could pay off the homes in flexible installments or all at once when funds 

became available (oftentimes after they received their Earned Income Tax Credit), but it 

also meant that they could forego formal apartment rental applications – an added 

disincentive to living outside of Alvin’s mobile home parks since over half of the 

participants in the Texas portion of this study were undocumented immigrants. 

All parks in this study were uniformly very poor and lot rents were the same. 

However, because all four parks were characteristic of their state’s larger mobile home 

park population, the demographic profiles of their residents differed greatly (see Table 1). 
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   Table 1: Characteristics of mobile home residents in study sites, US, Texas, and Florida 
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The very different demographic characteristics of these park populations warrants 

further scrutiny. In Silver Sands and Sawgrass Estates, residents were primarily non-

Hispanic white retirees (though in Sawgrass they were primarily non-citizen French 

Canadians). In Twin Oaks and Trail’s End, residents were all ages and were primarily 

Hispanic. Many had immigrated to the U.S. from Central American countries in the last 

5-15 years. This difference is potentially important in understanding residents’ varied 

responses to eviction because the experience of immigration may be correlated to an 

ability to adapt to new challenges. However, despite thus important demographic 

difference and in part because of a shared experience of poverty, I documented 

significant similarities in the life histories of residents in both states that argue for a 

different understanding of residents’ resiliency. In Florida, as in Texas, residents had 

experienced serious former dislocations. These included multiple relocations after major 

hurricanes (including Hurricane Andrew, at the time the single most costly natural 

disaster in U.S. history) when residents lived for months in FEMA trailers and in their 

cars. It also included extended military service in which residents and their families had 

been deployed across the globe with little notice. In short, residents in the two states 

shared a common history of multiple forced relocations and a self-described ability to 

adapt to new challenges. While residents’ demographic differences surely impacted their 

experience of eviction, these differences alone cannot explain the relocation’s disparate 

effects.  
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Field methods 
Altogether, my ethnographic fieldwork consists of two years of participant 

observation in closing parks and in residents’ new communities. Of these two years, 17 

intensive consecutive months were spent inside closing parks, where I lived in my own 

rented mobile home full time, 24 hours a day, seven days a week. Afterward, I kept in 

contact with residents through phone calls, texts and letters and I conducted several 

follow-up visits over the ensuing six months until June 2014. 

Parks are spatially bound communities and a frequent refrain is that everybody 

knows everybody’s business in the park. I found this to be true as residents came up to 

introduce themselves shortly after I arrived and then began to inform their neighbors that 

someone new had moved into the community. The potential closure of the park was 

forefront in residents’ minds and many began to question me about my own plans for 

relocating immediately upon meeting me.  

In both Florida and Texas, I got to know park residents shortly after my arrival 

and those I met first helped set up initial meetings and interviews with residents I had not 

yet met. In Texas, this was especially important as residents’ busy work schedules did not 

allow for the impromptu meetings that were common in Florida. Also as residents in the 

Alvin parks were almost exclusively Latino and largely undocumented, some initially 

avoided or spoke only briefly with me, a white woman. Fortunately, my own residence in 

a run-down mobile home and my ability to converse in Spanish soon lessened those 

residents’ suspicion of me. Others remembered me from my first trip to Alvin in March, 

as did Lissette who soon became my very regular companion. My friendship with 
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Lissette, a resident of Twin Oaks and a stay-at-home mom my own age who took a side 

job as my translator for longer interviews, allowed me to develop familiar relationships 

with other residents so that by the time of my departure I was not only visiting residents 

everyday but also frequently attending dinners and parties as I had been in Florida. 

Additionally, because word of vacancies in the Alvin parks was often spread through 

networks of family and close friends, many park residents were either related to each 

other or regarded each other as primos, cousins. Lissette’s initial vouching for me secured 

me access to many in Twin Oaks who were related or well acquainted with her family 

(her mother, father, two sisters, their spouses, and several primos all lived in Twin Oaks) 

and in Trail’s End where some residents knew members of her family. Indeed, by the 

time I moved away, her own mother frequently referred to me as mi cuarta hija, my 

fourth daughter. 

Over the course of these two years I spent time every day with residents, cooking 

together, taking walks and riding bikes, meeting their families, attending and hosting 

dinners, visiting homebound neighbors, doing laundry in the communal laundry room, 

sitting beside them at the hospital or the VA, and simply relaxing on their patios or 

screened-in porches.15 I also spent many days going over relocation forms, helping 

                                                 
15 Residents knew me first as a neighbor and second as a researcher, they knew my 
schedule, they saw me as I went about my daily non-research activities, and most 
importantly they knew where I lived and slept. They had access to me at all times, in the 
sense that they could knock on my door, enter my screened-in porch, call me from 
outside my trailer at any time. This meant that the ethnography took place both when I 
was on the clock – outside in the park, doing laundry, looking for someone to talk to – 
and when I was off – late in the evening, when residents had a personal emergency, 
before I’d gotten out of bed in the morning. 
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people pack and unpack, driving them to look at apartments or other parks, attempting to 

navigate state websites, looking at other for sale mobile homes, talking with managers of 

other parks, driving with them as they followed their moving mobile home, hosting them 

in my trailer as their home was being installed, and accompanying them on meetings with 

their landlord, with the developer of their park (in Florida), or with public officials.  

During this time I also spent days with the movers and installers of mobile homes. 

In Texas, residents used mobile home movers that were inexpensive 1- or 2-man crews. 

The jobs were done quickly and I did not have time to work with movers. In Florida, 

however, I became acquainted with entire work crews. Eventually I was allowed to come 

on work days with the crews, meeting in the morning before the work day, working (or 

more often watching work) during the day, riding along in the cab of trucks as we hauled 

homes, and on one occasion even being snuck by a crew into Sawgrass Estates, which at 

the time (due to negative publicity) was highly restricted, guarded by Seminole Police, 

and required a daily-issued permit for entrance.  

In total I had close daily involvement with 59 residents in Silver Sands in Florida 

and about 29 residents in Twin Oaks (14) and Trail’s End (15) in Texas.  I also interacted 

with and formally interviewed (oftentimes more than once) 11 correctional officers being 

evicted from mobile home staff housing at four different Florida correctional facilities, 14 

residents in Ocean Breeze FL, 19 residents in Sawgrass Estates FL, 10 residents in Vista 

del Sol FL, dozens of residents in the 24 potentially closing mobile home parks in Alvin 

TX and 12 mobile home movers, installers and owners of moving companies in both 

states. In total, this universe of people living and working inside closing or potentially 
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closing parks included 180 people who actively engaged in my ethnographic fieldwork 

and many more who came in and out of our orbit in the parks. 

In every park, in addition to written notes, I audio recorded all conversations and 

interactions relating to the relocation, which resulted in about 1000 individual audio 

recordings, over 300 hours of MP3 files, and hundreds of pages of field notes including 

direct transcription of recorded conversations every day. I transcribed every hour of 

recordings and interviews myself without assistance. These transcriptions were done 

during my years living in the parks, and revisiting recorded conversations and events 

each evening guided my interactions and shaped my questions to residents when next we 

met.  

As the focus of this study is on the regulation of evicted residents and the 

transactional processes through which their relocations are managed, my analysis follows 

John Loftland’s approach to “analytic ethnography” (1995) in an attempt to extend and 

connect sociological treatments of neoliberal poverty governance and studies of market-

oriented crisis relief. Such an approach required an orientation toward this larger 

theoretical concern from the outset of the project (Snow, Morrill, and Anderson 2003). 

Thus during data collection I gave analytic primacy to the configurations of relations that 

make up a mass eviction – investigating how the process of forced removal is determined 

by “chains of interdependence” (Weber 2001) that form a web of mutual-dependence 

between evicted residents, the state, and the private actors administering relocation 

services.  
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This required that I focus my data collection on moments of interaction between 

residents, private contractors, agency officials, and state representatives. Thus, data 

collection and analysis purposefully took the form of a “relational ethnography” 

(Emirbayer 1997, Desmond 2014) as I conducted participant observation alongside those 

at different positions in the relocation matrix, both inside and outside closing parks. This 

also meant that during data analysis I focused on recorded moments of interaction as a 

basic unit of analysis (Tilly 2005) in an attempt to understand the workings of poverty 

governance during a mass eviction and the different connections and relations between 

actors “occupying different positions within the social space and bound together in a 

relationship of mutual dependence or struggle” (Desmond 2014: 554). I analyzed these 

relations, interactions and processes using category-generating methods borrowed from 

Loftland, Snow, Anderson, and Loftland (2006), noting patterns and themes while 

making contrasts and comparisons (Miles, Huberman Saldana 2014) between field sites. 

CONCLUSION 
Using these methods I first investigate the broad contours of mobile home park 

closures before tracing their effects for evicted residents. The picture that emerges is one 

of persistent housing precarity as mobile home parks continuously close, displacing 

residents to ever-outer reaches of urban areas. As this analysis shows, the urban pressures 

that result in mobile home park closures are simultaneously tied to local land markets, 

municipal priorities, and current planning ideologies. The effects of abstract concepts 

such as “urbanity” and “livability” have real life consequences for the housing security of 
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mobile home park residents. In absence of state policies that address residents right to 

place, regulations regarding the relocation processes provide states’ best attempts to 

manage the mass evictions the result from park closures. Yet state assistance alone does 

not mediate and indeed may aggravate the trauma of eviction for displaced residents, as I 

show in the ensuing chapters. 
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Chapter One: 
The Spatial Patterning of Eviction in Mobile Home Parks 

 

As yet, no systematic studies examine the geospatial characteristics of the 

turnover and displacement that result from the frequent closure of mobile home parks. 

Despite the estimated frequency with which park evictions occur, and the known negative 

effects associated with residential relocation (see Sullivan 2014 for a review), no 

scholarly investigations have been undertaken to probe the extent and parameters of this 

urban social problem and no methodology has been created to do so. This project begins 

by addressing this central problem with an innovative methodological solution. Using 

geospatial analysis I attempt to map the macro-level contours of mobile home park 

eviction, identifying where, when, and why (in terms of surrounding land market 

pressures) park closures occur. In the chapters that follow, I focus on how these evictions 

unfold, in real space and time, through ethnography within closing parks.  

In this chapter I present a geospatial solution to the methodological quandary of 

locating and tracking closed mobile home parks, for which no current data exists. The 

analysis is undertaken in Houston, Harris County, Texas – the city and county with the 

largest portion of mobile homes in the state of Texas, the state with the third largest 

number of mobile homes in the U.S. To derive data on the current and former locations of 

mobile home parks I use yearly tax record land use codes from Harris County Appraisal 

District records. Tax role records from appraisal districts are a crucial source of accurate 

land use data within cities because they are updated for each parcel (lot) within a county 
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every year and are thus more up to date and nuanced than data from other sources 

including the U.S. Census Bureau (Hayslett and Kane, 2011). Tax role data is publicly 

available through all county appraisal districts, which exist in every state in the U.S. The 

analysis tested here can thus be applied in a range of other settings where mobile home 

parks are being closed. The methodology outlined here and in the accompanying 

appendix might also be used to document a host of other patterned urban changes that are 

catalogued within the rich land use records maintained for each parcel within a given 

appraisal district’s jurisdiction.  

Using the geospatial case study of Harris County I develop an innovative 

geospatial solution to the problem of locating and recording otherwise undocumented 

mobile home park closures. By constructing and mapping a longitudinal dataset of 

mobile home parks using parcel-level data obtained directly from the tax records of the 

Harris County Appraisal District for the years 2002 through 2011, I locate parcels in 

which the land use code was converted from the discrete code for “mobile home park” to 

another land use code over time.  Utilizing geospatial analysis of parcel-level land use 

data for every one of the roughly 1.2 million individual parcels in Harris County, I 

uncover and map the location and socio-spatial characteristics of lost mobile home park 

parcels within the Houston metropolitan region. I determine 1) where mobile home parks 

are located and where they have disappeared, 2) whether there is statistically significant 

spatial clustering of lost mobile home park parcels, and 3) when mobile home park 

parcels are lost, what new land uses appear in their place.  

I then analyze the changes in the recorded land uses of parcels in the vicinity of 
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lost mobile home parks, paying special attention to those characteristics that might 

contribute to the closure of neighboring mobile home parks over time. I map and analyze 

the distribution of land uses surrounding closed mobile home parks, including in the 

analysis standard indicators of gentrification such as condominiums, new apartment 

housing, and mixed-use development (Galster and Peacock, 1986; Zukin, 1987; 

Hackworth, 2002; Lees, Slater, and Wyly, 2013).  I uncover unexpected land uses 

appearing on parcels within statistically significant clusters of closed mobile home parks. 

These land uses are notably not the standard markers of gentrification, which most 

commonly include higher value residential and mixed-use development. Instead the new 

urban land uses surrounding closed mobile home park parcels suggests that low-income 

residents are the populations replacing displaced low-income mobile home park 

residents.  

MOBILE HOME PARK EVICTIONS, THE TRULY “HIDDEN HOUSING PROBLEM” 

Mobile home park closures result in legal mass evictions of both renters and 

homeowners. These evictions have not been systematically documented in any region of 

the US. Available information comes mainly from housing advocacy groups and non-

profit community development organizations. The issue is yet to be addressed in the 

academic literature. More generally, eviction has been called “the hidden housing 

problem” (Hartman and Robinson 2003: 461) and the few studies that track evictions (see 

Desmond 2012) almost exclusively rely on the analysis of court issued mandates. 

Focusing attention on the forced relocation of mobile home residents makes a case for 
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expanding the conventional definition of eviction, which limits the term to cases initiated 

within the court system. This conventional definition, though necessarily shortsighted, is 

methodologically useful because the actions initiated by landlords in the courts require 

documentation that is otherwise lacking on eviction. However, such definitions create a 

circumscribed view of the problem by obscuring the myriad ways that tenants are forced 

from their residences without ever appearing in court, in many cases because their 

eviction is entirely legal. 

Obtaining much needed data on evictions requires addressing this crucial 

methodological issue, namely, “how to derive data on involuntary loss of residence due 

to pressures and forces that do not eventuate in formal legal proceedings” (Hartman and 

Robinson 2003: 461).  Because of the many factors outlined above, tracking mobile home 

park closures is one way to derive such data because these closures result in legal forced 

relocations that, while overlooked by state regulation and legal record, are catalogued in 

the changing land use codes of metropolitan areas and thus lend themselves to alternative 

methods of documentation, such as geospatial analysis. 

 Eviction is most commonly subsumed under the concept of residential mobility, 

which does not disaggregate forced relocations from voluntary moves. Separating the two 

is crucial when studying lower-income groups that are more likely to be forced to move 

due to eviction, gentrification or, in this case, land redevelopment and mobile home park 

conversion. The most recent census reports an average mobility rate of 12% for U.S. 
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residents (Bureau of the Census, 2011, Statistical Abstract of the United States, Table 

30). 16  This percentage is much higher for lower-income groups, as depicted in Table 2. 

 

 

Table 2: Mobility Status of Households by Income in the USA: 2009  

This table demonstrates that, in general, as income decreases the percentage of 

people that have moved in the last year increases, as does the percentage of people that 

have moved within the same county. The higher rate of same county (i.e. nearby) 

relocations among low-income residents suggests that these moves are not the result of 

new work opportunities. Urban migration theories hold that individuals moving to new 

cities are likely to be of higher socioeconomic status and attracted by new job prospects 

(Cohn and Morin, 2008). Alternatively, for those that moved within the same county in 

the U.S. in 2009, a mere 2% of low-income individuals reported doing so for a new job 

opportunity or job transfer, while the largest share, 57%, reported moving for housing-
                                                 
16 The mobility status of U.S. residents records “movers” as residents that lived in a different house in the 

year immediately prior to the one in which they were surveyed. This number compares place of residence 

in 2008 and 2009. It excludes respondents that did not live in the U.S. in 2008 and members of the Armed 

Forces, except those that are living off post or with their families on post. 
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related reasons (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011, Statistical Abstract of the United States, 

Table 31). Mobile home residents – whose median annual household income for 2008 

was $34,700 compared to the national average of $51,700 – would be counted among 

these low-income movers (Foremost Insurance, 2008; Noss, 2010).  

Mobile home park closures in Houston, Texas 
The risk of mobile park closure is especially prominent in the southern states of 

the U.S. where a higher proportion of mobile homes are located. The strongest legal 

protections for park residents are provided by states with relatively few parks, whereas 

many of the states with the largest numbers of mobile home parks (states like Texas) 

have some of the weakest protections (see Figure 1). Housing advocacy groups estimate 

that thousands of mobile home park closures occur each year in states with growing 

populations and large numbers of mobile home parks (CFED, 2010b). In states such as 

Texas, home to the third largest total number of mobile homes in the U.S. and to three of 

the nation’s currently fastest growing metro areas (Carlyle, 2014), investigating the 

phenomena of closing mobile home parks is especially important and timely. 

Over one million people live in manufactured housing in Texas, which also has 

more mobile home parks than all states but Florida and California (HAC, 2011). 

Meanwhile Texas has weaker protections than almost any other state. In Texas, mobile 

home residents have fewer rights than both traditional homeowners and tenants of rental 

homes and apartments. They can legally receive 30 days’ notice to move their home 

when parks are being sold or closed. If tenants have violated any of the terms of their 

lease they can legally receive as little as three days’ notice (Consumer’s Union, 2001). 
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The large number of people living in manufactured housing in Texas combined with the 

few protections the state affords these residents makes it a crucial site in which to study 

mobile home park turnover. 

 Harris County, where Houston and its surrounding areas are located, contains a 

larger portion of the state’s mobile home residents than any other metro area. Nearly 10% 

of Texas mobile home residents live within the Houston metro area (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2010).  According to 2010 U.S. Census estimates, Houston, with a population of over 2.2 

million, is the fourth-largest city in the U.S. and the largest city in Texas. Houston is the 

county seat of Harris County, which grew by more residents than any other county in the 

U.S. in both 2012 and 2013 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014). This rapidly expanding metro 

area is therefore an optimal case study in which to investigate the closure of mobile home 

parks and the relationship between lost parks and urban growth. 

 

DATA AND METHODOLOGY    

Data 

To derive data on the current and former locations of mobile home parks, I use 

yearly tax record land use codes from Harris County Appraisal District (HCAD) records. 

Utilizing appraisal district data produces an easily replicable method of analyzing 

metropolitan land use changes because every state in the U.S. has a local, county or state 

tax assessment office responsible for recording the land use of every parcel in its 

jurisdiction (among a host of other data). The majority of U.S. states have county or 
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county-equivalent tax appraisal offices similar to HCAD.17 Appraisal district data is not 

itself geospatial data, rather it is recorded and maintained primarily using Microsoft 

Excel or Microsoft Access databases. Yet, because each parcel is given a unique 

geospatial identifier and local municipalities separately record the geographic parameters 

of each parcel in their jurisdiction, all data collected by appraisal districts can be linked to 

the appropriate parcel with Geographic Information Systems programs by 

georeferencing, or spatially joining, a study area’s parcel shapefile with its non-spatial tax 

role data. This georeferencing or spatial joining constitutes the first step of the 

methodology outlined here (see Appendix A, Part 1). 

 In Harris County, HCAD is responsible for recording the land use, land value, 

and a host of other data for each of the 1.2 million parcels in the county every year.18  

Appraisal districts like HCAD are important albeit underutilized sources of data because 

their databases are constantly revised as zoning and land use changes are made. Thus tax 

records of land use characteristics are more accurate than data from other sources 

                                                 
2 Only two states, Maryland and Montana, have no local offices and all assessment is done at the state 

level. When the U.S. Census Bureau last tracked all of the taxing jurisdictions in the 1990, there were 

approximately 13,000 of these. However, the U.S. Census Bureau no longer tracks this number.  

3  The total number of parcels in the county varies by year as parcels are subdivided. A central function of 

an appraisal district office is to record the land use of each parcel within a county each year. In Harris 

County there are currently 237 unique land use codes, ranging from “drive-in theatre” to “storage 

warehouse”. The code 4208 is used by HCAD to classify mobile home parks. Single mobile homes located 

on private land are identified by a separate land use code.  
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including the U.S. Census (Hayslett and Kane, 2011). The accuracy of tax role data is 

extremely important in Texas because the state does not collect revenue from a state 

income tax; thus property taxes are the primary way that counties generate funds for 

public schools, city streets, police, and many other services. For the Tax Year 2009, 

property taxes levied in Harris County generated more than $7 billion in revenue (HCAD, 

2012). 

Tax rates are assessed using land use codes attached to each lot (parcel) in a 

county. These codes are carefully updated and recorded each year. In this study the 

recorded change of land use from “mobile home park” to an alternative land use serves as 

a proxy for a mobile home park closure on that parcel (for similar uses of GIS methods to 

create proxy measures for data otherwise unavailable see McKenzie, 2014). Locating and 

recording these changes in parcel-level land use codes produces a much-needed and 

otherwise unavailable record of closed and converted mobile home parks. 

ArcGIS Methodology 

For each of the years 2002, 2005, 2008 and 2011, I georeferenced each unique 

HCAD tax record to its representative geographic parcel and surveyed the land use data 

of roughly 1.2 million parcels for each year of interest. This created a longitudinal dataset 

of all parcel property records for each year. These years were chosen in order to 

investigate land uses and changes in mobile home locations before, during, and after the 

peak of the housing crisis (Joint Center for Housing Studies, 2008).  
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Locating lost park parcels 

To construct a measure of lost mobile home parks for each of the years 2005, 

2008, and 2011 I first georeferenced each HCAD data entry to each corresponding parcel 

using a unique HCAD account code (see Appendix A, Part 2). I created a separate GIS 

data layer of all parcels listed as “mobile home park” in the land use code field of the 

appraisal data. I then isolated and selected parcels whose land use code changed from 

“mobile home park” to another land use code over each of the three different three-year 

periods, 2002-2005, 2005-2008, and 2008-2011, as well as one for the total year range 

from 2002-2011 (see Appendix A, Part 3).19  

This created geographic overlays of mobile home park parcels that were lost 

within those year ranges (Figure 3). Using this overlay method differs from simply 

quantifying the total number of mobile home parks listed with HCAD each year and 

noting the change in the absolute number of parks. Because new parks open and existing 

parks close, the change in the total number of parks can be misleading. The following 

table (Table 3) shows a) the total number of lost parks calculated by tallying the total 

                                                 
4 The dataset for lost parks for 2002-2005, for example, is comprised of all parcels with a land use code of 

“mobile home park” in 2002, with all parcels coded as “mobile home park” in 2005 removed from the 

dataset. This leaves parcels that were recorded as mobile home parks at the outset of the year range, but 

have an officially registered change of land use by the end of the year range. 
5 The number of lost parks for the total year range, 2002-2011, in Table 3 and Figure 4 (N=102) is not 

equal to a sum of the lost parks for all years because parcels where the land use changed back to “mobile 

home park” over time were removed from the dataset. According to HCAD this could occur if new 

development was intended but never begun. 
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number of parcels listed as “mobile home park” in the appraisal district data from year to 

year compared to b) the total number of lost parks recorded by georeferencing each 

parcel to its land use code and recording changes in land use codes by parcel for three 

different three-year periods.20 

 

  

Table 3: Lost Mobile Home Park Parcels by Method, Compared  

   

To verify the accuracy of this method of locating lost parks, and confirm that a change in 

the recorded land use in the appraisal district land use code field is a valid proxy for a 

mobile home park closure, I then conducted a two-part validation process. First, for the 

sample year range 2002-2005 I imported into ArcGIS digital ortho-photographic imagery 

from the National Agriculture Imagery Program (NAIP) for the year 2005. I created an 

overlay of the digital ortho-imagery with the shapefile of lost parks created by the process 

outlined above. I then selected and visually analyzed the high resolution NAIP ortho-
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imagery within each parcel identified as a “lost mobile home park” to verify that multiple 

mobile homes existed on property at the beginning of the year range (2002) and no 

mobile homes existed on the property and the close of the year range (2005).  

  Next, I used publicly available Google Earth™ satellite imagery to provide an 

alternate (and free to the public) method of validating the results. For the most recent year 

range under investigation (2008-2011) I selected the address field from the parcel 

attribute table of the lost mobile home park shapefile. I entered these addresses 

individually in Google Earth™ and visually assessed the resulting current satellite 

imagery for that parcel to confirm that a mobile home park was indeed closed on the 

property. In some cases the property was vacant, in others it was still possible to discern 

the concrete footprint of a former mobile home foundation. Similar methods of using 

Google Earth™ to remote sense and identify housing settlement types have been utilized 

in related work on low-income housing (Ward and Peters, 2007). There the authors detail 

additional methods of using the commercial version of Google Earth™ to create spatial 

layers of mobile home park properties of interest via on-screen ‘‘heads-up’’ digitizing. 

These data layers can then be exported into ArcGIS for display and analysis alongside 

appraisal district, U.S. Census, and other data (see Appendix 1, Part 4). 

Analyzing the spatial distribution of lost park parcels 
 To determine whether there is geographic concentration of lost mobile home park 

parcels I used ArcGIS spatial analyst tools to calculate Average Nearest Neighbor 

Distance (ANND). ANND analysis identifies the presence of statistically significant 
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clusters of spatial features (here, closed mobile home parks) by measuring the distance 

between each feature and the nearest feature of the same type, then comparing that 

average distance to a hypothetical random distribution (see ANND calculation results, 

inset Figure 4). 

 Once I established statistically significant spatial clustering of lost parks, I 

performed Getis-Ord Gi* analysis, which detects “hot spots” where areas with high 

counts of lost mobile home park parcels are clustered.21 The resultant z-scores and p-

values identify where features with either high or low values cluster spatially. For 

statistically significant positive z-scores, the larger the z-score, the more intense the 

clustering of high values. To identify areas most affected by mobile home park closure, I 

selected census tracts with high counts of lost mobile home park parcels within close 

distance of one another – in other words, areas with high positive z-scores (greater than 

2.58) and low p-values (less than 0.05).  

Because areas where more mobile home parks are located may experience more 

mobile home park closures over time, I performed modified Getis-Ord Gi* analysis on 

the ratio of lost mobile home parks to total mobile home parks to control for the total 

number of mobile home park parcels in an area. This analysis identified areas that lost 

significantly high numbers of mobile home park parcels accounting for the total number 

of mobile home parks in the area. The maps in Figure 4 show significant clusters of lost 

                                                 
6 In Getis-Ord Gi* analysis, census tracts are the geographic unit of analysis so that more detailed census 

tract level data might be used in future analyses to sketch the demographic profile of areas where 

significant clusters of lost mobile home parks were detected (Hayslett and Kane, 2011; McKenzie, 2013). 
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mobile home park parcels both with and without controlling for the total number of 

mobile homes in the area (see Appendix A, Part 5). 

Assessing changing land use patterns in areas of concentrated lost mobile home parks 
To investigate current land uses near areas where mobile home parks have 

disappeared I mapped the current 2011 land use codes of parcels that were formerly listed 

as mobile home parks during the complete year range from 2002 to 2011. I surveyed all 

the new land uses for each of the mobile home park parcels recorded as lost during that 

period (N=102). I analyzed the most common new land use codes that appear on parcels 

formerly coded as mobile home parks (see inset Figure 4). 

I then selected parcels surrounding lost mobile home park parcels. I identified and 

mapped surrounding land uses within significant clusters of lost parks that may contribute 

to mobile home park closure (see Figure 5). ). Here, I followed the standard definition of 

gentrification as the reorientation of space toward more affluent users (Hackworth 2002) 

and included measures of gentrification defined as higher-value new development 

(Galster and Peacock, 1986; Zukin, 1987). Thus I mapped the following land use codes: 

mixed-use development, condominiums, and new apartment construction (see Appendix 

A, Part 6). 

Because land uses associated with standard measures of gentrification were not 

found within significant clusters of lost mobile home parks (described further below), I 

created maps depicting only the most commonly found new land uses codes within lost 

park hot spots. These were parcels coded as “vacant awaiting development” and Low-
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Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) properties. These properties and vacant parcels 

awaiting development are depicted along with lost mobile home park parcels in Figure 5. 

 

FINDINGS 

The above spatial analysis created a comprehensive and detailed inventory of the 

mobile home park housing stock of Harris County. Rather than merely tallying the 

changes in the total number of parcels listed as “mobile home park” in the HCAD land 

use data (as in Table 3) this geospatial method created geographic overlays of mobile 

home park parcels that were lost within the following year ranges: 2002-2005, 2005-

2008, and 2008-2011 (Figure 3). Although this method identifies single lost mobile home 

park parcels, analysis of digital satellite ortho-imagery of mobile home park parcels 

confirmed that one parcel usually contained dozens, sometimes hundreds, of homes (see 

Figure 3).  
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Figure 3: Closeup photo of Lost Mobile Home Park Parcel 
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Using this method I find that mobile home parks are indeed being closed within 

Harris County. There are striking geospatial and temporal patterns to the location of lost 

mobile home park parcels: they dot the perimeter of Houston’s official city limits and 

were closed in far greater numbers in years before than in years following the beginning 

of the U.S. housing crisis (see Figure 4). 
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Figure 4: Lost Mobile Home Park Parcels by Year Range 
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Moreover, the spatial patterning of closed mobile home parks is not randomly 

distributed throughout Harris County. Average Nearest Neighbor Distance (ANND) 

analysis identified statistically significant clustering of lost mobile home parcels, which 

here have a nearest neighbor ratio of .59 with a highly significant z-score (a nearest 

neighbor ratio of <1 classifies a pattern as geographically clustered,). The results of this 

analysis (see inset Figure 4) show that lost mobile home park parcels in Harris County 

are geospatially clustered and that there is less than 1% chance that the observed 

clustering is random.  

Further interrogating the possibility of clustering, conventional and modified 

Getis-Ord Gi* analysis uncovered a) areas of concentrated park closures and b) areas 

with few existing parks that nonetheless experienced significant losses. The location of 

census tracts with significant clusters of lost mobile home parks (identified by both 

standard Getis-Ord Gi* and Getis-Ord Gi* controlling for total number of mobile homes 

in the area) are depicted in Figure 4. If statistically significant clusters of lost mobile 

home park parcels are viewed as a proxy for areas especially affected by mobile home 

park closures, then critical areas of displacement are clustered in regions located outside 

Houston’s city limits but still near the city center.  
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Figure 5: Statistically Significant Clusters of Lost Mobile Home Parks 
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The spatial clusters of lost mobile home parks are useful when attempting to 

uncover the new land uses associated with closed mobile home parks, answering the 

underlying question: When parks close, what new land uses appear in their place? To 

answer this question I performed additional geospatial analysis at two levels: first, at the 

level of land uses throughout significant clusters of lost mobile home park parcels and 

second, at the level of individual land use codes within single parcels where a mobile 

home park was lost. 

 At the level of the significant clusters of lost mobile home park parcels (areas 

roughly 30 square miles each), I mapped all 2011 land uses in and around these identified 

“hot spots.”  I included standard indicators of gentrification, including condominiums, 

new apartment development, and new mixed-use development, but found that these land 

uses were not common within or near lost mobile home park hot spots.  

Because much of the land surrounding lost park parcels is vacant awaiting 

development I then mapped 2008 land use codes to better understand how this future 

development might take shape. I mapped 2008 land use data of existing apartment 

structures, condominiums, mixed-use development, and Low-Income Housing Tax Credit 

(LIHTC) properties. Only LIHTC properties were found in the areas immediately 

surrounding significant clusters of lost mobile home parks. In the inset maps in Figure 5, 

I depict only parcels with the land use codes most commonly found, vacant land awaiting 

development and low-income tax credit properties. 
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Figure 6: Harris County Land Use by Parcel, New Development 



 63 

DISCUSSION 

The above analysis reveals, most notably, that mobile home park parcels are 

indeed being lost in Harris County. The spatial distribution of lost parcels is not randomly 

dispersed throughout the county. Rather, lost park parcels are clustered just outside the 

city, forming a ring of closed mobile home parks along the perimeter of Houston’s 

official city limits, constituting a “moving out” of parks from higher value lands near the 

city center.  

Although a mere tally of parcel-level land use codes shows the total number of 

mobile home park parcels remains roughly the same from year to year, this geospatial 

analysis reveals a disappearance of park parcels. This indicates that, while parks are 

indeed closing in Harris County, new parks must also be consistently opening so that 

total numbers remain roughly constant year to year. Based on the locations of closed 

mobile home parks, these new park properties may also be successively moving out from 

the center city, though research on the location of recently opened parks is needed to 

uncover their socio-spatial characteristics. 

This original longitudinal geospatial dataset allows for an examination of the 

temporal as well as spatial patterning of mobile home park closures. The georeferenced 

datasets spanning the years 2002 to 2011 provide the precise locations of park closures in 

the years before, during, and after the housing crisis. They indicate that many more 

mobile home park parcels were lost between the years 2002 and 2008 than between 2008 

and 2011. This finding is significant, as most studies link the U.S. housing bubble 

collapse to the rate of serious delinquencies leading to foreclosure, a rate that ascended 
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most steeply in 2007 marking 2007-2008 as the peak of the housing crisis (Joint Center 

for Housing Studies of Harvard University, 2008). However, these findings demonstrate 

that far fewer mobile home parks were lost in Harris County after 2008 than between 

2002 and 2008. Unlike other forms of housing, many more homes in mobile home parks 

were lost before the onset of the housing collapse than after the bubble burst.   

One reason for this discrepancy could be that mobile home parks are a casualty of 

urban redevelopment due to anticipated demand for new, single-family homes on sites 

where parks are located. As developers anticipated the demand for new homes in the 

years leading up to the housing crisis, park residents may have been more at risk than in 

post-crisis years when developers were wary of beginning new projects. More research is 

needed to examine the relationship between the loss of mobile home parks and 

foreclosures. But this preliminary analysis suggests that the foreclosure crisis that 

impacted millions of Americans may have worked to insulate mobile home park residents 

from the risk of eviction and displacement at the rate they experienced before the housing 

crisis. 

While the movement outwards from the city center is the most striking spatial 

characteristic of lost park parcels, further analysis reveals that some areas of the county 

are more likely to experience park closures than others. Multiple measures of cluster 

analysis indicate that lost mobile home park parcels are spatially clustered. Detecting 

these hot spots not only shows where significant clusters of lost mobile home park 

parcels are located, but also outlines geographically delimited areas of interest in which 

to investigate new land uses surrounding closed mobile home parks.   
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Mapping land uses traditionally associated with gentrification in and around these 

significant clusters demonstrates a spatial divide between areas where new condominium 

and mixed-use development is taking place and areas where parks have been closed. 

Analysis revealed no tendency for lots listed as either “new apartment development,” 

“mixed-use development,” or “condo land” to appear near lost mobile home park parcels. 

While these land uses are most often associated with displacement due to gentrification, 

they cannot comprise the form of urban redevelopment that is leading to park closures in 

Harris County, as they almost exclusively occur within the city center and well outside 

areas where parks have closed over the last decade (Figure 5). 

Probing the most current (2011) land uses within significant clusters of lost 

mobile home parks helps to paint a picture of the localized land pressures that may 

contribute to park closures. Instead of traditional land uses associated with gentrification, 

the residential redevelopment that is taking place near closed mobile home park 

properties includes lower-income properties such as lower than county average 

residential development and Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) properties. 

The presence of numerous LIHTC properties demonstrates a concentration of 

federally-backed privately developed low-income housing production in these areas. The 

LIHTC is called “the most important resource for creating affordable housing in the 

United States today” by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (2014). 

A large portion of the LIHTC program (about 75%) includes housing for residents with 

Section 8 housing assistance and altogether LIHTC properties provide about 90% of low-

income rental housing (Buron et al., 2000). Figure 5 depicts the presence of numerous 
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LIHTC properties in areas determined to have significant clusters of lost mobile home 

park parcels.  

Finally, at the parcel level (the smallest unit of available analysis), the 2011 land 

use codes for individual lost mobile home park parcels (N=102) demonstrate the new 

land uses that appear on lots where mobile home parks have closed. When overlaying 

2011 land use codes onto mobile home park parcels lost between the years 2002-2008, it 

is clear that there is a strong correlation between lost parks and lands listed as new 

residential development. This is the most common 2011 land use code for park parcels 

lost during the period investigated, followed by “residential vacant table value,” which 

denotes vacant residential land awaiting development (i.e. a new house or structure).22 

The combined categories of residential land with improvements (N=28) and residential 

land awaiting development (N=8) comprise 37% of the former mobile home park parcels 

for which 2011 land use codes were entered in the Harris County tax roles (see inset 

Figure 5). As this analysis was conducted up until 2011, these land use codes contain 

parcels that are still vacant awaiting commercial or residential development (N=25) and 

parcels where a new land use code was not yet entered in 2011 (N=15). Thus this level of 

analysis should be considered preclusive and the surrounding land uses within significant 

                                                 
7 Similarly, future commercial sites (coded “commercial vacant” [N=17]) are the next most common land 

use, although existing commercial properties (coded “commercial” [N=2]) are the least common land use 

for former mobile home park parcels. 
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clusters of lost parks noted above may be considered the best indicator of urban growth 

pressures on parks. 

While new residential development is taking place on former mobile home park 

parcels, this development is not substantially different in value from the low-income 

mobile home residences it is replacing. For parcels in which the land use changed from a 

mobile home park to residential construction by 2011, the average 2011 value (including 

land and improvements) for the newly-constructed residence is $59,941. This home value 

is low when compared to a) the median home value ($130,100) for all of Harris County 

for that year, (Houston Business Journal, 2011) and b) the average sales price of a new 

manufactured home without land ($66,000) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014).  

In short, the presence of numerous LIHTC properties around significant clusters 

of lost mobile home parks, along with the finding of less-than-county-value new homes, 

suggests that new low-income uses are replacing the low-income properties lost through 

mobile home park closures.  

CONCLUSION 
There is clear indication that mobile home park parcels are being lost in Harris 

County, Texas. Over the course of all years analyzed, the spatial distribution of lost 

parcels is not randomly distributed throughout the county. Rather, lost park parcels are 

clustered in the northeastern portion of the county just outside the city limits. These areas 

show a significant clustering of lost mobile home park parcels, even controlling for the 
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total number of mobile home parks in the area. The location of lost parks demonstrates a 

succession or movement outward from central city areas.  

Surprisingly, the rate of park closures was far greater in the years before the U.S. 

housing crisis in 2008. One critical reason for this discrepancy could be that mobile home 

parks are a casualty of urban redevelopment due to anticipated demand for new 

residential development on sites where parks are located. Though the housing crisis 

dramatically impacted other forms of housing, the unfavorable market for new housing 

development may have had a protective effect on homeowners living within mobile home 

parks as real estate speculation slowed. Despite the potentially protective effect of the 

foreclosure crisis, mobile home park closures continued to occur in Harris County after 

2008, albeit at a much slower rate. As population growth increases in Harris County and 

as the U.S. real estate market rebounds from the recession these closures will continue to 

impact residents of mobile home parks and may even return to their pre-2008 levels. 

When overlaying current land uses with mobile home park parcels lost between 

the years 2002-2011, it is clear that some land uses are more closely related to mobile 

home park closure than others. Namely, there appears to be a strong correlation between 

lost parks and lands listed as vacant residential land awaiting development. There is no 

tendency for lots listed as new apartment development, new commercial development, 

mixed-use development, or condominiums to appear near lost mobile home park parcels. 

More research is needed to assess the land use changes that contribute to the loss of 

mobile home parks, but this preliminary analysis suggests that mobile home parks are 

more likely to be lost in areas where low-income residential redevelopment is taking 
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place. This redevelopment is not of the sort most commonly associated with 

gentrification (i.e. new condominiums and mixed-use development). Rather, the land uses 

that seem to encroach upon closing parks are more likely to be low-value residential 

housing as well as low-income LIHTC rental properties. In other words, this particular 

loss of affordable housing appears to take place as low-income housing replaces other 

low-income housing. This complicates traditional understandings of the processes of 

gentrification and urban residential displacement. While urban theorists see the 

replacement of lower-income groups by higher-income groups as foundational to the 

definition of gentrification  (Galster and Peacock, 1986; Zukin, 1987; Hackworth, 2002; 

Lees, Slater, and Wyly, 2013), this analysis suggests that low-income uses such as 

LIHTC and Section 8 properties also have the power to gentrify existing low-income 

communities, especially if these existing communities are less lucrative to landlords and 

developers as in the case of mobile home parks.  

This analysis formulates a methodology for locating mobile home park closures 

and begins to assess the characteristics of urban growth and development that contribute 

to the turnover and loss of this important source of affordable housing. Because the 

analysis relies on parcel-level land use data publicly available through appraisal districts, 

which exist in every state, it provides a detailed and nuanced method of locating park 

closures that can be easily translated to any region of the U.S. Given the challenges of 

locating legal and undocumented forms of forced residential relocation outlined above, 

this is an important contribution to the literature on housing insecurity and urban 

migration. 
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Ultimately, however, this analysis raises many more questions than it is designed 

to answer. What specific developmental pressures result in mobile home park closures? 

What characteristics of the urban fabric are most associated with their disappearance? 

Since the total number of current mobile home parks remains roughly constant from year 

to year (as demonstrated in Table 3) while the geospatial analysis of existing parks 

reveals constant closures (Figure 3), what is the relation between areas where new parks 

are opened and those where existing parks are closed?  

Most importantly, this analysis necessitates but cannot resolve central questions 

about the community-level impact of mobile home park closures. As geospatial analysis 

cannot begin to interrogate the individual- and community-wide effects of the mass 

evictions that must result from the constant closures of mobile home parks, ethnographic 

examination from within closing mobile home parks is needed. Such research is 

necessary to understand what the movement of mobile home parks to the edges of the 

urban center means for the primarily low-income homeowners living inside these 

communities. Mapping the broader contours of these residents’ displacement is a first 

step toward addressing this question. In the chapters that follow I take up these other 

concerns. In the ethnographic analysis that follows I attempt to understand the effects of 

mobile home park closures from inside the communities of the displaced. 
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Chapter Two: 
Evicted in Paradise 

 
 

In June of 2012 I moved into Silver Sands Mobile Home Court in South Florida. 

After a series of interviews with housing advocates, real estate brokers, and homeowners 

association representatives in the state, I compiled a list of a dozen or so closing Florida 

parks that met the selection qualifications outlined in my methodology. Using the insights 

gained from the geospatial analysis of Houston, Harris County I selected my first 

ethnographic field site: Silver Sands Mobile Home Court, a potentially closing mobile 

home park in the rapidly growing metropolitan area of Palm Beach County, Florida 

Driving through the night, I moved my small car full of belongings into an 

already furnished single-wide mobile home, which had been abandoned by the former 

owners when they first received a notice of an application for a rezoning of the park. This 

was not an eviction notice but it signaled the threat of eviction enough for the former 

residents to abandon the home, which they used seasonally and were transitioning to full 

time. Over the next 11 months I would sleep in their abandoned bed, eat off their 

abandoned mixed-matched plates, work into the night transcribing that day’s audio 

recordings on their old corduroy recliner. On first arriving in the home I boxed up 

abandoned items that I would not need, making note as I went: a prescription bottle of 

cholesterol medication, children’s beach toys with price tags still on them, a hanging 

calendar marked with dates of doctor’s appointments at the VA (the month turned to 

April 2012), a guide to other Florida mobile home parks, a metal wall hanging that read 

“Bless This Home.”  Outside in the screened-in porch that ran the length of the mobile 
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home I dusted off and rearranged a seashell collection on a shelf in one corner. I looked 

out at my neighbor’s powder blue trailer, where a small sign stuck in a potted plant read: 

“Welcome to Paradise.” 

Silver Sands Mobile Home Court was a yam farm at the beginning of the last 

century, then for several decades it was used as a dump. Since 1959 it operated as a 

family owned mobile home park and in 2013 it was razed for future development as a 

multi-million dollar luxury mixed-use apartment complex. The story of Silver Sands, its 

origin and its destination, is the story of many mobile home parks in the contemporary 

U.S., and of urban growth and residential displacement more generally. Once low-value 

agricultural land, the property increased its marginal worth as an unlicensed landfill. As 

the city expanded and with it the need for affordable housing, it became a land-lease 

mobile home park. Over fifty years it operated near full capacity while long-time Silver 

Sands residents watched the town around their park grow into a large South Florida city. 

They saw the dirt road out front paved, a new hospital built across the street, and a 

massive master-planned community erected next door.  In 2013, with eviction looming, 

Silver Sands residents found it impossible to access affordable housing in the town. 

Several applied at the 1970s federally subsidized housing project located directly across 

the street. It was completely full and on a 2-year wait list. Indeed residents were unable to 

find anywhere in the five county area where they could live for the $200-$300 they paid 

to rent lots in Silver Sands, a fact that clearly demonstrated the crucial and irreplaceable 

source of affordable housing that mobile home parks provide.  
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The proliferation of privately-operated mobile home parks like Silver Sands grew 

precisely in tandem with the decline in direct federal support for affordable housing and 

the spread of mobile home parks is a close contemporary of the retraction of the state 

from the provision of low-income housing (see Figure 2). These two processes are not 

coincidental and must be understood as mutually constitutive. Thus the frequent closures, 

evictions and relocations in mobile home parks should be seen as a unique condition of 

low-income housing provision under conditions of government retrenchment and 

neoliberal administration of the social security net. 

The provision of affordable housing has in the last four decades been increasingly 

privatized and entrusted to for-profit developers, warranting study of the link between the 

political economies that now shape housing markets and the stability of the housing they 

provide. As federal subsidy of low-income housing has been repeatedly slashed and as 

private for-profit development of low-income housing has become the predominant (and 

federally backed) provider of affordable housing, these markets have experienced a major 

shift, creating new vulnerabilities for those in need of affordable housing options. The 

collective effect of this shift is nowhere better illustrated than in the proliferation of 

millions of mobile homes throughout the United States that today provide the largest 

unsubsidized source of affordable housing in the country and are an important way that 

U.S. low-income, and even middle-class, residents fulfill the desire to live in private, self-

owned housing. 

This chapter provides a detailed view of mobile home park eviction, one 

warranted by geospatial documentation of the frequency of park closures but impossible 
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without embedded field research. The analysis presented here draws on ethnography 

conducted from June 2012 through May 2013 in Silver Sands where I lived and was 

evicted alongside residents. In this chapter I detail daily life inside Silver Sands during 

the eleven months in which 130 residents were first told of the possibility of the park’s 

closure, in the days they received their eviction notices, and in the six-month period in 

which they moved or abandoned their homes. Through the ethnography of the months 

leading up to and immediately following the eviction, I analyze how residents’ housing 

choices and residential trajectories are shaped by state and local policies meant to manage 

them in the wake of a mobile home park closure.  

In the context of Florida policies that require residents redeem state relocation 

funds with licensed private mobile home movers (policies described further below), I pay 

special attention to the relationship between the state, its citizens, and its private delivery 

system of state aid.  I interrogate the outcomes of the state’s neoliberal housing policy, 

which I take here to mean  housing policy that confers substantial responsibility on the 

private sector in providing relocation services and new housing assistance to evicted 

residents. I examine the relationship between the neoliberal logic that structures the 

implementation of state housing policy at the local level and the housing trajectories it 

produces for these low-income homeowners. I ask how state laws meant to protect the 

interests of evicted mobile home residents merge with free-market processes and local 

planning politics to shape the way relocations actually unfold. 

To investigate the mechanisms through which state housing regulations are 

shaped by the priorities of local planning administrations and reshaped by non-state 
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actors, I utilize an updated understanding of the now-classic concept of growth machine 

politics (Logan and Molotch 1987), which holds that the development of urban regions is 

shaped by the interest in growth of those who stand to profit from it. In investigating how 

neoliberal state housing policy merges with growth machine politics, I use the buying and 

selling of mobile home parks as an analytical tool to examine how the struggles of mobile 

home park residents unfold within a field shaped by interested parties. In doing so I 

update the concept of growth machine politics to account for popular contemporary 

development discourses that are increasingly utilized by local planning administrations 

(discourses such as Richard Florida’s creative class [2004] and Andres Duany’s new 

urbanism [Duany, Plater-Zyberk, and Alminana 2003]). I analyze the confluence of these 

development agendas and planning ideologies by detailing the structure of local town 

council meetings and the vernacular used by town council members, planning staff, and 

representatives for developers when reviewing the redevelopment of Silver Sands. 

To analyze the ways neoliberal housing policy and growth machine politics shape 

state-legislated protections for mobile home park residents, I ask the following related 

questions: How do local governments respond to applications for land use changes that 

require the closure of parks and the eviction of mobile home residents within their 

jurisdiction? What language do officials use to assess the competing interests of sellers, 

buyers, and residents of mobile home parks? How do the decisions of city councils 

reviewing land use changes in mobile home parks demonstrate this balance of interests? 

When parks are slated to close, how do state policies determine the actual trajectories of 

people living in mobile home parks? Finally, how do state laws meant to protect the 
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interests of mobile home residents merge with free-market processes to shape the way 

these relocations unfold? 

In this chapter I show how one city’s lengthy review of a mobile home park 

closure and its process of relocating residents reveals – in real space and time from within 

a closing park – how legal housing provisions for mobile home residents are eventually 

entrusted to the private companies that transport, reinstall, and lease new lots to mobile 

homes. These companies not only profit from the churning of park residents, but they 

also determine the structure of the relocation process for them. I argue that the 

functioning of these private actors fits squarely into the neoliberal logic that regulates the 

contemporary provision of affordable housing. I demonstrate that this logic provides local 

authorities with the justification for approving park closures while relinquishing control 

of the administration of state-mandated protections meant to ensure mobile home park 

residents are adequately relocated. In the end, these private actors determine where, 

when, and how homes are relocated with little oversight of local or state authorities and 

with the advancing acquiescence of exhausted residents. 

In the following section I describe the Florida laws that manage relocation from 

closing mobile home parks like Silver Sands. I then outline more fully my use of the 

market in mobile home park property as an analytic tool for probing how the politics of 

place result in the redevelopment of mobile home parks and the eviction of park 

residents. Finally, I present the findings of eleven months of ethnographic fieldwork I 

conducted while living full time inside Silver Sands. I discuss how the public-private 
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partnerships forged in local development practices and fostered by Florida policy shaped 

residents relocation and to what effect.  

 

REGULATING MOBILE HOME PARK CLOSURES IN FLORIDA 

Florida is home to more manufactured home residents then all other states except 

California. Roughly 1.5 million Floridians live in manufactured housing, accounting for 

10 percent of the state’s residents (Florida State Senate 2006).  

 

Figure 7: Inside one South Florida mobile home park 

 

Florida’s mobile home parks typically serve senior citizens (Florida State Senate 

2006), who comprise a crucial, at risk, and understudied group when examining housing-

related crises. The sizable elderly population in Florida mobile home parks also makes 

these parks representative of a key demographic of mobile home residents nationally; 

across the country 23 percent of mobile home household heads are of retirement age 

(U.S. Commerce Department 2010). Despite the large share of Florida housing provided 

by mobile homes, the state experiences widespread park closures. About 1,500 Florida 

parks were estimated to be at risk of closure in 2010 (CFED 2010b). The confluence of 

these factors – namely, the considerable size of its mobile home population, the 
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demographic makeup of its residents, and the number of its mobile home parks at risk of 

closure – makes Florida an ideal site in which to understand the implications of mobile 

home park redevelopment and relocation. 

Florida is also noteworthy in the broad reach of its regulations regarding mobile 

home parks. The state has a statewide manufactured homeowners association that lobbies 

on behalf of mobile homeowners. This lobby was instrumental in convincing the Florida 

Legislature to enact the 2001 Florida Mobile Home Act, which regulates both currently 

operating and closing mobile home parks.23 There are three components of the Florida 

Mobile Home Act that deal specifically with park closures and shape mass relocations 

from closing mobile home parks like Silver Sands. 

First the Florida Mobile Home Act (FL State Statues 723.081) requires that park 

residents be given at least a six-month notice of eviction. Second, it requires that 

residents be informed that they are entitled to relocation compensation from the Florida 

Mobile Home Relocation Trust Fund in the amount of $3,000 for a single section mobile 

home and $6,000 for a multi-section mobile home.24 These funds are distributed with the 

                                                 
23 The Florida Mobile Home Act is the official short title for Title XL, Chapter 723 of the Florida Statues. 

First enacted in 2001, it is overseen by the Florida Department of Business and Professional Regulation. 

The provisions of this act apply to any residential tenancy in which a mobile home is placed on a leased lot 

in a mobile home park that contains ten or more lots 

(http://www.myfloridalicense.com/dbpr/lsc/MobileHomes.html). 

24 This money is distributed by the Florida Mobile Home Relocation Trust Fund administered by the 

Florida Mobile Home Relocation Corporation (FMHRC) (FL State Statute 723.061). The FMHRC was 
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explicit purpose of assisting homeowners with the cost of relocating their homes to other 

mobile home parks and are given in the form of a voucher issued to a licensed mobile 

home mover. Alternatively, residents are given $1,375 as cash compensation if they 

abandon their home within the closing park. Finally, the statute requires that when an 

application for a land use change on a mobile home park property will result in the 

closure of a park (i.e., through the sale of the park for another use), the local city or town 

council must make a finding that other adequate and suitable parks exist for the relocation 

of residents within a 50-mile radius of the closing park before they approve a rezoning of 

the property.25 As part of this process, the park owner is required (a) to notify all 

residents within five days of filing with the town council for such a zoning change and 

(b) to advertise the dates of the town council meetings where the zoning change 

application will be reviewed. This third component of the statute ensures that no zoning 

change on a closing mobile home park can be approved without park residents having 

                                                                                                                                                 
established by the Florida Mobile Home Act and its main purpose is to provide residents with these 

relocation monies. 

25 This mandate is only required if the closure of the park is part of a sale in which the buyer wishes to 

rezone the park to a non-mobile home park land use. Park owners may close parks at any time and evict 

residents without this review if they are not applying for a land use change or if they wish to close down the 

park and sell the land at a future date. However, Florida Legal Aid attorneys explained in interviews with 

the author that this does not often happen because park owners then risk losing the steady income from 

resident lot rents in a gamble that they could sell the property down the road. They insisted that state laws 

would be strengthened if this review applied to all closing parks, but claimed that currently most park 

closures already necessitate this review. 
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some opportunity to speak in front of their elected officials and without these officials 

considering at least one aspect of their relocation. 

These three components of the state statutes, though far from comprehensive of 

all needs of evicted households, distinguish Florida as a one of the most protective 

environments for residents of closing parks of all states in the U.S. (CFED 2010a). At the 

same time, the active real estate climate in Florida means that parks are often at risk of 

closing to make way for new residential or commercial uses. This analysis of mobile 

home park mass evictions in Florida provides an unprecedented opportunity to 

investigate how state law and local housing policies mitigate (or aggravate) the effects of 

forced relocation for residents in expanding development climates and how, under 

increasingly neoliberal affordable housing regulation, non-state actors shape the actual 

outcomes of these policies. 

THE HOUSING MARKET AS AN ANALYTIC TOOL 

Communities such as mobile home parks have meaning and use value in 

residents’ daily lives, but they also have exchange value as market commodities that can 

produce wealth for those who own and control them (Logan and Molotch 1987). Using 

the market in mobile home lands – and the mass relocations the sale of these lands 

necessitates – as an analytical tool broadens the discussion of mobile home park closures 

to include an examination of how state-regulated processes of relocation are shaped by 

interested parties. Residents’ attempt to grapple with a relocation process initiated by the 
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sale and redevelopment of their park is especially indicative of the type of “growth 

machine” politics theorized by John Logan and Harvey Molotch (1987).  

Logan and Molotch argue that despite political differences, those in positions to 

make decisions on community development issues most often agree with the dictum: 

growth is good. This dominates the intentions of local governments, it establishes that the 

city is a “growth machine,” and it assures that the commodity status of an area along with 

the organization of interests within that area will determine that area’s fate (Logan and 

Molotch 1987). This view of the politics of place is especially significant in communities 

like mobile home parks, where the commodity status of place is literally inscribed into 

the land by divided-asset ownership. 

Here I follow the writings of Logan and Molotch in attempting to understand if 

the actors involved in regulating the redevelopment of mobile home park properties 

privilege the exchange value of land over its use value for residents, as a political 

economy view of urban politics predicts. As demonstrated in the preceding chapter, in 

expanding real estate markets mobile home parks are at risk of closure and 

redevelopment when forces such as densification and urbanization make park property 

more desirable and valuable. Because most mobile home parks are privately owned by 

for-profit developers, closing parks and evicting residents is completely legal. If Logan 

and Molotch are correct in their assessment of local governance, the redevelopment of 

parks may even be facilitated by the interest of city governments in the growth and 

intensification of uses within their jurisdiction. 
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In what follows I examine whether and how pervasive contemporary development 

agendas promote the redevelopment of mobile home parks and provide city officials with 

justification for supporting the mass evictions of their residents. Updating the concept of 

growth machine politics, I examine how town officials and developers manufacture 

support for mobile home park redevelopment using livability and new urbanist discourses 

promoted by increasingly popular city planning theories such as Richard Florida’s 

creative class concepts (Florida 2004) and Andres Duany’s new urbanist theories (Duany, 

Plater-Zyberk, and Alminana 2003). 

 

LIVING IN AND LEAVING FROM SILVER SANDS 

In June 2012, when I moved into Silver Sands, the park owner had entered into 

final sales negotiations with a serious buyer and held a meeting to inform residents of 

this. I moved into the community about five months before the town council approved the 

zoning change necessary to finalize this sale. Because of this, my ethnographic fieldwork 

captures residents’ actions and strategies before the property was sold, during the critical 

stage in which the sale became a reality, immediately after the property changed hands, at 

the moment we received eviction notices, in the aftermath of the news of the park’s 

closing, during the first stages of planning for relocation, on days when homes were 

hauled away from the community, until the final day of our tenancy. 
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Figure 8: Talking with a resident outside her home 

 

At the point that I moved into Silver Sands in June 2012, residents had received 

notice that a potential buyer of the property had applied to the town for a rezoning of a 

portion of the property. While any zoning change must be approved by an appropriate 

governing body, Florida statutes mandate that before approving a land use change that 

will result in a mobile home park closure a local governing body must also find that other 

adequate parks exist for the relocation of park residents.26 This approval was necessary in 

                                                 
26 Florida statutes 723.083 dictate that “No agency of municipal, local, county, or state government shall 
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the case of Silver Sands because the buyer wished to redevelop the property into a mixed-

use planned unit development (PUD). 

Shortly after the rezoning application was filed with the town, in April 2012, the 

owner of the park held a meeting in the park’s recreation room. At this meeting residents 

met the potential buyer of the property, a development company I call Southern Property 

Holdings. Residents explained that they were told a number of things at this first meeting 

and in subsequent conversations with the developer’s primary representative, Jonathan 

Lerner.27  

First, residents were told that they had not yet been evicted because the developer 

still needed to gain approval from town council for a land use change on part of the 

property to be zoned commercial, in order for the sale of the property to be final. This 

required a series of meetings in which first the planning and zoning commission and then 

the entire town council would vote to approve or reject the rezoning. This meant that a 

total of three town meetings were required before the zoning change could be approved 

and residents would receive a formal eviction notice. 
                                                                                                                                                 
approve any application for rezoning, or take any other official action, which would result in the removal or 

relocation of mobile home owners residing in a mobile home park without first determining that adequate 

mobile home parks or other suitable facilities exist for the relocation of the mobile home owners.” This is 

the entire section; no further directives on the definition of “adequate and suitable” are given. 

27 All of these claims were verified by the forms that the developer handed out at this and following 

meetings, by my transcription of a recording of this meeting made by one of the residents, and later by 

representatives of the developer when they addressed the town’s planning and zoning commission and the 

town council. 
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Next residents were told that if the desired zoning change were approved, the sale 

of the park would be finalized and they would then receive a six-month notice of 

eviction. If this occurred they could also receive $1,375 from the State of Florida to 

abandon their home if it could not be moved and $3,000 or $6,000 respectively to move 

their singlewide or doublewide to another park if their home could be moved. 

During this initial meeting, when the developer’s representative Mr. Lerner 

informed residents of the $3,000 compensation provided by the state, he rightly explained 

that this amount was significantly less than the actual cost of relocating a mobile home. 

He quoted residents the estimate of $10,000 as the actual cost, with permitting fees and 

reinstallation. He then told residents that Southern Property Holdings had arranged to 

help cover these costs with two other private companies – a mobile home mover I call 

“Max Movers,” which almost exclusively moves mobile homes out of closing parks and 

into parks owned by the second company with whom they partnered, “Clearwater 

Communities,” which is the largest owner of mobile home parks in Florida. Lerner 

explained that residents could receive up to $10,000 in relocation costs – including the 

$3000 in state funds – if they had their home moved by Max Movers to a mobile home 

community owned by Clearwater Communities and they were given a brochure of four 

different Clearwater Communities within a 50-mile radius. 

Understanding the Process 
Since the first town meeting was postponed several times, most residents 

interpreted all this information to mean that they would have a lengthy period of 

adjustment before they needed to begin to relocate. Two streets up from my home in 
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Silver Sands, a 55-year-old resident, Christy, lived with her aging, homebound mother as 

her full-time caregiver. As many other residents had done, the first time I met Christy she 

asked me if I was aware that the park was for sale. From my August 1 field notes: 

Christy is sitting out on her porch with two male friends and one female 
friend. She tells me, “You know they’re going to sell this park 
eventually?” 

The woman next to her chimes in, as if to comfort me, “But sweetheart, 
the thing is that we haven’t even gotten a notice and when we do it will be 
another six months before we even need to start relocating.” Christy tells 
me that we could be looking at one year. Then she says that we are 
fighting it because we have a lawyer (a Legal Aid lawyer) so it could be 2 
years. 

In rapid succession she tells me that a group of people got together and 
signed a petition to keep the park open, that they have a lawyer, that the 
meeting for next month was supposed to take place this month but was 
canceled and moved to September, that this does not mean that the sale 
went through, and that the lawyer said that the developer is “running 
scared.” She sums up by explaining, “All this means that it could be one 
year or it could be two years.” 

 
Christy’s summary was echoed by many other residents during the months leading up to 

the eviction notice we received on October 24, 2012. Residents often quoted the phase “a 

year or two” to describe how long the process would take. Every single resident I spoke 

to, even those who admitted they knew little about what was going on with the 

redevelopment, knew that a six-month notice period was required and many felt that we 

would have much longer since we needed to wait for town council approval before the 

property could be sold and notices could be distributed. 
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Residents’ Expectations 
Early on, residents had clear expectations for what they thought would occur at 

the town council meetings. In almost every conversation I had with residents I met during 

my first months of fieldwork, I asked what they expected would happen at the first of 

these meetings. Many residents expected that the town council would turn down the 

application for a zoning change on the Silver Sands property from residential to 

commercial because, in their minds, more commercial property in our area of town was 

not needed; the roadway outside of Silver Sands was already too congested; or the town 

council would not want to attract the media scrutiny of displacing over 100 senior 

citizens. 

On the morning of the second town hall meeting, which was the first of two 

meetings in front of the entire town council, a resident in his 60s named Lou came 

knocking on my door. He was going door to door to make sure everyone in the 

community knew about the meeting that night, though most already did. He summarized 

the interpretation of many others I’d spoken to by explaining that the meeting was being 

held to discuss “what [the park owner] is doing to these people!” He told me that the 

town was “in an uproar” over the treatment of the residents of Silver Sands and the 

meeting that night was primarily “a meeting to discuss what is happening to them since 

they are all on fixed incomes.” 

Those that did not specifically hold hopes of having the rezoning turned down by 

the town council still felt that the meeting was being held to address their concerns. They 

expected that the specifics of the relocation process would be discussed, that they would 
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gain some clarity on what assistance they were entitled to, and that they would be told 

what to expect in the future. For most, this was their primary reason for attending the first 

town meeting. 

Before the first of the three town hall meetings, Tabitha, a frail, mainly 

homebound woman in her 70s, told me that she would not think of missing the meeting. 

The meeting was scheduled for her birthday and she would start the day by going to 

dialysis, which she undergoes three times a week, then she would attend physical therapy 

and have a follow-up visit for an infection that she developed after having surgery on her 

shoulder as a result of a fall in her mobile home. Despite all this she insisted, “I’ll be in 

the front row if I can.” 

Speaking in her home a week before the first meeting, Tabitha did not know if she 

planned to speak during the public comment portion of the meeting, but she explained 

that she wanted to attend to get answers to some questions: “Where do we go? What we 

do? How do we pay for this? How do we pay for moving? It’s not like we have bank 

accounts with $50,000. And then, can you move it? Can your trailer be moved anyway?” 

At the first meeting, residents spoke at the podium in town hall under public comment to 

ask similar questions; one asked: “I would like to know how this money is going to be 

handled. Who is going to take care of it? Are we going to get it?” 

Confusion and attrition among residents 
In the months leading up to the first town council meeting, residents like those 

quoted above expressed outrage and took serious steps to resist the redevelopment of the 

park. These steps included calling local news and print media, contacting a hotline for 
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senior citizens, holding independent meetings within Silver Sands, establishing legal 

representation through the Legal Aid Society, and circulating a petition to keep Silver 

Sands operating as a park. Several felt, initially, that the representation of their Legal Aid 

attorney would either prevent the rezoning of the park or extend the process so long that 

the developer might back out of purchasing the property.28 

However, in the five months between March, when residents first received notice 

of the application for rezoning, and August, when the first of the three town hall meetings 

                                                 
28 The notion that legal representation might delay the closure of the park was likely born out of 

misinterpretations of comments made by the community’s Legal Aid attorney Jason (a pseudonym) who 

explained to residents (and later to me in an interview) that Florida statutes only require that before 

approving a park redevelopment a locality must make a finding that other adequate parks exist within a 50-

mile radius and because of the number of parks in Florida it is very difficult to make an argument that they 

do not. Jason explained that because of this it is difficult to stop a park closure and so in a best case 

scenario “a lot of times what you end up doing is delaying ... coming in and making noise is sometimes 

enough to get them to at least compensate the residents.” In interviews with me, Jason (who has worked on 

at least five park closures in Florida) was clear that his emphasis on delay was due to his lack of other 

options: “It’s a private contract, you can’t sue the developers: ‘you can’t buy this park.’ You can’t sue the 

owner: ‘you can’t close [the] park.’ It’s a land rights issue. So basically the way is just attacking the town 

for not meeting the finding and gum it up and delay.” But, perhaps because of the delays they had already 

experienced in dealing with the town, residents mistakenly interpreted Jason’s emphasis on delay to mean 

that they were assured a lengthy relocation period. Meanwhile, because of the partnerships it had already 

arranged with private moving and mobile home park companies, the developer was easily able to convince 

the town council, in the words of the Mayor, “not only that adequate physical parks exist but also that there 

is an adequate mechanism for relocating residents there” (Town Council July 16, 2013). 
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was held, these attitudes shifted significantly. By mid-August, residents no longer 

anticipated that the first town hall meeting would be a forum in which they would express 

their outrage and resist the park closure. Rather, they saw the meetings as an opportunity 

to gain clarity on the relocation process and answers to persistent question they had about 

their rights and entitlements, as this conversation on August 10 between two neighbors, 

Tabitha and Betty, illustrates: 

Esther: Are you going to go to the meeting next week? 

Tabitha: I’ll be in the front row if I can. We are planning to meet with ... 
the legal [Legal Aid] guy at 6:30. We don’t know what he’s actually done 
for us. We were hoping that he was either going to get the rezoning not 
passed or something.  

(She thinks for a little while and then adds) I think a lot of it is that it has 
gone by for too many months and people are tired. They just want to know 
what’s happening. So they can make their decision. 

Betty: They just want to know what’s happening and let’s hurry up and get 
it done and over with so I can settle down again. 

Tabitha: Because it’s extremely disruptive, you don’t know. If [the park 
owner] closes the place it’s going to be, I fear, in a month or if the 
rezoning gets postponed and postponed and postponed, so now we’re in 
September and they have to give us six months anyway. So now we’re 
into another year. It’s unsettling.  

 
The result of the first planning and zoning commission meeting being rescheduled several 

times, with no new information being distributed to residents, was that by the first 

meeting many residents had already endured months of confusion, constantly asking and 

being told they must wait for answers to questions about how their potential eviction 

would be funded and organized. As they endured months of waiting for these answers, 

their attitudes shifted from ones of resistance to ones of acquiescence. 
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During this period, which many residents described as one of endlessly waiting 

for information, members of the town council met with the developer several times, as 

evidenced in a segment of the town meetings termed “ex parte disclosures.” As part of 

the rezoning hearings, all council members were required to disclose what they called “ex 

parte” meetings with the rezoning applicant (Southern Property Holdings) before the 

application was heard. In the public meetings four out of five council members, including 

the Mayor and Vice-Mayor, disclosed that they had met with representatives of the 

development company, often several times. Most of these ex parte communications took 

place throughout the summer, in the months before the first planning and zoning 

commission meeting. During the same period, residents repeatedly complained to each 

other and to me about the difficulty of getting anyone from the development company to 

answer their phone or return their phone call. One town council member had met with the 

developer as early as January of 2012, when the deal was still a “contract to purchase” 

and two months before residents had received a notice of the application for rezoning. 

Summarizing the ex parte disclosures at the first town council meeting, the Mayor said, 

“All of that in hopes of not having this meeting be so lengthy. That is one reason that 

we’ve had so many meetings beforehand with the applicants.” While the Mayor 

expressed her desire for a quick and efficient review of the developer’s application, many 

residents had waited months for the meeting in hopes that the town council would address 

their relocation concerns. 

The failed expectations that residents had for the first and second town hall 

meetings, combined with the five-month wait for the first town meeting, the month 
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between each subsequent meeting, and the expediency with which the planning and 

zoning commission approved the application for full town council review, all resulted in 

significant attrition over the course of the three meetings. At the time of the first meeting 

on August 18, which I attended with my 90-year-old neighbor Walter and his daughter-

in-law Gale, I noted: 

Walter looks around the room and says, “Just think of how many people 
there are in the park and look at how many people are here.” He estimates 
there are 100 trailers in the park and probably 150 people. Then he 
estimates that not 1/10th of the people that live in the park have come to 
attend the meeting. I ask why he thinks that is. He says, “Actually I don’t 
see what good it would do one way or the other. The zoning board is going 
to do whatever the hell they want to do.” 

Later in the meeting Walter’s daughter-in-law Gale stood up to speak to 
the town council.  
 

Gale served in the U.S. Air Force alongside her husband Mark. They both lived three 

doors down from me. Gale prided herself in being a no-nonsense woman and she spoke at 

the first meeting as a representative of three generations of her family that lived in Silver 

Sands, her father-in-law Walter and his wife, herself, her husband and her brother-in-law, 

and her son and his girlfriend. In my August 18 field notes, Gale speaks directly to the 

town council during public comment. At the end of her comments she summarizes: 

Gale: I would appreciate, for my fellow residents, to see some more 
answers given, some people coming through with promises they’ve made, 
a little bit more knowledge for us. 

Gale’s voice is very audibly cracking now and she sounds as if she is 
crying at the podium. 

Gale: Because they are not all 50 or 55 like I am. I know a lot of old 
people and I think they deserve better. 
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Gale is crying so hard she can barely say this last sentence. 

Gale: And I would appreciate some answers. 
 
Despite residents’ expectations, during this first meeting and especially in the following 

two meetings, the questions they posed – questions, for instance, about how they were to 

receive relocation funds, which parts of their homes were eligible for relocation, where 

they would live while their homes were relocated, and what other options they had for 

finding housing – were never answered. Instead, members of the planning and zoning 

commission and the town council directed the developer to get in touch with residents to 

address these concerns. The chair of the planning and zoning commission responded to 

Gale’s tearful request for more information and the comments of others who stated 

similar concerns by saying, “It sounds to me like the developer needs to have another 

meeting with the community ... and perhaps the time to do that is after these applications 

have gone through the process.” 

By the commission chair’s stated rationale, residents’ concerns relating to the 

conditions of their relocation from a 50-year-old mobile home park within the town’s 

jurisdiction were best handled, not by the town, but by the private developer whose 

primary interest was clearing the property for construction. Furthermore, as the chair 

makes clear in this statement, the best time for securing the residents’ relocation rights is 

not before approval when the town still has power to reject the necessary zoning change, 

but after the application has been approved and the oversight of the town council is 

concluded. 
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Ultimately these meetings did not address the questions that residents asked their 

neighbors almost daily and the town council during public comment. The meetings were 

primarily an opportunity for the developer to present the rezoning application and provide 

a justification that it was “compatible” with the town’s future growth plan and 

“necessary” due to changing demographics in the town. 

The town’s planning staff did work with the developer to add supplemental 

conditions of approval to the rezoning application, mainly the agreement that the 

developer would supplement the Florida relocation monies with additional funds to cover 

the entire cost of the relocation up to $10,000. These funds were distributed to the 

moving company with whom the developer had partnered to relocate the homes and were 

never seen by the residents themselves. Furthermore the developer’s supplement to the 

state funds was frequently cited by both representatives of the town and the developer as 

evidence that the developer had gone “above and beyond” the requirements of the state 

for the relocation of residents and was thus used as an additional mechanism to get the 

rezoning passed. 

Although residents like those quoted above expected the town meetings to help 

them understand the developer’s offers and secure a minimum standard of assistance, the 

meetings were used only to verify that the minimum legal mandates of state and local 

statues were met. Both the planning and zoning commission and the town council merely 

voted that they were satisfied that the developer had stated that they would meet the state 

statutory regulations and the additional conditions set by the town staff. From my 

September 18 field notes: 
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The Mayor then asks the council if they are satisfied from both the verbal 
and written presentation that adequate parks exists within the state-
mandated 50-mile radius, and not only that adequate physical parks exist 
but also that there is an adequate mechanism for relocating residents there. 
All of the members of council agree that they are satisfied. There is very 
little discussion on this point. The Mayor announces that they have 
consensus within one minute. 

Next, they vote on the change to the future land-use map amendment from 
residential to commercial. All members vote yes. 

 
In the end, each town meeting was shorter and more concise than the last. The final 

meeting was finished within two hours while the first lasted four hours. In each meeting 

both the planning staff and the developer presented the same summary of relocation 

assistance that they had presented to residents in the Silver Sands recreation room. Both 

the commission and council acknowledged that they were satisfied that state statutes and 

town conditions for approval were met, and when residents spoke to ask specific 

questions they deferred to the developer, recommending that the developer hold a 

meeting with residents in the future to address their concerns. 

TOWN COUNCIL – LOCAL PROTECTIONS FOR RESIDENTS 
The sole protection for Florida residents at the local level during the closure and 

redevelopment of mobile home parks is the requirement that a local governing body 

approve a zoning change of a mobile home park to another use and determine that all 

state statutory mandates are met (i.e., notice of state relocation monies and a six-month 

eviction period, plus finding that adequate parks exist within a 50-mile radius). While this 

requirement is primarily procedural, it both allows extra time beyond the six-month 

eviction period for the town council meetings to take place and gives residents an 
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opportunity to speak to their elected local officials and ask them to advocate on their 

behalf. In the case of Silver Sands, however, this town council process clearly 

demonstrated that residents’ interests were secondary to the growth interests of the town. 

In each of the public meetings where the rezoning application was reviewed, the 

language used by the developer, the planning staff, the planning and zoning 

commissioners, and the members of the town council was heavily punctuated with the 

catch phrases of livability and new urbanist discourses. Livability discourses promoted by 

Richard Florida’s work on the “creative class” and new urbanism promoted by Andres 

Duany’s master-planned communities are both typified by emphasis on dense, mixed-use, 

walkable, urban areas with ample opportunities for consumption, employment, transit, 

recreation, and cultural interactions in close proximity to residential spaces (Florida 2004, 

Duany, Plater-Zyberk, and Alminana 2003). 

In all three meetings held by the town, the redevelopment of Silver Sands was 

presented by both the developer and by the town’s planning staff as an opportunity to 

increase the commercial and residential density of the property by providing “351 units 

of rental apartments with a lake path, clubhouse, pool, playground area, dog park, half 

basketball court and preserve area. Also ... 35,000 square feet of medical office and 

25,000 square feet of retail” according to “a land-use strategy that would facilitate mixed-

use development concepts.” These new urbanist mixed-use concepts included: 

“neighborhood commercial engaged to the street” and a “necklace of green space” that 

provides “connectivity” to major arterial road and supports “intermodal activity” through 

the “relationship of this site to the [town’s] future transit-oriented development.” The 
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redevelopment plans emphasized the projected growth of the town and construction of 

the type of housing that is “critical to meeting the expanding needs of our employers in 

the area” (all comments from principal town planner and representative for developer, 

August 16). 

The concept most often evoked to support the developer’s application for the 

redevelopment of Silver Sands was that the town had itself “set the stage for this kind of 

development” and “facilitate[d] the project that we have before you” through the 

adoption of 2006 EAR-based amendments to its comprehensive plan, which promoted 

transit-oriented development in the vicinity of a planned future tri-rail stop.29 The 

developer showed a slide at all three of the meetings that depicted the property of Silver 

Sands with a buffer around it, which highlighted that the property was between ½ and ¾ 

mile of a future tri-rail stop. Representatives of the developer also pointed out that, even 

though the town had not yet begun to develop infrastructure for tri-rail transit, it was 

nonetheless important to “establish a land use pattern” that would “be supportive [of] and 

complementary to the federal funding that’s required to ultimately deliver such an 

intermodal activity” (all quotes taken from developer’s comments to P&Z Commission, 

August 16). 

                                                 
29 Florida Statues require local governments submit Evaluation and Appraisal Reports (EAR) every seven 

years that evaluate their progress in implementing the goals of their local planning and development 

guidelines (called Comprehensive Development Master Plans or CDMPs) and recommend changes to their 

CDMPs through EAR-based plan amendments. They thus clearly codify the planning priorities of local 

municipalities.  
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The same images were used to highlight the other major creative class concept 

invoked by the developer and enthusiastically seconded by the town council – the 

proximity of the site to major employers in the area in the fields of medicine, technology, 

and research and the hope that additional housing in the vicinity of these employers 

would attract more talent for these professions. The medical center especially was called 

“one of the town’s most important assets,” and a letter of support from the hospital CEO 

was projected on a screen and distributed to the town council. In this letter, the CEO 

claimed that the hospital “competes regionally” for employees and sees additional 

housing in the area as “a great asset.” In summary, the developer projected a slide 

comparing the current development of the Silver Sands property to the proposed 

development. On one side, under the heading “Current,” it listed simply: “151 mobile 

home sites.” On the other side, under the heading “Proposed,” it listed: “351 apartments, 

35,000 sq. feet of medical space and 25,000 sq. feet of office space.” 

The vernacular used by the developer described a more livable, walkable, urbane 

community with the amenities and proximity to technological and medical employment 

hubs that are particularly suited to attracting the vibrant, young, “creative class” 

professionals that the city desires as its workforce. Because of this, the town council 

approved the development of “workforce housing” over existing affordable housing, 

despite differences in actual costs. While lots at Silver Sands rent for between $300 and 

$400 a month and most residents own their homes, the two-bedroom apartments in the 

new development that were set aside as low-income rental units based on market rates 

were estimated to rent for $1,139 a month. When a member of the town council inquired 
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about these rates – since the developer had received several density bonuses for providing 

some affordable housing in the new development – Jonathan Lerner pointed out: 

We are not intending to provide a housing subsidy program. It is not HUD 
housing; it is not government-sponsored housing. We are intending to 
provide workforce housing per your comp plan for the town for their 
critical employees ... So while the income restrictions are not as low as 
they would be for some HUD-financed housing, they are a subsidy that is 
provided to what the town considers to be [its] workforce. (Emphasis 
added.) 

 

Over the course of these discussions, the developer described significant ways the 

redevelopment of Silver Sands dovetailed with the town’s housing goals. While they 

pointed to the limits of their responsibility to low-income residents of Silver Sands (“We 

are not intending to provide a housing subsidy program”) they highlighted the extent to 

which their housing units would subsidize an incoming workforce of citizen-consumers 

(“...they are a subsidy that is provided to what the town considers to be [its] workforce”). 

In the end, the town council inquired about several details of the plan but did not take 

serious issue with any part of it. The Mayor stated to the attendees at the meeting that she 

was: 

Glad to see the buyer has been meeting with the residents and trying to 
come up with a plan to provide additional facilities... Overall the 
opportunity to have additional workforce housing is very important to us. 
That is a great location for the reasons that we heard. So I think that it’s 
going to be quite good. 

 
The town council voted unanimously in favor of the zoning change. 

Over the course of all three meetings, the disclosures of numerous private 

meetings between town council members and development staff, the language the town 
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council and planning staff used to describe the project, and the expediency with which 

they approved the application to rezone Silver Sands all demonstrated that town officials 

privileged developer’s interests at the expense of current residents, mainly because the 

redevelopment plans for Silver Sands fit seamlessly into the growth agenda of the town. 

Throughout this process, representatives for the developer explicitly mobilized 

popular “livability” and new urbanist discourses to demonstrate how the redevelopment 

of Silver Sands would promote the growth agenda of the town. The narrative of 

redeveloping Silver Sands to provide livable, walkable, urbane workforce housing in the 

place of a current mobile home park provided a justification for quickly finding that 

Florida state statues were met, without further interrogating how the process of relocating 

residents would be managed. Ultimately the town outsourced all of the protections for 

residents to the developer alone, putting residents’ interests even more squarely into the 

developer’s hands and entrusting the developer to oversee all aspects of the relocation. 

THE STATE OF FLORIDA – STATUTORY PROTECTION FOR RESIDENTS  

Silver Sands is illustrative of redeveloping mobile home parks in Florida in that a 

local governing body was responsible for the approval that state statutory schemes were 

met, while all other assistance for Silver Sands residents was provided at the state level. 

According to the Florida Mobile Home Act, these state protections consist mainly of a 

regulation that mandates a six-month notice period and a trust fund that administers 

relocation monies for residents. However, to manage the actual relocation of Silver Sands 

residents, the state relied exclusively on the purchaser of the property and the private 
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companies involved in moving, transporting, reinstalling, and leasing lots to the homes. 

These private companies carried out most aspects of the relocation process and thus 

shaped how this process unfolded for residents. The efficiency and profit seeking of these 

companies was at odds with the state-mandated eviction period of six months. Thus, in 

both subtle and overt ways these companies put pressure on residents to move where and 

when the companies dictated. 

Moving Where? 
Florida Statutes mandate that local governments determine that other adequate 

parks exist for the relocation of mobile homes and state that FMHRC monies can be used 

to relocate a mobile home within a 50-mile radius of a closing park. However, the statues 

do not clarify how “adequate facilities” are defined or offer any assistance in relocating 

homes besides the voucher to defray relocation costs. As shown above, in the case of 

Silver Sands the town council charged the developer with the task of organizing the 

relocation process on behalf of the residents. As I show below, because the developer 

partnered with Clearwater Communities and Max Movers to relocate the homes, Silver 

Sands residents were channeled away from privately owned parks within their own town 

and directed toward four Clearwater parks – all located outside of town, some located up 

to 50 miles away. 

In meetings and in materials distributed by the developer, residents were 

presented with four different Clearwater Communities parks as their options for 

relocation. The majority of residents told me that these parks were their only options if 

they wanted to receive any relocation money. Others looked into the matter further and 
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determined that they could move to non-Clearwater parks and still receive the state funds. 

However, these residents also told me that the state funds would not be enough to hire an 

independent mover, that they were unable to find a mobile home mover that was 

available, or that they were told that Max Movers was contracted only to move homes to 

Clearwater Communities. As one frustrated resident, Kathleen, summarized, “I’m sorry 

but that whole deal is so freaking crooked. I guess the contract is – [Max Movers] moves 

the trailers and we get no choices but four [Clearwater] Communities... Their so-called 

contract! They’re dictating to us!” Kathleen goes on to explain that in her understanding, 

there is a contract between the mover and Clearwater Communities and that we residents 

are all involved in that contract without ever having signed that contract. By the end of 

February 2013, only one park resident within my acquaintance – which included about 80 

percent of the park – had contracted with an outside mover. The rest, including Kathleen, 

were moved by Max Movers to Clearwater parks.  

Moving When? 
Providing residents with a six-month notice period in the event of a park closure 

is one of the most important mandates in the Florida Mobile Home Act. As noted above, 

only five other states have minimum notice periods of sixty days or more for closing 

mobile home parks. Residents of Silver Sands did indeed receive an eviction notice on 

October 24 that stated that we had six months to vacate the property. However, because 

the details of the relocation process were entrusted by the town council entirely to the 

developer, who organized the relocation with a private moving company and a privately-
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owned mobile home park management company, the six-month period that residents 

expected was significantly curtailed. 

During the same period that Silver Sands was approaching the final sale of the 

park, another nearby mobile home community – home to 750 mobile homes and 1500 

residents – was also closing. Once Silver Sands residents received their formal eviction 

notice, which clearly stated that they had six months to vacate the property, they began to 

receive phone calls putting pressure on them to select a date to move. Residents were told 

that movers would be stretched thin moving the residents from the neighboring park and 

were only offered moving dates from November through January, within a three-month 

period of receiving our six-month notice. 

 

Figure 9: The first homes were pulled out of Silver Sands in November, one month after 

the delivery of the eviction notice. 
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After meeting with the moving company on November 22, learning my home 

could be moved, and then clarifying with the owner of Silver Sands that I would be able 

to purchase (at a fraction of its value) the home I was currently renting, I met with 

representatives of Clearwater Communities and Max Movers to inquire about the latest 

possible date that I could move my mobile home. I confirmed that the company was not 

scheduling any homes to be moved after January. They insisted that they simply could 

not justify scheduling a single home to move in April if I wanted to stay until the final 

date of our tenancy, May 1. They repeatedly told me that it would not be safe for me to 

stay in Silver Sands until May when the majority of the homes would have been moved. 

From my November 13 notes: 

During a visit to the relocation office I ask how late they are scheduling 
homes to move. The representative tells me that some people have said 
they wanted to wait until the very end, and he simply cannot do this. Then 
he tells me that I do not want to wait until the end anyway. He says, 
“towards the end ... when it’s a half empty park and it looks like it’s 
closing and being abandoned, people start coming in and doing bad 
things.” He goes on to say that really there are a couple different reasons 
why he can’t schedule the homes to move at the end. He says that first of 
all everyone would want to wait until the end because the lot rent is 
cheaper here. However, he reiterates that really it is a “safety issue” and he 
says that most residents do not know what it’s like to be in a park with 
only 20 residents left but he knows what it’s like to be in these parks 
because he has seen it. He emphasizes, “I’ve done this before so I know 
what happens, is not good to be the last homes in the park. I’ve seen all 
types of bad stuff happen.” 

 

Pressure to move as soon as possible came from both sides. As noted, the mover 

scheduled homes to be moved as soon as possible and refused to schedule any to be 

moved after January. Additionally, the mobile home parks owned by Clearwater 
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Communities put pressure on residents to move within two months after the eviction 

notice was delivered. On my visits to two different Clearwater Communities in the 

months before the final town hall meeting and delivery of the eviction notice, I was told 

by park managers that they would hold lots that Silver Sands residents had reserved for 

the entire six-month notice period. As one manager insisted on October 3, “They’ve got a 

place to come to at the end of it. We’re okay with that.” Residents told me that they had 

been assured of the same thing: the various Clearwater Communities would hold their 

reserved lots for them. 

However, after the zoning change was approved, the Clearwater parks where 

residents reserved lots immediately began to call them to inform them of the dates that 

they were scheduled to be moved. They claimed that they could not ensure that they 

would hold lots for residents for longer than two months. They cited the closure of the 

nearby park as one reason that lots might be given away. In November residents 

frequently discussed these changes: 

Like many other residents, Kathleen planned to move as late as possible to 
take advantage of the low rent at Silver Sands and avoid the rent increase 
of $200-300 she will incur when she moves to a Clearwater park. She told 
me in early October that some of her neighbors had spoken to her about 
their concerns that there was already a list of scheduled dates for 
relocating the homes, even though we had not formally been evicted at 
this point. Kathleen tells me that she has insisted to her neighbors that: 
“They can’t force people to leave when they want them to leave... They 
can’t tell you when you’re going to move.”... When I see Kathleen on 
Nov. 4 for the first time since we received our eviction notices, she tells 
me that she had not even received all of her notices when the manager of 
the park where she reserved a lot called to inform her that they scheduled 
her to move on Jan. 11. Now with an exhausted shrug she just says, 
“That’s the way it is.” 
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Figure 10: A resident readies the exterior of his home for transport. Although moving 

companies were contracted to perform this work, many residents chose to do it 

themselves. 

 

Over the first weeks of November, it became clear that all residents who were 

scheduled to move were scheduled in November through January, many during the weeks 

of Thanksgiving and Christmas, an added barrier to finding temporary housing at local 

motels, with friends, or with family. Residents were told that with permitting and 

installation, there would be a 4-6 week period before they would be able to move back 
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into their homes. The developer initially stated, under oath at town hall meetings, that 

there would be some assistance for housing during the period that residents could not be 

in their homes. In practice, the only housing assistance given was the option to rent out 

the former homes of Silver Sands residents who had abandoned their homes because they 

could not or did not want to move them. Although these homes were often in poorer 

condition than the ones the residents owned and were moving, the development company 

insisted on charging rent of $15 a day or $450 a month plus a $100 deposit. This was 

substantially more than the rents most residents were paying for their own homes in the 

park, where rents ranged from $300-$400. 

 

Figure 11: Residents rented abandoned Silver Sands trailers while waiting to return 

home. 
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FROM ANGER TO ACQUIESCENCE  

During the months leading up to the town council review of the rezoning of Silver 

Sands, many residents expressed high hopes for what the state and local government 

could provide for them. They believed that the local government would either block the 

redevelopment of their mobile home park or directly assist residents in finding alternate 

housing. Accessing relocation assistance offered by the state was the first priority for 

almost every resident I encountered in the research. Even those that had not yet made 

relocation plans – in this case because of lack of funds or serious health problems (such 

as stroke) that inhibited them from formulating plans – still spoke primarily of accessing 

state money as their primary means of dealing with their precarious living situation. 

Once it became clear to the residents that their town council would not interfere 

with the development process and the State of Florida would not dictate the terms of the 

relocation, but would only provide funds for moving their homes, residents became 

increasingly dependent on the developer and the private companies with whom the 

developer contracted. This network of non-state actors ultimately determined when and 

where residents would move. 

Because Southern Property Holdings was charged with the task of applying for 

state monies on behalf of residents and distributing the funds to private companies with 

which it formed contracts, residents had little room to maneuver to secure more equitable 

treatment or better financial or practical options. In general, the relocation arrangement at 

Silver Sands was one in which residents needed to contact representatives of private 

companies to ensure their rights to state-mandated protections. Although Florida is a 
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model in the number and kind of protections it offers for mobile home residents (CFED 

2010a), these protections are delivered according to a neoliberal logic of housing policy 

that relies upon the private sector to actualize state-mandated safeguards. 

Even items that are state mandated – namely, ensuring a six-month notice period 

– were ultimately dictated by what was most efficient and profitable to the companies 

involved in the relocation. The developer did indeed assist residents in acquiring the state 

funds to move and then supplemented these funds to cover the entire cost of the 

relocation as agreed upon with the town’s planning staff in the conditions of approval for 

its rezoning application. However, the state funds came in the form of a voucher given to 

an approved moving company and the developer’s supplement to these funds was also 

given to the private moving company with whom it had formed a contract. By moving 

time, residents were so worried about losing relocation monies as a result of being unable 

to be scheduled by the mover the developer had chosen or losing a spot at one of the 

Clearwater Communities the developer had approved, that they willingly self-evicted 

months before the state-mandated six-month notice period that many had planned to 

utilize. 

During the same period, the town council process, with its many delays, had the 

effect of transforming the subjectivities of Silver Sands residents and producing 

misunderstandings of how the relocation would be handled. This confusion ultimately 

transformed residents’ attitudes from ones in which people were actively calling local 

media to report on their story, securing pro-bono legal assistance, and making their 

voices literally heard – through angry outbursts and shouting at the meetings in the park’s 
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recreation room and the town hall – to ones in which residents told me frequently that 

they didn’t care anymore, that they “just want it done and over with” (Randall, October 

7), that the process was “so unsettling” (Tabitha, August 10), and that “if you try to fight 

a closing eventually you get nothing for your mobile home” (Jenn, August 7). 

Residents’ initial confusion over the purpose and intent of the town council 

review is an important component of a more general confusion that pervaded almost 

every step of this process. After a period of seemingly endless waiting to receive 

assistance and information from local leaders, residents were told by their town council 

that they should address the developer with their lingering questions. Despite this, they 

understood that the developer’s primary aim was not to address their concerns but to clear 

away their homes so that construction on the Silver Sands property could begin. Thus, 

residents often expressed confusion about whether they were receiving valid information, 

whether they had other options, whether they could call upon any one to advocate for 

them, or whether there was any reason to organize collectively. Over this period they 

transitioned from attitudes of resistance to attitudes of acquiescence as they began a 

process of passively waiting. In the words of Tabitha, the resident who previously 

boasted she would be in the front row of the town meetings: “What can we do? What is 

there to do? We just have to grin and bear it.” 
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CONCLUSION 

The analysis of Silver Sands reveals that two contemporary housing trends work 

together not only to propel mobile home park closures, but also to shape the trajectories 

of evicted residents in their wake.  

First, “creative class” arguments for redevelopment create a platform for 

demolishing existing affordable housing in favor of privately-developed “workforce” 

housing meant to attract an imagined class of vital workers and consumers. Developers 

mobilize popular “livability” and new urbanist development discourses to demonstrate 

how their plans to redevelop existing low-income communities compliment and promote 

the growth agendas of local governing bodies.  

Second, the neoliberal regulation of Florida’s housing policy then justifies the 

transfer of state-mandated protections for mobile home park residents from state agencies 

to local governments. The same regulatory logic provides a rationale for local 

governments to relinquish control of these protections to private actors who profit from 

the churn of evicted and displaced residents. 

The result is that non-state actors determine most aspects of the relocation process 

and shape how this process unfolds for residents. Despite state-mandated protections, the 

ethos of efficiency and profit seeking of these companies means that, in both subtle and 

overt ways, the companies put pressure on residents to move where and when they 

dictate.  

Because I find that these processes occur in a state such as Florida, which has 

“model” state legislation (CFED 2010a) and a uniquely protective regulatory climate for 
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mobile homeowners, it is likely that similar processes occur in other states where 

relocations are carried out with a heavy reliance on the private sector and that more 

serious negative effects for residents might be found in the majority of U.S. states where 

such regulations are lacking. These lax regulatory climates are typified by states such as 

Texas, which requires only a 30 days’ eviction notice (as does the majority of U.S. states) 

and has almost no regulations regarding resident relocation. A comparative ethnographic 

analysis detailing the experience and effects of relocation under this more common, 

though very different, state regulatory framework forms the basis of the next chapter.  
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Chapter Three: 
Managing Mass Eviction 

 

On the final day of our tenancy at Silver Sands, I pack my car full of belongings 

in preparation for the drive to my new trailer in Ramos y Ramos Mobile Home Park, a 

closing park I found on a visit to Texas two months earlier. I take down the oil painting 

of a grey heron that has hung on my living room wall since I moved in and for unknown 

months and years before that. When I arrive in Texas I install it next to the front door of 

my tiny rented singlewide.  

For now I reflect on the fate of my Florida home. I have consulted with the 

movers contracted by the developer of Silver Sands. On a second visit to the home they 

insisted it was not structurally sound and could not be moved. I abandon it in the park 

along with all its mixed-matched dishes, its aged furniture, its workshop of tools, which I 

leave where I found them almost one year ago.  

The day before this final day of tenancy at Silver Sands I wake up to a call on my 

cell from a resident two streets away, Randall, a 61-year old man who has lived in the 

park for about 10 years. He tells me that he is outside on my screened-in porch. Barely 

awake I go out to see what is going on:  

Esther: You don't have to work today? 

Randall: No I couldn't I was crying... I think reality just fucking set in. Frank 
(his manager at the day labor company, Labor Finders) knew it. He said I'm 
not gonna send you out today. I said, I can't go out today. God look at me. 
I've never shook like this before... I still couldn't find a room this morning. 
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Randall tells me that he slept in an abandoned building where he found a 
bunch of mats and used them as a bed.  

Randall talks a bit about how annoyed he was last night when we had a beer 
at Sharkies Bar. A regular at the bar kept pointing out that he’d been telling 
Randall for months that he needed to be looking for a place. I understand 
Randall's frustration because the man bothered me too. Randall doesn’t 
drive and for months I’ve been driving him to apartments and other mobile 
home or RV parks. I have helped him search Craigslist for rooms and he has 
dutifully followed up on each one, but all of this hasn’t produced a single 
apartment or room that Randall can afford and that is close enough to the 
city center that he can continue walking to his job at Labor Finders. (Randall 
has no car or driver’s license and walks several miles to work each day.) 

Later in the day I meet Randall again at Sharkies ... He plans to sleep 
outside for one more night and then look into finding a homeless shelter in 
the morning. He says, “I’d love to go to one, I'd sleep on a cot.” He’ll try to 
find one in the book that he has shown me many times, a dog-eared and 
worn volume of different agencies and organizations for low-income people 
called the Family Almanac of Family Resources for Palm Beach County. It 
is actually a guide for people with children and is published by the Children 
Services Council of Palm Beach County. He has had it for years ...  

Earlier today we moved Randall’s belongings into a rented storage unit. 
Randall talks about some of the items that he wanted to make sure he kept 
from his trailer and got safely into storage, which he rented with part of his 
abandonment fee. One of these things is the ashes of his mother. He wants 
to scatter them over the ocean. 

 
 Over the next seven months Randall’s living situation does not improve. He 

remains homeless, his phone gets disconnected, and in August he fails to pay his storage 

unit fee so they begin calling me repeatedly (he has listed me as the emergency contact) 

explaining that they must dispose of his things. I think of his mother’s ashes along with 

every other thing Randall owns in there. When I visit Randall in December 2014, seven 

months after we were evicted from Silver Sands, he is still living on the street. He has 

stopped paying for his storage unit and lost all the meager belongings he saved from his 
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mobile home. Only seven months before he was a proud homeowner who enjoyed 

hosting me in his trailer, which was neatly appointed with inherited family antiques. Now 

everything he owns fits in a duffle bag that he keeps tucked between his legs to guard 

against thieves as he sleeps on a mattress behind a store near Labor Finders.  

The dog-eared copy of a book of social agencies that Randall still kept on him 

even while sleeping on the street attests to the way he and other residents were eager to 

seek out help from community organizations and state agencies. Residents called 

churches, non-profits, senior services hotlines and went to their town halls to ask for 

assistance. In a central irony, Silver Sands is located directly across the street from a 

government-subsidized housing project built in the early 1970s. Several residents who 

could not afford the Clearwater parks that were their main option had called or visited the 

subsidized apartments, but were told the waiting list was almost 2 years long. One 

resident, Francis, had already been on the waiting list there for at least a year when Silver 

Sands closed. 

I call to check in with Francis on the road from Florida to Texas. Days before I 

had visited her home to find it empty, the door hanging open, many of her belongings still 

inside.  
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Figure 12: Francis’ home, abandoned when I visit in the week before the eviction 
deadline  

 
Francis had tried everything she could think of to remain living on her own. 

Francis is blind, completely homebound, and unable to walk without assistance. She 

explained that her independence was the most important thing to her, and she was able to 

live alone comfortably because she was so familiar with the layout of her small mobile 

home. Though she frequently spoke of the importance of her independence, she was 
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forced to move in with a son in the neighboring city after learning her home could not be 

moved. 

In our phone conversation from her son’s apartment she described the day she left 

her home, saying, “I thought I was going to die.” She tells me that day her daughter had 

to give her a Valium and explains she’d never taken anything like that before. She 

inquires about others in the park and asks if I would mind her calling me from time to 

time to check in, seemingly eager to keep up with someone from the old park.  

Over the next months while I am living in Ramos y Ramos, residents do call me 

regularly. As I describe below, their experience of dislocation did not end with our 

eviction and they continued to speak of the relocation as an ongoing and particularly 

disruptive event.  

FLORIDA AND TEXAS: DISPARATE REGULATORY REGIMES  

 Because I conducted the research in Texas only after working in closing parks in 

Florida for 11 months, I was at first confounded by the very different reactions of 

displaced Texas residents once the initial impact of their park’s closure set in. In Florida, 

despite a prolonged relocation process many residents still grappled daily with the effects 

of relocation for many months after our final day of tenancy in May 2013. When I spoke 

with them on the phone from Texas that summer and fall, they frequently complained of 

the time it took to move back into their homes, of problems in their new communities, 

and of the many structural issues they dealt with upon returning.  
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In my initial months after moving to Texas, on the contrary, my field notes were 

filled with references to my own feelings of being “shocked” and “stunned” at the actions 

taken and emotions described by residents in Texas, who in most cases returned to their 

homes within days or weeks of their relocation. 

In this chapter, I explore the varied experience of eviction among residents in 

these two states. I analyze their experiences in light of the state policies that shaped the 

terms and timing of their relocation. The difference between the experiences I recorded 

among residents in Florida and those in Texas was not in itself unexpected, given the 

different rules that govern park closures in the two states. Indeed, I had designed the 

comparative ethnographic project based on two simple and crucial features of 

manufactured housing in Florida and Texas:  1) they are two of the three states with the 

largest mobile home park populations and 2) their state policies most typify the wide 

range of approaches taken by states across the U.S. 

The number of mobile homes in Florida and Texas alone accounts for about 18% 

of the total number of mobile homes in the U.S. (Ruggles et al. 2010). Both of these 

states have been identified as hubs of park closures (CFED 2010, Consumers Union 

2001). Yet the regulatory climate for residents of mobile home parks has evolved very 

differently in these two states. 

Florida has a long history of resident activism dating to the 1970s when residents 

founded the Federation of Manufactured Home Owners of Florida (FMO), whose 

lobbying victories include the creation of Chapter 723 of the Florida Statutes, which 

established a trust fund to compensate manufactured home owners displaced during park 
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closures. This is done through a voucher issued to a licensed mobile home mover for the 

relocation of the home.30 

No such regulatory system or advocacy group exists in Texas. As in a majority of 

states in the U.S. (CFED July 2010), residents of Texas mobile home parks are evicted 

with only 30-days’ notice, they are not entitled to any compensation, and they have no 

statewide homeowners association. Only one state agency, the Texas Department of 

Housing and Community Affairs, Manufactured Housing Division regulates 

manufactured housing, but its role is merely to track the production, licensing, and 

installation of homes. In an interview with the agency’s executive director he lamented 

that Texas has no system for identifying park closures, no state agency that regulates 

them, and no public or non-profit program that provides financial assistance for 

relocation.  

In Texas, this lack of explicit policy has meant that mobile home park closures are 

(un)regulated with a more conventional laissez-faire approach to neoliberal governance.31 

The state has refused to interfere with the market in mobile home lands or the 

management of evicted residents, dismissing legislation that would create mobile home 

park regulations in at least two legislative sessions since 2000. In Florida, state practices 
                                                 
30 Florida statute 723.083 
31 For conceptions of neoliberalism as the laissez-faire retreat of government from the provision of social 
welfare, see Harvey (2005). Wacquant (2009) lends nuance to the conflation of neoliberalism and laissez-
faire capitalism by noting that that U.S. governance operates through a laissez-faire approach at the top 
while acting as a fiercely interventionist Leviathan at the bottom. Somers (2008) questions any such 
conceptions of neoliberalism, arguing that markets are actively constructed by state authorities at every 
level rather than emerging by default from human interaction, as laissez-faire doctrine presumes. For a 
critique of Wacquant’s (2009) focus on the laissez-faire practice of “rolling back” state interventions that 
argues this approach focuses solely on what states do to manage poverty rather than how they do it (i.e. 
through reorganizing government practices), see Soss, Fording and Schram 2011 and Soss, Hacker and 
Mettler 2007.  
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deviate from laissez-faire approaches in mobilizing state law and local policy to bolster 

the market and provide social services (Brown 2006). Florida has adopted a voucherized 

system of relocation aid, thereby establishing public-private partnerships and an approach 

to neoliberal governance that takes the shape of “market-driven governance” (Somers 

2008).  

In this chapter, I extend the analysis of Silver Sands presented in the preceding 

chapter to understand how the logic that undergirds Florida’s mobile home relocation 

policy shapes the short-term and long-term experience of forced relocation in that state. I 

include ethnographic observations and interviews undertaken during return visits up to 

one year after we were evicted from Silver Sands. I place these observations in 

comparative perspective by analyzing the field notes and interviews from eight additional 

months of ethnographic research conducted while living and working full time in closing 

Texas parks.  

I find that despite the “model legislation” that exists in Florida, the state’s policy 

plays an important role in worsening the effects of forced relocation through its heavy 

reliance on private actors to manage relief efforts. In Texas, no such legislation exists and 

while mobile home park closures there created acute crises, these crises were limited to 

moments in time as residents organized and oversaw their own relocations. In Florida, the 

more protective regulatory environment incubated a more prolonged, disorienting, and 

detrimental fallout for residents. 

In this chapter, I examine this paradox of state intervention. I attribute these 

uneven effects to dissimilar state regulatory practices and demonstrate that the delivery of 
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state-mandated protections according to a neoliberal logic of housing policy entrusts 

residents’ relocation to private actors. These private parties produced Florida residents’ 

confusion in two ways: 1) by manipulating the timing of eviction so that residents were 

alternately forced to perpetually wait and inexplicably hurry and 2) by deploying 

benevolent claims, mobilizing narratives of generosity and care while profiting off the 

dislocation of vulnerable residents. This process not only produced a protracted period of 

disruption for Florida residents, but also created a ripple effect that continued to confuse 

and disempower them long after their relocation was complete.  

FIELD SITES 

This chapter draws on days and months spent living and working inside five 

mobile home parks in two states: Silver Sands and Sawgrass Estates in Florida, and 

Ramos y Ramos, Twin Oaks and Trail’s End in Texas.  

Silver Sands and Sawgrass Estates 
In June 2012, I moved into Silver Sands Mobile Home Court, a 55 and older park 

in Palm Beach County Florida. As described in the introduction (see pages 18-33), during 

my 11 months living alongside and being evicted with 130 residents of Silver Sands I 

also spent days shadowing work crews in Sawgrass Estates, another closing park in South 

Florida. I interacted with and formally interviewed 19 of its residents over their 9-month 

eviction process. While my analysis in this chapter focuses on Silver Sands, I use the 

comparative case of Sawgrass Estates to demonstrate how a very similar process 

unfolded there despite differences in the specific actors managing the relocation. 
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Twin Oaks and Trail’s End 
 After being evicted from Silver Sands I moved into a small park of 10 mobile 

homes in Alvin, Texas, a town located along the exurban fringe of the Houston, Texas. In 

October 2007, the Alvin Town Council instituted an ordinance that required that the 

town’s mobile home parks, many developed decades ago, be in compliance with costly 

new standards or else close. In May 2013, I moved into Ramos y Ramos, one of the 32 

parks in the town in violation of the new ordinance and expected to close. However, my 

daily fieldwork included days and nights spent primarily in Twin Oaks and Trail’s End, 

two closing parks that neighbored Ramos y Ramos (which upgraded in time to remain 

open), and in the homes of residents once they relocated.  

 

AN UNEVEN EXPERIENCE OF EVICTION 

 In both Texas and Florida, mobile home park closures resulted in serious 

upheaval for residents, demonstrated the financial precarity under which they lived, and 

revealed the important role of their mobile homes in helping them scrape by on limited 

and fixed incomes. The vast majority of my respondents owned their homes and their 

$200 to $350 lot rental plus electric was the totality of their housing related costs. The 

unintended expense of relocating their homes and the knowledge many already had of a 

lack of other affordable housing options was the main concern for residents in both states 

as the news of the park closures arrived.  

 Yet as the relocation process began to unfold, rapidly in Texas and haltingly in 

Florida, the management of residents under two very different state regulatory regimes 
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produced varied responses to the eviction and differing adjustments to their new homes. 

In Texas, residents had little time and little help moving themselves and their home. In 

Florida, residents received a package of relocation assistance funded by a state voucher 

and supplemented by the company redeveloping their park. Yet, even with extra aid, their 

relocation was more drawn-out and disorienting than it was for Texas residents and this 

extended period of dislocation produced devastating effects. 

“The city tells you to move, you move:” No time and no help in Texas 
 I was in the Castillo family’s living room in Alvin, Texas on the day they received 

their 30-day eviction notice from Twin Oaks, where they had lived for two years. We 

pored over the notice, written only in English, even though the majority of the residents 

in the park spoke only Spanish. Mr. Castillo repeated, alternately muttering and shouting, 

“one month!” as he digested the news that he, his wife, and their four children needed to 

move the first house they were ever able to purchase. Meanwhile his daughter and I 

marveled that there were no further directions given in the notice, no numbers of anyone 

at the city to call or anywhere residents could seek help.  

 That same day I visited the Castillo’s neighbor, 87-year-old Señora Reyes, who 

only four days before (on May 25th, 2013) had assured me that she knew nothing about 

her park closing or any potential evictions. On this day I asked if she received a letter like 

her neighbor and she told me she did but she did not know what it said because it was 

written only in English. She brought it to me and asked me to translate, not knowing yet 
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that she had been evicted from the park where she had lived for decades. Like most 

others in her community her immediate concerns were financial and logistical: 

I translate: “This is to notify you, Ms. Reyes, that the City of Alvin has 
closed the park. You have 30-days’ notice and your tenancy is terminated 
July 1.” 

Señora Reyes whispers: July 1... I have nowhere to go ... I am alone here. 
 
 In Texas, the loss of home and community was unexpected, as landlords either 

sincerely thought they would be able to bring their parks up to code with the new city 

ordinance and remain open, or they deliberately kept this information from residents until 

30 days before the closure in an attempt to secure rents. The result, an initial period of 

shock, was the worst period of the relocation for Texas residents as they grappled with 

their inefficacy in the face of their eviction.  

 In these first days, residents told me they could not believe what was happening, 

had no idea what they would do, that they felt “depressed,” “mortificada,” “like when 

something important to you dies.” As my reading of Señora Reyes’s notice attests, 

residents were not given any numbers for local resources and state-level aid simply does 

not exist. They understood they were on their own, as Emilio said “The city tells you to 

move, you move” and as his neighbor Miguel also told me, in English, “They say 

moving, [points to the park] moving.” Yet, despite the shock of their short notice, the 

lack of state or local resources, and their insistence that they had absolutely no funds to 

move, the relocation of these Texas residents would unfold quite differently, and with 

better outcomes, than their counterparts in Florida.  
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“It will be, God knows how long:” Assisted relocation and unclear aid in Florida 
In Florida, as described in the preceding chapter, Silver Sands was closing to be 

redeveloped into a mixed-use complex. As part of the city’s approval of this 

redevelopment, the developer of Silver Sands was asked to demonstrate that they had 

informed residents of the Florida relocation funds and set up a system to deliver the 

vouchers. In a meeting with residents, the developer outlined the two state statues that 

regulate park closures in Florida, explaining that if the sale were finalized they would 

receive a) a 6-month notice of eviction and b) compensation from a state trust in the 

amount of $3000 for a single section mobile home and $1500 for an abandoned mobile 

home.32 They also explained that the $3000 voucher from the state was significantly less 

than the actual cost of relocating a mobile home but assured residents they would cover 

up to $10,000 in relocation costs – including the $3000 voucher from the state – because 

they had put together a relocation package by partnering with two other privately-owned 

companies: Max Movers and Clearwater Communities. 

 While the developer navigated the approval of their rezoning application with the 

city council, residents waited, not knowing when or whether they would receive eviction 

notices. After six months of waiting to be evicted (from April 15 – October 24), once 

they received notices they were bewildered at the speed with which the eviction began to 

unfold. They were shocked to begin immediately receiving phone calls from the 

companies involved in the relocation package informing them of the dates they were 

scheduled to move.  

                                                 
32 The developer added $125 to the State of Florida’s $1375 abandonment fee to arrive at this figure. 
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With the exception of two or three households that wished to relocate right away, 

most like Kathleen planned to wait until the end of our tenancy, May 1, to live out the full 

6-month eviction period, take advantage of the cheaper rent at Silver Sands (where rent 

was almost half that of the Clearwater parks), and stay in the park that some 

affectionately called “Paradise.” In reality, Kathleen, like others, had not even received 

all her eviction notices (some residents received up to eight copies) when Clearwater 

Communities called to inform her of the date they had scheduled her to move, January 

11. The company explained that Max Movers had another big job moving 700 homes 

from Sawgrass Estates and that some of those homes might be coming to Clearwater 

communities so they could not assure that Max Movers could schedule her after January 

or that her lot would be reserved in the Clearwater park where she planned to relocate. 

The same rationale was repeated by the companies’ representatives to me and other 

relocating Silver Sands residents, every one of whom was scheduled to move before the 

end of January.  

The bewilderment over when moving dates would be scheduled percolated into 

all aspects of the move, from how residents would pack to when they could return home. 

Like many others, Christy anxiously discussed her unknown moving date almost every 

time I saw her. From my April 22nd notes: 

Christy went up and filed all the paperwork with the manager of her new 
park about four months ago. Since that time she has heard nothing about 
when her home will be moved... Exasperated she throws her hands in the 
air and says, “We are supposed to be out of here by May 2nd!”  
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She explains a big part of her frustration is that she has no idea what she 
needs to do in order to get her house ready to move. She points out, “I've 
never done this before.” 

Christy says, “I am in a mixture of – I'm very depressed about all of this 
and scared.” She tells me that when she wakes up in the morning all she 
does is cry.  

 
 The same sense of prolonged waiting and confusion characterized the move taking 

place 90 miles away in Sawgrass Estates, where (because Sawgrass housed over 700 

homes) several different moving companies were receiving the Florida voucher and 

transporting homes to a completely different set of parks (most not owned by 

Clearwater). Despite differences in circumstance, the experiences of Silver Sands and 

Sawgrass residents were remarkably similar.  

 When Sawgrass resident Helen described the way she felt over six months ago 

when she was first evicted from her home she pointed out that back then she felt 

“horrible, just like I feel today. Because right now, I'm still waiting for the company to 

come and take it apart.”  From inside her neighbor’s home where she’d been living for 

weeks, Sawgrass resident Joan told me the worst part about the relocation was that after 

waiting months to be scheduled she was only given three days’ notice: “[They] came and 

knocked on my door and said, we are here to split your house ... they just came to the 

house one day and said we’re here to take your home.”  Maria described a Byzantine 

process of being told her home could be moved if she made major renovations, making 

those renovations, and then being told the home was not structurally sound for transport: 

“I'm back to square one ... I lost it ... I can't sleep. I don't know what I'm going to do.” On 

Maria’s street inside Sawgrass, the Ruiz’ home sits on its axles, which normally signals 
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that the home will be moved that day. When I asked the couple when the home will be 

transported from Sawgrass, at the same time Mr. Ruiz answered “Esta semana (this 

week)” and Mrs. Ruiz answered “Este mes (this month).” 

 For residents of both Silver Sands and Sawgrass Estates the most frustrating and 

confounding aspect of the relocation was the time it took to return home after their homes 

were transported. As Joan, a resident of Sawgrass, pointed out: “They tell you 4 to 6 

weeks but a friend of mine went before me and he's already on the eighth week... I just 

want it over. I want to go home. I want my own things. I want to get up and do what I 

want in my own house.”  

In Silver Sands, residents frequently went to check on the progress of their homes, 

only to find as Walter told me, “It just sits there.” Walter’s wife Mattie lamented that 

their home was moved over a month ago and Walter continued to check on it every few 

days. After returning from a similar visit to check on his and his mother’s home, Joseph 

was also frustrated. Like other residents waiting for their homes to be installed, he rented 

someone’s recently abandoned Silver Sands home from the developer who charged $15 a 

day. 

Joseph tells me that he has been up to check on his home. He knows the 
specific dates that various contractors are supposed to be out to the home 
... none of this has been done. He began to call the office. No one in the 
office answers.  

He shouts, “They don't care! They take their time! That’s how it is ... I 
keep calling. They ain't doing nothing. They take their time ... Nothing's 
happening. I ain’t heard nothing from nobody. I don't know when we're 
getting out of here... and it's been like a month today since they moved it!” 
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Though the confusion and waiting residents of Silver Sands and Sawgrass 

described were caused by the companies managing the move, representatives from these 

companies did not have to answer to residents. These companies were not paid by the 

residents, but by the Florida relocation voucher and the developer’s supplemental funds. 

In this way, residents were not merely demoted from citizens to consumers, as those 

following the administration of social services in the aftermath of disasters have 

described (Klinenberg 2002, Brown 2006, Adams 2012). Silver Sands residents lacked 

even the basic clout a consumer can mobilize to get things done. Instead they were met 

with what one resident called “everyone’s famous refrain: I’ll get back to you”. Or they 

were outright ignored.  

 

ACUTE CRISES AND PROLONGED DISRUPTION IN DISMANTLED COMMUNITIES 

 After spending 11 months navigating this bewildering process alongside Florida 

residents, I was confounded by the very different reactions of displaced Texas residents 

once the initial impact of their park’s closure set in. In Florida, despite a prolonged 

relocation process many residents still grappled daily with the effects of relocation for 

many months after our final day of tenancy. Speaking with them on the phone they 

frequently complained of the time it took to move back into their homes, of problems in 

their new communities, and of the many structural issues they dealt with on returning. 

Kathleen, who lost her entire leg after a spider bite in her yard at Silver Sands five years 

ago, was not only out of her home for two months, she spent the next three months 

getting into her house by shifting up the stairs on her backside with one leg while she 
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tried to find a non-profit to rebuild her wheelchair ramp (the developer had insisted as 

part of the relocation package that no additions to the homes – sheds, porches, extra 

rooms, etc. – would be moved and told Kathleen on multiple occasions that this included 

her wheelchair ramp). When I saw Kathleen in her new community in December 2013, 

seven months after moving, she broke down in tears several times during the day when 

talking about the relocation, something this self-described “tough lady” had never done in 

the previous year and a half I had known her.  

In my initial months after moving to Texas, on the contrary, I was repeatedly 

surprised that only weeks after residents received eviction notices they were already able 

to make relocation plans and have their homes prepped for relocation. In Twin Oaks, 

where I was inside residents’ homes the day they received eviction notices, all residents 

were relocated within three weeks after receiving the letter, in several cases a week 

before they were required to vacate. Residents in Texas contracted with local movers 

whom they located using information networks within their parks and workplaces (in 

both Texas and Florida several residents had acquaintances who had previously been 

evicted from closing parks). Some residents used the same mover, though those that did 

not communicated with neighbors over relocation costs ($1500-3000) and thus secured 

competitive rates from a range of movers.  

Though Texas residents experienced many practical difficulties moving their 

homes within this short timeframe, most expressed relief and a sense of feeling “more 

relaxed” or “settling in” within one or two months after receiving notice. Initially for 

Texas residents, a large part of their shock was the clear-cut and limited timeframe in 
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which they had to move. Most residents emphasized that they would have benefitted from 

any extension to the state requirement of 30-days’ notice. However, avoiding a 

dislocation extended over a year, as in Florida, also seemed to be a significant component 

of Texas residents more benign experience of relocation. Many expressed the idea that 

the physical move had been a disruptive “couple of days.” They discussed the move as if 

it were an event in the past, even just days after they were settled in their new 

communities. Conversely, Florida residents spoke of the move as if it were an ongoing 

event, even a full year after they had relocated.  

This was due in part to the difference in the time period residents were forced to 

be out of their homes. The for-profit companies that relocated homes with Florida 

relocation funds forced residents to wait long periods before they could get a certificate 

of occupancy and return home. Until then, residents were strictly told they could not enter 

their homes, even to get personal items, because it was a liability for the parks and the 

moving companies. When I asked residents about the progress of their move, they often 

answered “permits” as a one-word rejoinder meant to encapsulate the whole process.  



 132 

 

Figure 13: A doublewide waits to be reassembled. 

 

In Texas, movers seemed unconcerned with liability issues once homes were put 

in place. Because the Alvin movers usually moved and installed one or two homes at a 

time (rather than receiving contracts to move as many as 80 from a single park like one 

Florida moving team with whom I worked) residents were allowed to enter the same day. 

While the lack of regulation and oversight in Texas meant that homes were often 

seriously damaged during transport or installed incorrectly in the new parks (creating 

future consequences and costs), the shortened relocation period drastically reduced 

residents’ immediate stress, as most told me the period of waiting to get back into the 
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home was the most stressful part of the move. About a month after she was moved from 

Trail’s End, Julia reflects back on the process: 

There was stress the first couple of days. Just the first three days, not 
knowing if the trailer would make it safely to where we were moving it 
and if everything was going to come out as planned. But it came out okay. 

Julia tells me that her stress dissipated once the home was moved and she 
saw that nothing was broken. 

 

 

Figure 14: A mobile home being transported 
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  In both Texas and Florida, residents were eager to get back into their homes. 

Señora Reyes who is a frail 90 pounds at 87-years-old is also partially blind and diabetic; 

one of her main concerns during the move was her health. Yet when I inquired about her 

health after I first saw her in her new park, she ignored the topic and instead answered 

with a wide smile, “It was great to get back into my house, because it is my house. I 

wanted to be home already and I am happy here” Next to us her daughter laughed, shook 

her head vigorously, and said: “She told me every day: Take me back, take me back!”  

Most Alvin residents, like Señora Reyes, moved to one of two parks in the county 

jurisdiction outside of town, parks they called only el Barrio Mexicano, the Mexican 

neighborhood. These parks were located in distant parts of the county, home to seriously 

dilapidated and abandoned trailers, roamed by packs of stray dogs, and residents 

frequently complained of “gangbangers” and “drunks.” However, in our time spent 

hanging out in their new communities in the months after their relocation, residents more 

frequently focused on the upgrades they were making to their homes. When going to 

visit, I would oftentimes find them outside making small improvements.  

Indeed, although (or perhaps because) mobile homes are prefabricated according 

to a finite set of designs, residents in the all communities where I lived and worked took 

pride in altering or enhancing their homes. Because interstate highway laws limit the 

width of vehicles and their hauls, only the body of the mobile home is moved during 

relocation. This meant that residents in both states lost substantial portions of their 

homes. Rebuilding what they had lost was a main priority for many residents who would 

discuss at length their rebuilding plans. Even in cases where large scale improvements 
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were impossible because of residents’ skill sets, disabilities, or age, smaller tasks like 

cleaning, decorating, or planting were seen as vital to reestablishing themselves in the 

home. When I asked Señora Reyes why she had been telling her daughter “take me back, 

take me back,” she answered without pause: “So I could start cleaning!” 

In Florida, the inability to make such improvements was often a vexing topic of 

conversation. Tabitha tells me the worst part about the move is “It's unsettling, like I don't 

even know–should I replant my stuff?”  Joseph’s aforementioned rant (“They ain't doing 

nothing. They take their time!”) was due in large part to his inability to begin planned 

improvements on his flooring.  
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Figure 15: A resident assesses the remains of an addition to his home, which was 

demolished before the home could be transported. 

 

My neighbor Mattie summarizes, “It will be a year before we are resettled,” 

including in this estimate the time it would take her and Walter to rebuild their screened-

in porch - the primary place Mattie, an avid orchid grower, could enjoy the outdoors due 

to disabilities that kept her homebound.  After being out of their home for six weeks 

Mattie would go into the ICU following a stroke inside the abandoned Silver Sands 

mobile home that she and Walter rented from the developer while their home was being 
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installed. Even in the hospital, when she and Walter spoke of their home, they mainly 

discussed the progress on rebuilding their screened-in porch. The progress on this 

improvement was seen as imperative, but was held up as the moving company took 

weeks and then months to connect the electricity, plumbing, and AC. In fact Mattie 

would never see the finished work on her porch or her mobile home again. She died in 

the hospital two months after her home was moved and when I picked up Walter, her 

husband of 70 years, from the VA where he was admitted after Mattie’s death, I drove 

him to his home for the first time, which he finally entered alone. 

 

MARKET-DRIVEN GOVERNANCE AND THE PRODUCTION OF CONFUSION 

The comparative case in Texas shows the state’s lack of regulation or relocation 

assistance produced an incredible disruption in residents’ lives. This disruption resulted 

in serious downward shifts in housing quality and security, rendered visible in the 

damaged homes installed in crowded, decaying parks or barrios. The move produced 

financial costs that were the main concern for Texas residents in the weeks and months 

after the move, depleting families’ entire savings (most often savings from the Earned 

Income Tax Credit), not including the damage and lost value in their homes. The forced 

relocations likely also produced long-term consequences that were not yet felt in the 

months immediately after the evictions. Yet, in terms of the relocation process itself, 

Texas residents described this disruption as limited to a moment in time. During the 

relocation period, Texas residents focused on the immediate management of their move 

and benefited from a degree of clarity about where to turn and what to expect.  



 138 

 More than only time or hassle, residents in Florida expressed a sense of utter 

confusion and disorientation that characterized the relocation.33 For Silver Sands 

residents like Tabitha the process was “so unsettling.” It made Frank “baffled and mad.” 

Bernie lamented, “Everything changes. It all changes.” Larry insisted that the developer 

purposefully “wants everybody so confused and so scared.” Many, like Christie, could 

not understand why they felt so disoriented but said simply, “I’m a basket case.”  

The persistent confusion produced by the relocation was unique to Florida; a 

similar sense of disorientation was never mentioned by residents in Texas. Florida 

residents were confused in many of the same ways scholars studying disaster recovery 

have previously theorized, for instance through misunderstandings of the criteria 

necessary to qualify for services (Adams, Van Hattum, and English 2009) or through the 

competing determinations of those distributing those services (Petryna 2006). Mainly, 

however, the production of confusion evolved from the actions of those charged with the 

on-the-ground management of the relocation process in Silver Sands. These private actors 

                                                 
33 The market-oriented relocation policies in Florida also transformed residents’ 
interactions with each other. Strong community ties in Silver Sands led some residents to 
describe others “like family.” These ties were a crucial source of support during the 
eviction and a grievous loss after the relocation. However, the structure of the relocation 
pitted residents against each other. They became rivals in the relocation marketplace, 
competing over preferred moving days and available spaces in parks. One year after 
moving, Kathleen lamented:  “I’m not happy ... I don’t know anybody. Down there 
everybody knew everybody.” However, during the relocation, when I would visit her 
home where she was primarily homebound, Kathleen would grill me on any information I 
had about neighbors’ moving days or lot reservations. Like many others she frequently 
worried that her reserved lot might be given to someone else from Silver Sands. The 
changes to park residents’ social networks post move is an important site of future 
research, as the post-move period is beyond the scope of this study and a limitation of the 
current data. 
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confused residents in two ways: 1) by manipulating the timing of eviction – so that 

residents were forced to endlessly wait and then inexplicably hurry and 2) by making 

benevolent claims and deploying narratives of charity and care while profiting off 

residents’ dislocation. 

The timing of eviction 
In Texas, where residents were left to their own devices with little time, they often 

joined forces with neighbors to contract the same mover who agreed to move homes with 

a bulk discount of as little as $1500 a home. As the sole financier of the transport of the 

home they were able to dictate the terms and timing of the move. Though they lamented 

the loss of their former communities and neighbors, they expressed the desire to quickly 

complete the physical relocation and since they controlled the financing and management 

of these moves, they did just that. 

In Florida, the relocation timeline was dictated by the concerns of the private 

companies who managed the relocation and had distinct priorities from residents. After a 

period of waiting to be evicted while the developer finalized the rezoning and then rushed 

into relocation as the moving companies attempted to clear their schedule for other 

closing parks, all residents were forced to wait again a minimum of 45 days – many for 

over two months – before returning to their homes. Though residents were constantly 

perplexed and frustrated that it took 45 days to set up a single home, this time frame 

made sense to the companies involved in the relocation package. It was more economical 

and efficient for the companies to get several homes at a time road-ready; move several 
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in a day; level, install electricity, and lay multiple foundations at once; and then contact 

city inspectors to visit and write certificates of occupancy for several at a time. 

 

Figure 16: Inside Silver Sands, mobile homes wait in groups to be hauled and reinstalled. 

 

In addition to the comparative cases of mobile home parks in Texas, there were a 

few Silver Sands residents that were not involved in the relocation package set up by the 

developer because they could afford to supplement the Florida voucher with their own 

savings and contract their choice of mover. These residents could cover the gap between 

the $3000 voucher from the state and the price charged by movers in the area (about 

$5000), which for most was an out-of-reach cost. None of these residents moved to a 

Clearwater park. Like the Texas residents, these residents were able to move back into 
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their trailers the same week their homes were moved. One of these residents described 

the move as “smooth.” Another, was moved on a Monday and called  to invite me to a 

BBQ at his fully set-up home (all except for the AC unit) that same Saturday. He called 

the move “surprisingly easy.” 

The benevolent claims of interested actors 
The production of residents’ confusion was also driven by the benevolent claims 

of various interested parties that contended to work in the interest of residents. Because 

the relocation was carried out by a package of private companies that compete for 

contracts to empty closing parks, representatives of these private companies worked to 

mobilize narratives of generosity and helpfulness. In official statements, in printed 

materials, in conversations with residents, in discussions with me they frequently, and 

almost monolithically repeated that they were “here for” the residents. Indeed, when the 

city council approved the rezoning change that would allow the developer to close Silver 

Sands, the mayor congratulated the developers on the work they had done “on behalf of 

the residents” in putting together this relocation package. 

This clouded the origins of the aid residents received. When residents received the 

lump sum from the Florida Land Trust if they abandoned their home in the park, they 

seldom referred to it as the “abandonment fee,” as all my Florida industry contacts did. 

Instead they frequently said the developer “bought my house off me for $1500.”  I 

habitually asked residents of Silver Sands two questions in our conversations. Whenever 

residents talked about the relocation voucher or had questions about the move I asked: 
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Where do the relocation funds, the $3000 voucher, come from? Who should you ask 

about that concern, who can take care of that for you? Residents overwhelmingly 

answered the developer, Max Movers, or Clearwater to these types of questions. Because 

residents also clearly understood that the developer’s main interest was in removing them 

from the property so that the park could be razed and construction could begin, this 

produced confusion about where residents could turn for help, who they could trust, even 

where they could get a simple question answered. 

Both of these components of the production of confusion – the unclear timing of 

eviction and the mobilization of narratives of benevolence – are clear in the following 

argument between Silver Sands residents Gale and Matthew, husband and wife, former 

Air Force veterans, son and daughter-in-law to my neighbor Walter, and parents to 

another household living in the park. One night as we eat dinner on Walter’s screened-in 

porch, things get heated between the couple when Matthew becomes frustrated after 

recounting how he’s been told he cannot switch the Clearwater park the couple originally 

chose to the one where his father will be moving despite the fact that his first choice of 

park is now experiencing months of delays due to inspections issues. He was told they 

cannot switch because Max Movers already filed for most of the moving permits in a 

bundle and the change would be costly.  

Matthew tells us this whole thing is bullshit. He points out that he should 
just fill out the application for the permit online himself. 

Gale: But I don't think it's just about the permit, I really don't ...I think 
they're trying to encourage us... Lois was very considerate on the phone 
and I think she wants to see us be able to go where we want to go. Because 
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we chose a certain place to live and they want to do what they can to make 
sure we can live there. 

Matthew: At our expense for how long? How long do I gotta wait!? 

Gale: But really when it comes right down to it they don't have to answer a 
damn question or a damned thing… 

Matthew: (sarcastically) Because they’re giving us a place to live. 

Gale: Because they are paying to move the trailers. It's not your money. 
It's not our money. 

 

Actually, it is Gale and Matthew’s money. The relocation voucher comes from a 

Florida fund that is paid into by all mobile home residents in the state when they purchase 

their renewal sticker each year, plus all park owners who pay a small fee per lot per year 

regardless of whether or not they are closing their park. Yet the public origin of these 

services is veiled and removed from residents’ view.  

Because Florida administers these collectively produced funds but has not 

increased the amount of the voucher since it instituted the state statutes in 2001, a 

veritable cottage industry has sprung up to fill in the gap between the cost of relocations 

and the money the state provides. Riding with and working alongside operators and 

owners of mobile home moving companies, including Max Movers, they bragged to me 

about the ingenuity of partnering with large companies like Clearwater Communities who 

would front the cost of relocating mobile homes to their parks, redeem the state 

relocation voucher, and make up the difference from rents within months. According to 

Max, developers were eager to hire his company because his on-going relationship with 

Clearwater Communities meant he could relocate homes efficiently and with little 
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expense to homeowners. This appealed to developers because they could then 

demonstrate to city councils that, in the words of the Mayor when approving the rezoning 

of Silver Sands, they had “gone above and beyond” in putting together a relocation 

package for residents. Max also boasted that this makes financial sense for closing parks 

and evicted homeowners because the Florida money is not enough to cover the full cost 

of a mobile home relocation. Although the figure of $10,000 quoted to Silver Sands 

residents was inflated based on my discussions with other local movers, moves do cost 

more than what the $3000 voucher covers – from $4000 to $5000 by most estimates.  

This process – the process by which state mandated protections are pulled (or 

delivered) out of the hands of state agencies – has a life and momentum of its own. It 

happens primarily because the delivery system relies on private actors and the state is 

pushed into the background as residents haggle with these actors. Yet, even though the 

process has a momentum of its own, private interests willingly co-opt it. They do not 

merely act like the delivery system for state sponsored goods. They act as though they are 

the fountain of these goods, their originator. 

On the morning when we moved his belongings into the rented storage space, on 

the day he began sleeping on the street, Randall met with one of the representatives for 

the developer to collect the abandonment fee for his mobile home, which was deemed 

unmovable. When the representative gave 61-year-old Randall the $1500 abandonment 

fee from the state of Florida, he told Randall not to “be shy” if he needed anything else 

and, as if he were giving a child an allowance, said: “If you need any more, just ask.” 

When Randall did ask, the representative said he had done all he could do. 



 145 

 This process also actively disempowered residents, as tasks that they undertook 

before became seemingly impossible for them. Before the eviction, residents of Silver 

Sands were up in arms, calling news stations, signing petitions, speaking up at city 

council meetings, saying they would file liens on their property. After the process picked 

up momentum they felt trapped, figured that doing these things would “piss off” the 

developer and that if they did not quickly accept the developer’s assistance they would 

receive nothing: “If you wait long enough, you get nothing for your home.” 

 

CONCLUSION 

The different forms of private sector mediation under the different regulatory 

systems described here paradoxically produced a drawn out dislocation in Florida, a state 

with more protective mobile home park regulations while limiting the crisis for residents 

in Texas, a state that provides little assistance. In Texas, where mobile home park 

evictions are unregulated, park closures were moments of extreme emotional stress and 

financial difficulty. The acute crisis experienced by Texas residents, along with the 

continued financial costs of their relocation and sometimes-faulty reinstallation of their 

homes, underscores the importance of increasing financial assistance and oversight 

within Texas’s laissez-faire approach. Yet without the state-mandated private sector 

mediation that exists in Florida, Texas residents described a more limited and less 

disruptive eviction process in which they contracted their own services and dictated the 

terms and timing of a shortened, less-disorienting relocation.  
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As described in the preceding chapter Silver Sands residents had little discretion 

over where and when they moved in the months leading up to their eviction. This chapter 

demonstrates that their inability to control the terms and timing of their eviction extended 

long after their homes were hauled out of Silver Sands.  

The ability to exercise control over time is essential to power (Schwartz 1974) 

and in the case of Silver Sands residents, the inability to control the timing of eviction 

was inextricably linked to their sense of powerlessness. By comparison in Texas and in a 

few cases in Florida, residents orchestrated many aspects of the move. Although these 

residents also had little control over where they moved, they at least determined when. 

Even in Texas where, due to a state-mandated 30-day eviction notice policy, these 

choices were made within a severely limited timeline of a few weeks, residents expressed 

a desire to get the move over with; and they did. 

Despite the more benign experience of the eviction process in Texas, in both 

states residents’ uprooting from their former communities produced lasting effects, both 

financial and social. While regulations that only target the relocation process cannot 

address the underlying issue of housing insecurity in mobile home parks, residents in 

both states would benefit from policy changes in key areas.  

As demonstrated here, state policy plays an important role in mitigating or 

aggravating the trauma of eviction. Policy changes targeting the eviction process could 

help to return some aspects of relocation to resident control. By way of conclusion, in the 

chapter that follows, I discuss  potential policy interventions that could assist mobile 

home residents, both in states that have already instituted regulatory protections for these 
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halfway homeowners and in states that have no existing regulations for mobile home park 

closures. I discuss both the practical policy implications of this research as well as the 

broader theoretical implications of the study of mass relocations in mobile home parks.  
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Conclusion 
 
 

Mobile homes, a crucial source of housing for low-income Americans, are being 

lost within major urban centers as the analysis of the metropolitan area of Houston, Texas 

demonstrates. The documented loss of these parks is not only important in understanding 

the state of affordable housing stock in the U.S. but also in understanding the nature of 

housing stratification in urban America. The majority of the nation’s mobile home parks 

are located within urban areas.34 The geospatial analysis presented in Chapter One 

uncovers a successive outward push in the location of mobile home parks, as mobile 

home residents are displaced from closing parks and these parks are in turn dispelled 

from land near the urban core. This finding helps to elucidate broader patterns 

highlighted by research on the explosion of mixed-income population growth at the 

metropolitan periphery (Brookings 1998), which has been accompanied by a shift in the 

parameters of major urban problems (Brenner 2002) such as the suburbanization of 

poverty (Kneebone and Garr 2010). 

The study of eviction among mobile home park residents argues for a revision of 

how and where we study urban housing security. Social problems historically associated 

with central city cores have expanded outward into suburban and exurban areas, creating 

a rescaling and reconfiguration of urban problems. In light of this “new politics of scale,” 

local, state, and federal institutions are “struggling to adjust to diverse restructuring 

processes that are systematically unsettling inherited patterns of territorial and scalar 

organization within major U.S. city-regions” (Brenner 2002: 4). As evidenced in the 

                                                 
34 While manufactured housing is also an important source of rural housing, a large share of manufactured 
housing is located in urban areas (between 60% and 78% in Texas and Florida, see Table 1). More 
importantly, mobile home parks are primarily an urban phenomenon. Most rural manufactured housing 
(over two-thirds) is sited on privately owned land where residents are protected from the types of processes 
described here (Apgar et al. 2002). 
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analysis presented in Chapter Two, the planning priorities that accompany this 

restructuring spur on the removal of residents deemed less desirable to the urban 

economy in favor of an imagined vital class of workers and consumers. As part of this 

restructuring, city-regions or wider metropolitan areas have become the “ideal scale” for 

fostering development, competition, exchange, and innovation (McCann 2007). They are 

thus the scale at which urban inequalities must now be understood; the scale that most 

matters when investigating the effects of contemporary capitalist restructuring (Peck and 

Tickell 1994; 2012); and the scale at which these broader shifts in governance become 

enacted in urban policies and practical decision making. 

The geospatial analysis of the spatial patterning of mobile home park closures 

provides clear and previously unavailable documentation of the frequency and location of 

park closures within metropolitan regions. Although mapping park closures offers a 

glimpse of the extent and parameters of the problem, it cannot capture a picture of how 

the resulting relocations actually unfold. The moments of crisis brought on my park 

closures and resulting mass evictions present a rare opportunity to conduct embedded 

ethnographic research during a catalytic period of upheaval. In such moments of crisis, 

the techniques employed by state powers that operate (though may appear absent) in the 

lives of the poor are thrown into stark relief, just as their impact in the lives of individuals 

and whole communities is also revealed. Thus, this ethnographic research was designed 

not merely to reconstruct crisis in an effort to trace its consequences, but rather to 

position the researcher both within the community and at the sites of convergence with 

institutional actors at the very moment the crisis unfolds. Since eviction is argued to be 

constitutive in the reproduction of inequality (Desmond 2012), state strategies of 

intervention during moments of forced relocation are key to understanding how broader 

inequalities are produced. 
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Understanding the process of forced relocation in mobile home parks is important 

to the general study of eviction, which has demonstrated clear negative outcomes 

associated with residential relocation, but has failed to investigate how these outcomes 

are produced. An analysis of forced relocation that accounts for the local contexts and 

state-level policies that regulate eviction is crucial to better understanding these 

outcomes, since these regulatory frameworks determine the options, resources, and 

timelines available to the evicted and thus shape the contours of their forced mobility. 

These structures also vary greatly from state to state, providing a naturally varied field of 

policy approaches in which to understand the effects of housing regulation for those 

experiencing housing crises.  

 

A DOUBLE BIND OF DEREGULATION 

Manufactured housing fills a niche of unsubsidized privately operated housing 

that also happens to be affordable. Because of this manufactured housing is not a 

protected class of housing and is not subject to federal affordable housing regulation. Yet 

it remains indispensable to low-income residents as the country’s largest source of 

unsubsidized affordable housing. As noted it is also dispensable, because it houses a 

widely stigmatized population and because it is developed without federal subsidy and 

thus without any federal protections for those that live there. The tensions embedded in 

manufactured housing’s marginal position as a privately developed source of affordable 

housing are dramatically depicted in the double bind of deregulated housing policy that 

traps residents during a mobile home park closure.  
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This double bind carries two implications. First, in an era of gutted and devolved 

federal support for low-income housing, the demand for parks is generated in large part 

by the lack of other affordable housing options, but this affordability is tied to divided-

asset ownership, in which residents own their homes but landlords retain ownership of 

the land. When parks close as a result of private landowners’ prerogatives, few other 

affordable options are available for residents. Though residents are often so poor that they 

would easily qualify for government-subsidized affordable housing, long wait lists 

(themselves a product of state disinvestment in affordable housing) effectively bar their 

movement into this more highly regulated class of housing. 

Second, this double bind works to entangle residents in a downward spiral of 

housing quality as they make housing choices with little time and little direct state 

assistance. Indeed, while the double bind means that residents are evicted from privately-

owned housing with no legal recourse and barred from public housing because of the 

dwindling of that housing stock, it also means that in most states in the U.S. displaced 

residents must seek relocation assistance and new housing within state regulatory 

frameworks that either a) offer scant regulation regarding eviction and relocation or b) 

provide a market-oriented system of public-private partnerships designed to produce 

profit out of the forced mobility of mobile home residents.  

As demonstrated here, by way of case studies in Texas and Florida, these state 

regulatory approaches produced differing results. However, under both regulatory 

frameworks mobile home park closures negatively impacted the housing quality and long 

term housing stability of evicted residents.  
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DOWNWARD HOUSING MOBILITY 

The relocation process following mobile home park closures contributes to 

reproducing housing inequalities in specific ways. First, it creates downward mobility in 

terms of housing quality as short or unclear timelines force residents to compromise on 

location and quality of new housing, to make unwanted structural changes to their 

existing housing, and, in extreme cases, to become homeless or precariously housed. 

These moves produce economic costs for residents on already low and/or fixed incomes. 

These economic costs are aggravated by the social costs the moves also entail, as 

residents are pulled apart from the networks of neighborly support on which they 

formerly relied. 

The economic costs of relocation extend far beyond the actual relocation of the 

home. Even in Florida, where residents receive financial assistance, many estimated the 

move personally cost them several thousand dollars (mainly in interim housing, 

reconnection of utilities, and the expense of major and minor improvements after 

reinstallation). The outlay of cash for moving expenses was compounded by the loss of 

financial investment in the home. This was a concern repeated to me month after month 

working inside closing parks and characterized in Harold’s story in my December 2, 2011 

field notes: 

Harold is obviously proud of his home as he gives me a grand tour of 
every room. He says simply, “We love it here.” He calls the home 
“immaculate.”  In an unfortunate twist that I encounter over and over with 
residents’ homes, the upgrades Harold has made to his home were 
intended mainly for livability and don’t address structural problems with 
the home that will complicate transporting it. Today Harold is eager to talk 
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because he’s just learned that the hitch and chassis of his home are so 
decayed that transport will require extensive welding under his home – at 
his expense.  

Harold explains that if the movers tell you your home needs to be welded 
then you have no recourse; it simply needs to be welded. He estimates that 
the welding will cost about $5000 at least. 

Harold: “It's not a free deal. And you're going to lose your shed, your 
patio. So you’re going to end up with the mobile home, no skirting, no 
steps. It's going to cost somebody something... Oh big deal- they are going 
to move our mobile home somewhere else, but that's not the end of it.” 

 
 Harold then tells me about his recent visit to a Clearwater Community over an hour 

and a half away. He is interested in the park because it has the lowest rent he can find 

(still $250 a more than he pays at Silver Sands), he describes with disgust the conditions 

of the mobile homes he can afford to purchase with the $1500 abandonment fee he will 

be given for his home. Harold says, “I don't want to lower our standard of living that 

much. It shouldn't be that way.” Still, as it stands, having his trailer welded is too cost 

prohibitive. Purchasing one of these dilapidated homes for $1500 is his primary option, 

as Harold sees it. He summarizes: “That's essentially the whole story. We’re getting 

cheated. But if [the developer] gives us $2000, we would take that. You can get a mobile 

home for $2000 but like I said, you wouldn't want your dog to live in it.” 

 Harold’s experience of moving from a home that was “immaculate” in a 

community that he described as safe, quiet, and nice to one he would not want his dog to 

live in a community over an hour and a half away was retold to me in various forms by 

dozens of residents. Stories of downward housing mobility became the central narrative 

in closing parks in both Florida and Texas. Different paths brought residents to different 
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conditions of being housed or unhoused but the mechanisms remained the same: few 

accessible funds and little time to plan.  

 In Texas, Maria paid $1400 to have her home moved to a piece of land outside of 

town owed by a man who claimed to be opening it as a mobile home park. She could find 

nowhere else to move. The physical relocation of the home went smoothly, but after 

living in the trailer for a week without electricity or water while the landlord assured her 

he was connecting the utilities, she called the county to hook up power herself. She was 

told the property where she relocated was under investigation for environmental 

violations and she could not live there. She was forced to abandon the trailer she owned 

outright. With the help of her father and his coworkers she arranged with a woman to rent 

a mobile home on the woman’s property. The rental home’s walls were infested with 

bees and the home itself with roaches. Maria encountered many problems over ensuing 

months attempting to get her landlord to remedy these and other issues or to lower her 

rent for the time and money she spent addressing the problems herself. She lamented the 

loss of her “beautiful” former home. She frequently spoke of the money wasted; she 

detailed the renovations she and her boyfriend had made to the trailer; she showed me old 

photos with a heavy look; and she insisted on taking me to visit her old home abandoned 

in a field outside of town. 

 In the cases described here, and in the majority of the hundreds that I encountered 

in both states, relocations from mobile home parks resulted in a downward shift in 

housing quality at the same time that they required significant economic costs to already 

impoverished residents. But the loss of home and community produced social costs for 
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residents as well.  

 In addition to the economic costs of trading housing in established communities for 

housing in more remote or less well-maintained parks, the move imposed high social 

costs. These costs were measured in drained social capital as networks of support, deeply 

rooted in proximity (especially for elderly, disabled, and homebound residents in Florida 

and recent immigrants in Texas) were shattered by distance at precisely the moment 

residents most needed them. For impoverished residents generally, and for the elderly 

residents of Silver Sands and recent immigrant residents of Twin Oaks and Trail’s End 

specifically, this increased distance was made all the more real by barriers to physical 

mobility, impediments to driving, limited access to a personal vehicle, or lack of a 

driver’s license. These barriers were compounded by the cost of driving, as new parks in 

both states were located well outside the city center. In both states residents listed, to the 

mile, the increased distance to essential services, including doctors in Florida and schools 

in Texas. Emelda, like several former neighbors in Texas, knew the exact dollar increase 

in her weekly gas bill.  Triana, a former resident of Trail’s End, described driving by her 

old park when she had access to the family’s single car so that she could see her old lot 

and visit with friends on the block. Marianne, a full year after her relocation, sighed: “It’s 

been living hell for two years ... I’m not happy ... I don’t know anybody. Down there, 

(she sighs) everybody knew everybody.” 

In both states, mobile home park closures resulted in a serious downward shift in 

the living conditions of already impoverished residents. The long-term effects of this shift 

require further study. Even those residents who reflected back on their recent eviction and 
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claimed to be doing much better (as in the case of the Texas residents), also admitted that 

the long-term consequences of their move had not begun to set it. The inability to capture 

these long-term consequences is a limitation of this study. The still unknown long-term 

social costs of the residents’ eviction as well as the very real financial costs for individual 

and families living well below the poverty line underscore the importance of not viewing 

the Texas residents’ more benign experience of eviction as a call for less state 

involvement, fewer regulations, or a more laissez-faire approach. While the comparative 

analysis of Florida and Texas residents demonstrates that, in Texas, residents experienced 

a shortened less disruptive relocation process, this is true only for the immediate 

relocation period and only in comparison to the deep dislocation felt by Florida residents. 

In Texas, residents still suffered profound financial and social hardship through their 

forced removal, and the long-term effects of their displacement are still unknown. 

What is known is that the negative effects of the relocation process itself were 

more complicated and prolonged under the state regulatory regime that seeks to 

ameliorate the effects of forced relocation. Silver Sands residents, even knowledgeable 

ones, were caught up in a prolonged and confusing relocation process in which they felt 

increasingly bewildered, helpless, and reliant on the private actors that profited off the 

disposal, relocation, and reinstallation of their homes.  

In Florida, because this relief effort is delivered within a framework of heavy 

reliance on the private sector to convey state-mandate protections, residents find 

themselves at the mercy of multiple private actors. In Texas, the state turns a blind eye 

toward mobile home park evictions. Here, while park closures are undoubtedly moments 
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of extreme emotional stress, financial difficulty, and deep feelings of what they termed 

mortificación, the lack of private sector intervention meant that residents contracted their 

own services and organized their own relocation. Doing so produced intense moments of 

upheaval that were nonetheless limited in time. 

Forced relocation in Texas did produce feelings of anxiety and inefficacy for 

residents, but their dislocation was temporally delimited. The orbit of their upheaval 

contracted as residents dictated the terms of their own move. Most Texas residents, when 

asked to look back, listed the money spent as their main issue. They expressed relief after 

the move and said that surprisingly they were feeling much better. In Florida, during the 

year after our eviction from Silver Sands, I was struck when residents like Kathleen told 

me that actually the “second phase”, after the park had closed, was much worse.  

The disruption Florida residents endured was mainly experienced as a prolonged 

and disturbing sense of confusion. Underlying this pervasive sense of disorientation were 

two common mechanisms produced through a) the manipulation of residents’ frames of 

temporal reference about when the eviction would occur and b) the claims of 

benevolence made by the parties that profited from their forced removal. 

Over their extended relocation period, Silver Sands residents became increasingly 

confused as they navigated a lengthy (though ultimately ineffectual) town hall process, 

followed by a swift eviction and rapid, inflexible scheduling of their moving dates, only 

to then endure a stalled relocation process as the profit-driven motives of the relocation 

companies required them to be alternately ready to move at a moment’s notice and able 

to survive lengthy periods of being unhoused. Florida residents were then further 
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disoriented by the inscrutable intentions of the various private actors who controlled this 

process. These actors claimed to work in their interest, yet frequently ignored, dismissed, 

or opposed their requests. These parties did so while uniformly repeating the slogan that 

they were “here for” the residents. The benevolent claims of these private actors did not 

emerge organically out of the relocation process; they were an institutionalized way that 

the system in Florida worked. Because voucherized state relocation funds (about $3000) 

are available, but are not enough to cover the entire cost of a mobile home move (about 

$5000), the Florida statutes create an institutionalized space for private actors to gain 

entrée and make themselves indispensable.  

This differs from the do-it-yourself position of Texas residents who are expected 

to completely go it alone. It also veils the collective production of the aid that Florida 

residents did receive, as demonstrated by Gale diffusing her husband Michael’s various 

grievances with the simple rejoinder: “They are paying to move the trailers, it’s not your 

money, it’s not our money.” Many believed that the state funds came directly from the 

constellation of private actors that managed their relocation and even those who 

understood that they came from the State of Florida never alluded to the actual 

(collective) origin of the funds, which is the sum of a percentage of the registration fee 

paid by every mobile home resident in the state each year. Because in the case of Silver 

Sands and Sawgrass Estates, as in many other closing parks, private companies 

augmented the Florida funds, these companies had an opportunity to co-opt the state 

relocation aid and they willingly took credit for covering the entire cost of the relocation. 
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The cooptation of state aid further confused Florida residents, who distrusted the 

actors involved in the relocation yet felt increasingly reliant on them. This limited their 

ability to make claims, because they viewed themselves as the beneficiaries rather than 

the originators of aid. Even though mobile home residents fought to get the Florida 

legislation passed in the first place and even though they pay into the Florida trust fund 

collectively each year, they repeatedly expressed anxiety over making too many calls or 

directing too many questions to the developer or the parks where they were being 

relocated. They worried that they might upset the representatives of the developer, 

Clearwater Communities, or Max Movers. They did not want to “rock the boat” as 

Christy told me. 

MOBILE HOME PARK CLOSURES AND PUBLIC POLICY 

Despite the more benign experience of eviction in Texas, residents in both states 

would benefit from policy changes in three key areas that would help to clarify and 

control both the terms and timing of mobile home park evictions. 

Establishing a minimum 6-month eviction notice and directing residents to state-

managed relocation support should be a primary focus of regulation for Texas mobile 

home parks. However, as the Florida case highlights, protective regulations alone may 

not mitigate (and indeed may aggravate) the trauma of eviction. The structure of state 

intervention is key. State regulation of mobile home park closures has been highly 

effective in states such as Oregon, which passed legislation requiring a 365-day eviction 

notice and relocation fees of $5,000, $7,000 or $9,000 (for an abandoned home, a single-
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wide, and a double-wide respectively) paid directly to tenants.35 More importantly these 

Oregon laws set up a statewide Manufactured Communities Resource Center (MCRC), 

which provides “confidential and neutral ... technical assistance, dispute resolution, 

registration, training and park closure assistance” (Oregon.gov 2014). In addition to 

publications, a website, a hotline, and a directory of operating parks, Oregon’s MCRC 

administers one-on-one counseling for tenants to discuss laws and rights around park 

closures and provides service referrals to meet tenants’ relocation needs.  

Implementing a mandatory and streamlined inspections process in both states is a 

key secondary area of policy intervention. The cursory inspection process in Texas 

resulted in structural damage and faulty installations, creating future consequences and 

costs for residents. The lengthy inspection process in Florida (due to movers’ profit-

driven practice of bundling inspections for multiple homes) greatly extended residents’ 

dislocation. Furthermore, Florida’s lengthy process did not insure high-quality 

installations. Residents in both states frequently reported structural issues in their homes 

after relocation, though homes in Florida did fare better than those in Texas, where 

serious structural damage was more common. Proper installation is essential to the 

continued life of a mobile home (Apgar et al. 2002). Thus, future regulations should be 

geared toward strengthening the inspection process for mobile home reinstallation in 

Texas and streamlining (by requiring timely post-move inspections) the process in 

Florida. 

                                                 
35 Oregon Administrative Rule 813-065 
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Regulating the marketplace in mobile home relocation aid. Florida’s relief effort 

is delivered within a framework of heavy reliance on the private sector to convey state-

mandated protections. Because in most closing Florida parks, private companies augment 

state funds to cover the cost of relocation, these companies have formed a new market 

place of relocation services. As the major players in these markets, they dictate the 

conditions of residents’ moves. The comparative case of the few Silver Sands residents 

who could afford to cover the gap between the Florida relocation voucher and the fees 

charged by local companies (and thus contract a mover of their choice) clearly 

demonstrates that these residents experienced a more satisfactory move. Like residents in 

Texas, they were able to enter their homes the same week they were relocated. The 

implication for policy is clear: states should ensure assistance in proportion to the actual 

cost of relocation. Doing so would increase transparency within the marketplace of 

mobile home relocation services and lessen the power of private actors to administer state 

aid.   

 

CAPITALIZING ON INSECURITY 

This study does more than merely document the causes and consequences through 

which the threat of displacement – a critical, quiescent disaster in the lives of the urban 

poor – manifests in the mass eviction of mobile home park residents. By investigating the 

experience and management of the crisis of eviction, this study brings together two 

intimately linked though historically distinct areas of sociological study – the sociology 
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of “natural” disaster and the sociological study of poverty governance – to investigate 

how ongoing forms of disaster management shape housing processes for the poor.  

The sociology of disaster has depicted how market-oriented emergency assistance 

requires that affected, disproportionately poor, citizens become informed consumers of 

disaster relief (Klinenberg 2002, Adams 2012). The sociological study of poverty 

governance has documented how a more general marketization of poverty management 

programs reorganizes need-based aid in ways that service and subsidize the private 

sector, mainly in the low-wage labor market (Hays 2003, Collins and Mayer 2010). This 

ethnography connects and expands these two fields by investigating the management of 

poor residents not only in times of acute disaster and not only within the formal welfare 

system, where poverty governance is most often studied. It does so by exploring how 

public-private partnerships function not only in times of shock (Klein 2007), natural 

disaster (Adams 2012a), or manmade catastrophe (Neill and Morris 2012) but also in 

more commonplace crises, like housing crises, that routinely affect the lives of the poor.  

Sociological studies following the wake of natural disasters have demonstrated 

how public-private partnerships formed within the administration of social services put 

poor and displaced residents at the mercy of market-driven actors.36 This requires that 

they be savvy consumers of state services, acting as “smart shoppers” (Klinenberg 2002), 

“social entrepreneurs” (Adams 2012), and “consumers ... measured by their capacity for 

‘self-care’” (Brown 2006: 694). This ethnography of closing mobile home parks builds 
                                                 
36 This body of scholarship demonstrates the key role of trauma or crisis in uncovering existing inequalities 
and vulnerabilities (Allen 2007, Brunsma, Overfelt, and Picou 2007, Fassin and Rechtman 2009, Flaherty 
2010, Oliver-Smith 1990). This analysis also incorporates insights from studies that unveil similar 
processes as a result of residential dislocations (Erickson 1976, Fullilove 2004). 
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upon these studies to reveal that residents dealing with displacement lack even the basic 

clout attributed to market actors. Unable to act as savvy consumers, their available 

choices and information narrow as they are filtered through the companies that organize 

their move. Regulations that mandate and institutionalize this private sector mediation 

create markets that rely on the housing insecurity of evicted residents, further reducing 

residents from citizens, to consumers, to forms of currency themselves. Their tenancy, 

their homes, their moves, their (manufactured) housing insecurity are traded by interested 

parties within a mobile home park marketplace. 

Through the case of Silver Sands I demonstrate that within more market-oriented 

regulatory regimes, the dictates of the marketplace determine residents’ relocations, paid 

for with voucherized funds generated from residents’ own annual contributions. In this 

way, residents are dispossessed not only of their homes and communities and demoted 

not only to consumers of state services; they are dispossessed even of their role as 

citizens, as the collective producers of the public services they are now in a position to 

call upon. These findings have implications not only for mobile home park closures, and 

not only for formal poverty programs where neoliberal restructuring has most often been 

studied (Hays 2003, Collins and Mayer 2010), but also for a variety of other state 

programs, from education to health care, that are currently being delivered with an 

increasing reliance on the private sector.  

The sociology of natural disasters has shown that the public-private partnerships 

and quasi-governmental institutions that arise alongside neoliberal restructuring 

(Greenhouse 2010) have created new techniques for managing those in need of social 
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services and new vulnerabilities for citizens (Hays 2003, Collins and Mayer 2010). 

Within this framework, the needs of citizens in crisis grease the wheels of markets 

providing relief, repositioning the needy as sites for the production of capital (Klein 

2007, Adams, Van Hattum, and English 2009, Adams 2012). The effects of neoliberal 

restructuring and the markets in social services it creates have mainly been investigated 

in times of disasters or shocks – be they hurricanes, earthquakes, or heat waves (Adams 

2012, Gunewardena and Schuller 2008; Klinenberg 2002) leaving more quotidian 

catastrophes such as eviction both unexamined and undertheorized. However, if properly 

investigated, calamities less extreme than “natural” disasters offer evidence of how 

similar processes unfold not only during large-scale shocks or unforeseen crises, but also 

in the more quotidian management of residents during anticipated – and codified in law – 

relocation procedures. This analysis of mass eviction from mobile home parks provides 

such evidence of the sustained bonds between private interests, public aid, and state 

policy, lifting the veil off the workings of “disaster capitalism” (Klein 2007) in the 

everyday experience of hardship.  

Neoliberal restructuring in the administration of state aid not only produces “new 

commitments” (Somers 2008) between the state and private actors but also new market 

opportunities and new profits to be wrung out of social insecurity. In the case of state 

mobile home policy that confers substantial responsibility on the private sector to 

actualize state mandates, this produces relocation marketplaces that function 

independently of residents’ needs and play an important role in extending their 

dislocation. Similar market-oriented arrangements have been shown to produce second-
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order confusion and duress for those attempting to access relief from first-order disasters 

(as Adams, van Hattum, and English [2009] show in the case of Hurricane Katrina).  

This ethnography explores the logics behind the production of this confusion, 

demonstrating that it arises from the profit-driven timelines of those that capitalize on 

mobile home park relocations while mobilizing narratives of benevolence that further 

legitimize their position as the delivery drivers of state aid. Future research should 

examine networks of public-private partnerships at other sites where state policy 

interjects in the lives of needy citizens to further investigate not only how confusion is 

experienced during crises, but also how (and for what purpose) it is produced.  
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Appendix A:  

Detailed Methods of Geographic Information Systems Analysis using 
ArcGIS 

The following steps were taken to complete the analysis. 
 
1. Georeference appraisal district data to geographic parcels by joining spatial parcel 
shapefile with non-spatial Excel tax role data, which contains land use code field. Repeat 
for the years 2002, 2005, 2008, and 2011. 
 
2. Identify existing mobile home parks by year: 

• Using unique identifier for “mobile home park” in land use code field, generate 

mobile home (MH) park shapefiles of all “mobile home park” parcels for year 

2002, 2005, 2008, 2011 via export option. 

 

3. Identify mobile home park disappearances by year range: 
• Select by location all parcels listed as “mobile home park” in land use code field 

at Time2 (e.g. 2005) that intersected with any parcel listed as “mobile home park” 

at Time1 (e.g. 2002). 

• Generate new shapefile of lost MH parks for each year range (e.g. 2002-2005) by 

deleting from selection all parcels listed as “mobile home park” at both Time1 

and Time2. This operation leaves only parcels listed as “mobile home park” at 

Time1 and converted to an alternate land use at Time2.  

• Repeat using shapefiles from years 2005/2008, 2008/2011and 2002/2011. 

 

4. Verify land use change in land use field code is a mobile home park closure for select 

parcels. 

For non-current year ranges (here 2002-2005): 

• Import digital ortho-photographic imagery from the National Agriculture Imagery 

Program (NAIP) for the year 2002 and 2005. 

• Overlay digital ortho-imagry with shapefile of lost parks created in Step 3. 



 167 

• Visually assess the digital image within each parcel identified in Step 3 to verify 

multiple mobile homes existed property at Time1 and were not present at Time2. 

For current year ranges (here 2008-2011): 

• Copy the address field for each lost MH parcel in the lost MH park shapefile 

attribute table. 

• Enter the addresses in Google Earth™ search field and visually assess current 

satellite imagery of parcel.  

• Verify land use change by noting any non-mobile home park land use on parcel. 

 

5. Identify clusters of lost MH park parcels: 
• Run Average Nearest Neighbor Analysis (ANNA) using lost MH park shapefile 

as input and Euclidian distances. 

• Run Hot Spot analysis using spatial join of lost MH park shapefile and Harris 

County Census Track shapefile as the Input Feature Class. Use total count of lost 

MH park parcels as the Input Field, ‘fixed distance band’ as the Conceptualization 

of Spatial Relationships and ‘Euclidian’ as the Distance Method. (The fixed 

distance method works well for polygon data where there is a large variation in 

polygon size.)  

• Enter SQL statement: “GiZScore > 2.58 AND GiPValue < .05” to select census 

tracts with high positive Z- scores and p-values less than 0.05; i.e. highly 

significant clustering. 

• To perform a modified hot spot analysis to control for the total number of MH 

park parcels within a census tract, create a ratio of lost MH parks to total MH 

parks within census tract add a new column in the attribute table and use a 

formula to compute ratio of lost parks to total parks within census tract. 

• Perform hot spot analysis on the ratio using steps outlined above. 

• Repeat for each year range. 
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6. Conduct current land use analysis within the areas where MH park parcels have been 
lost. 

• Use master parcel shapefile joined to non-spatial appraisal district data.  

• Using land use code field, select by attribute all parcels with land use of interest 

within each statistically significant cluster of lost MH park parcels. For land uses 

of interest use codes for: vacant land awaiting residential development, vacant 

land awaiting commercial development, mixed-use development, condos, new 

apartment construction, new commercial construction, Low-Income Housing Tax 

Credit properties, etc. 

• Overlay with lost MH park shapefile for each year; assess current surrounding 

land uses. 
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