Getting The Lead Out 
New London program helps bring home back 

	


House by house, dilapidated New London properties that most people wouldn't imagine worth saving are being rehabilitated and reborn, thanks to the efforts of people like Frank McLaughlin and his partner Edward Wenke. 

The men formed McLaughlin Companies LLC about a year and a half ago with the purpose of buying, rehabilitating, renting and managing properties in the city. 

''He's the engineer,'' McLaughlin says referring to Wenke, ''I'm the marketeer.'' 

But the men are both quick to point out that if it wasn't for New London's Lead Hazard Reduction Program (L-HARP) that funds the removal of lead-based paint from city dwellings 

through a grant with the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, it would most likely be too costly for them to rehabilitate these properties. 

''The lead abatement program has been a strong incentive for us to do this,'' McLaughlin says. 

McLaughlin lived in the Virgin Islands for 20 years, where he worked in real estate and restored old properties. After spending summers in Mystic, he and his wife decided three years ago to move to the town full time. 

McLaughlin explains that when he and Wenke originally formed their company, they looked at three buildings that the New London Development Corporation (NLDC) was offering for redevelopment. 

''We realized we couldn't work within the parameters they set,'' he says. ''Rather than work on such a grand scale, we decided to rehabilitate smaller properties to give them more market appeal and rentability. 

''We have a knack for taking a piece of property that other people don't think is economically viable and seeing beyond that,''he continues. ''We also don't see tenants as the enemy but as customers, and we try to be good landlords and give them above and beyond the norm.'' 

First project a success 

McLaughlin and Wenke recently completed their first New London project — a circa 1910 home on Shaw Street that was converted into three rental units — all of which were immediately occupied due to the huge demand for decent rental properties in the city. 

Before-and-after pictures show the dramatic changes made over a six-month period to the approximately 3,200-square-foot, three-story structure that the men had purchased at auction. Dark, dirty and depressing apartments were transformed into light, bright, clean and inviting spaces that the tenants feel proud to call home. 

Brian Testut, lead program coordinator for L-HARP, explains that there were legal orders on one of the apartments, in which a lead-poisoned child had been living. 

''We identified the apartment as being contaminated,''Testut says. ''Two of the units were eligible for our program.'' He adds, ''There wasn't any lead detected in the siding.'' 

McLaughlin Companies LLC received $16,000 from L-HARP for lead-abatement and spent about $65,000 of its own money on the rest of the work required. 

''We put in new doors, floors and closets, jacked up the sagging foundation, reframed the back of the unit (including the first floor kitchen), completely rewired the basement and added all new utilities,'' Wenke points out. ''Space heaters on the first and third floors were replaced with new baseboard heating.'' 

The bathroom in the first-floor unit required all new plumbing and fixtures. 

''It was all rotted,''Wenke says. 

The third floor studio apartment kitchen was reconfigured, and McLaughlin and his wife stripped and refinished the charming old built-in china cabinets. The bathroom — which was in a closet — was expanded and revamped. 

In the front hallway, the staircase was rebuilt and the treads and risers were carpeted, after lead paint was removed from them. The handsome old bannister, which the men say had about 47 coats of paint on it, was restored. The original pine floors were stripped and polyurethaned, and all the old wallpaper was steamed off the walls, which were then painted. 

On the exterior, the men rebuilt the front porch and salvaged the original moldings, restoring the home's attractive Victorian facade. 

''We're really excited about how this turned out. It was really a mess,'' McLaughlin says. ''We're now looking for another New London property to restore.'' 

More on Lead Abatement Program 

It is estimated that 890,000 U.S. children have blood lead levels high enough to cause some degree of learning disabilities, making lead poisoning the most common environmental disease of the very young. 

Testut stresses that L-HARP has money available for lead abatement for owner-occupants of single- and multi-family homes in New London that meet income guidelines. Income must be below or at 80 percent of the area's median income for a full grant up to $12,00 per unit. 

Deferred, forgivable loans are available to investor owners on the basis of their eligibility in the program. 

''Our goal is to bring 50 units up to code,'' Testut says.''We still have funding available for about 25 units.'' 

He explains that targeting census tracts have recently been expanded to encompass two more tracts in downtown New London. 

''About 90 percent of the homes in New London were built prior to 1978, and that's the year lead-based paint was banned in residential buildings,'' Testut points out. 

''Therefore, technically, 90 percent of the homes in the city could have some form of a lead-based paint hazard.'' 

Editor's note: To find out more about the L-HARP program or to obtain an application, call 447-5245 and ask for Judi Chappelle.  
