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“Habitat U”:  Where Families LEARN (about home ownership) and EARN (sweat equity) 
By Emery Herman 

 
It’s hard for us to believe that we are starting our 
nineteenth year and finishing our twenty-fifth house.  
Over the years, we’ve seen how each partner family’s 
new house offers them many opportunities and many 
new responsibilities.  Some of these responsibilities 
include home safety, proper maintenance, performing 
minor and sometimes major repairs, neighborhood 
issues, and careful financial planning. 
 
Last fall, HFHOC started a series of Homeowner 
Preparation Classes which address these problems 
squarely.  President Tom Norris and I, along with other 
board members are the instructors in this effort, with 
additional guest lecturer counselors from the Cornell 
Cooperative Extension Services.  Our students are our 
newest provisionally-approved partner families.  Eight 
90-minute sessions cover the above topics and other 
matters, such as wise energy usage, dangers involved 
in unwise credit practices, and the psychological 
aspects of moving and resettling. 
 

          More than Houses 
 
In addition to the practical aspects of home ownership, 
the curriculum covers how Habitat originated, its 
national and international reach, and our local 
affiliates’ actions.  We also emphasize effective 
partnership principles and the critical importance of the 
spirit of volunteerism.  We consider this knowledge 
essential in order for our families to become 
successful homeowners. 
   
Each session is designed to be interactive, since we 
all have much to learn and to share.  Attendance at 
these sessions applies toward the families’ sweat-
equity hours and is the gateway to becoming fully 
approved as partners.  
  

           Dollars and Sense 
 
In order to help our families become successful 
homeowners, we spend a lot of time on frank 
discussions of money.  We conduct careful, yet private 
reviews of family finances that include questions about 
income, future prospects, spending habits, importance 
of a defined budget, need for amendments to budget, 
debt matters, and credit strategies.   
 
It is likely that these classes will expand according to 
our experiences.  Teaching and participating in the 
classes has given us a special opportunity to become 
acquainted in ways other than at the worksite.  
Although we expect new partner families to participate, 
we think that these practical topics may be valuable to 
current homeowners too.  All of our families are 
welcome to sign up – just call or email us at our office. 
 

 

Habitat U’s “Professor” Emery Herman discusses 
financial planning with future homeowners Tim and 
Sherie Blake.  
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I Have the Floor get it?  
By Tom Norris, President 

*** 
   
If our records are current, and I hope they are, our 
Oneonta affiliate has built 23 homes since our inception 
in 1989.  Houses 24 and 25 are currently in process and 
will be completed in 2008!  In recent years we have 
increased our build rate to almost 3 houses per year 
(2.75 to be precise).  That is an amazing 
accomplishment for a small rural organization like ours.  
We are more successful than other Habitat organization 
of similar size.  All of us should be very proud of this!  
We have been blessed with great community support 
and great volunteers. THANK YOU!!!! 
 
As I reflect on the past I am very proud and very thankful 
for our progress.  However, I must admit that I am also 
concerned about our future.  Our ability to provide 
affordable housing to deserving, hardworking low 
income families is becoming both more difficult and more 
urgent. The number of deserving families keeps 
increasing, while our costs keep rising and land gets 
both scarcer and more expensive.   
 
Currently our biggest challenge is the availability and 
cost of land.  It reminds me of the words for an old, old 
song ---“Give me land, lots of land under starry skies 
above, don’t fence me in.”  We are running out of 
available building lots.  Without affordable land we can’t 
build affordable housing. As we search for property we 
find that we just can’t afford the six-figure asking price 
for most available building lots. 
 
In days gone by, many generous families donated land 
to us or sold us property for less than market value, 
taking advantage of the tax breaks for donations.  
Spread the word about our needs and inform the 
community of the good that we do and our need for land. 
If you own land please consider donating or selling it to 
us.  If you know a landowner, please ask them to help.  
 
The best news is that we continue to have great 
community response on the work site.  We have great 
volunteers: great in number, great in attitude, great in  
dedication.  Thank you and please keep helping us with 
your skills and energy. 
 
The hard, unglamorous but very rewarding work of the 
“behind the scene” support for our families and our front 
line building site volunteers never ceases.  All of these 
committees need help. If you are unable to help with  
 

 
 
construction, consider joining one of the following 
committees: 
  

            Volunteer  
Construction 
Family Selection 
Family Support 
Finance 
Fund Raising 
Nominations 
Publicity 
Site Procurement & Development 

 
 House number 25 is already in process!  The board of 
directors has approved two partner families for houses in 
2009.  With your continued help we are on our way to 
another great year.  As always, we need help.  Please 
invite your friends to join us.  As we all know, working 
with Habitat is a great experience.  You have the 
opportunity to learn new skills, work with outstanding 
people, have a lot of fun and MAKE A DIFFERENCE IN 
THE COMMUNITY.  
 
On behalf of our board of directors ----THANK YOU!!!!!! 
 
             *** 
NO, TOM…THANK YOU!  SPOTLIGHT ON… 
     PRESIDENT TOM NORRIS 
 

                                         

 
 
It’s time to give some well-deserved recognition and 
thanks to Tom Norris, who was elected to an 
unprecedented fourth term as affiliate president.  Tom 
joined the Board in 2002, and chaired the Family Support 
Committee for two years before being elected president in 
2004.  He is brainy, funny, versatile, and unfailingly well-
prepared and gracious.  Tom is seen above conducting a 
training on house closings at our annual Board retreat in 
January.   
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This Issue, it’s All About You!  Spotlighting some of our supporters and friends

                             
SPOTLIGHT ON 

                         
                           Rev. Norman Tiffany 
 
If our affiliate gave out an award for longest-tenured 
volunteer, the undefeated champion would be Rev. Norman 
Tiffany.  Norm first became involved with HFHOC back in 
1989, before it even existed.  “Reese [Griffin, retired pastor 
of First United Methodist Church] called and said he put an 
article in the paper looking to organize an affiliate.  Sixty 
people attended that first meeting.  I was the original Board 
Secretary.” 
 
Norm has been an active volunteer since 1989, serving for 
many years as our Church Relations chair.  Our bylaws 
allow members to serve a maximum of two three-year terms, 
then they must step off the board for at least one year.  
Norm attends meetings even during his off-years, meaning 
that he has been involved in the administration of the affiliate 
continuously since 1989. 
 
Norm is currently our representative on the Otsego County 
Housing Interest Group, which works to identify and create 
affordable housing opportunities.   
 
Nineteen years is a long time to stay with one organization.  
Why does Norm do it?  “I have a general interest in housing, 
and helping people to live in their own house,” he explained.  
Norm’s interest extends beyond the construction of the home 
– he also leads most of our homeowner dedication 
ceremonies, where his affection and respect for our families 
is clearly displayed. 

                          
 
Norm’s affection and respect for HFHOC was also displayed 
by his recent, extremely generous gift to the affiliate:  a 
fireproof file safe.  President Tom and office manager Trish 
had been wishing for one, so that they could keep our 
frequently-used irreplaceable documents in our office, rather 
than have to make numerous special trips to our bank safe-
deposit box.   “I saw the opportunity to give the affiliate a 
specific item that was needed,” Norm said.  We say he’s 
been doing that nonstop since 1989. 

 
 

  A triple spotlight for 
three longtime volunteers   
 

 
 
**Sue Melchior, who will get a spotlight all her own in our 
next issue, has volunteered with Habitat for about eight 
years, and chaired the Family Selection Committee since 
2002.   
 
**Emery Herman, who is often featured in these pages, 
wrote the lead article in this month’s Habitat Happenings.   
 
**And for well over ten years, Barbara Dauria has been 
responsible for HFHOC’s professional image.  Barbara is the 
former owner of Main Street Print Shop, and the proprietor of 
Touchstone Graphics, a book-publishing and website design 
firm.  She supervised Marie in designing Habitat 
Happenings, and recruited a print shop that allows us to 
produce it in color at an affordable price.  Barb also designed 
our letterhead, informational brochures, volunteer cards, 
homeowner applications, and maintains our website.  A lot of 
behind-the-scenes work goes into making that good first 
impression!   

“Unless someone like you cares a whole, awful lot 
Things aren’t going to get better, they’re NOT!” 
                                      Dr. Seuss – “The Lorax” 
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This Issue, it’s All About You!  Spotlighting some of our supporters and friends

  
            Spotlights on Stan Syvertsen, 
 

       
 
One of our favorite heroes is Stan Syvertsen. Stan has 
been a mainstay at our worksite for years.  He is not only 
a skilled builder, but a professional instructor.  In the 
picture above Stan (in overalls and sunhat) is 
supervising a group of volunteers as they build the deck 
to Beth Kilts’ house in Hartwick.  Peggy Fowler, another 
of our longtime volunteers, talks about her friend. 
 
“Stan taught Industrial Arts at Delhi Tech for years, also 
at Bugbee in Oneonta.  He told me that when he was 
offered the job, he was to teach only boys.  He bluntly 
informed them that unless girls were also included in the 
program, he wouldn't take the job.  Girls were included.   
 
“He often runs into young ladies he taught, now all 
grown up and married, and they tell him that, because of 
all he taught them, they're the ones who do all the fix-it 
things and construction projects around their homes - 
not their husbands. 
 
“Stan's most endearing trait is that he has the patience 
of a saint.  He always has time to stop and explain 
what's being done, and why, and to help newbies learn 
new skills.  Though one time his concern for the house 
obviously outweighed his concern for my welfare. 
   
“Being the physically smallest person available, I was 
elected to get in behind the stove and hook up the gas 
line.  As I was wriggling my way out - the only way to do 
it was to lie prone on the counter (in order not to hit my 
head on the overhead cabinets) - Stan said, "Be careful!"  
I assumed he meant to be careful of me - until he added, 
"Don't hit the gas line."  All progress stopped as I lay on 
the counter, laughing my head off.” 
 

                   
bruce downie AND alton van cleef 
 

     
 
Two other guys who we always appreciate but never 
thank enough are Board members Bruce Downie (left) 
and Alton Van Cleef.  Both have been active in the 
affiliate for well over ten years.  Above, Bruce is seen 
thanking Alton at our volunteer recognition ceremony in 
2001.   
 
**Alton, who chairs our Site Development and 
Procurement Committee, is also our excavation 
specialist.  He donates hundreds of professional work-
hours to us, clearing lots and digging foundations for our 
houses.  Alton, like Stan, is one of our behind-the-
scenes mainstays who make us look good without 
drawing notice to himself. 
 
**Bruce Downie has done and still does everything.  He 
builds houses.  He was president of HFHOC for three 
terms.  He understands, explains, and navigates us 
through the often-confusing process of working within 
municipal planning and zoning regulations.  He heard 
about the Oneonta Job Corps’ building trades programs, 
and immediately developed a wonderful working 
relationship between OJC, HFHOC, and the community. 
And oh yeah, when he isn’t doing Habitat stuff in New 
York, he spends a couple of months in Florida.  Doing 
what?  Building houses for the Venice affiliate two days 
a week!  
 
“Too often we underestimate the power of a 
touch, a smile, a kind word, a listening ear, an 
honest compliment, or the smallest act of 
caring, all of which have the potential to turn 
a life around.” 

Dr. Leo Buscaglia 

 

Do you know that current and past issues of Habitat 
Happenings are posted on our website?   If you’d rather read 
your issue online, call Trish in our office and we’ll stop 
sending you a hard copy.  Of course, if you change your mind, 
we’ll be happy to start again – and extra copies are always 
available in the Habitat office.  Thanks for keeping it green!  
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Ain’t too Proud to Beg 
 
 Really, we ain’t.  This is a list of stuff that we sure wish we had.  If you are of a mind to donate any of these 
things, we’d be proud to take it.  And remember, your donations are tax-deductible and we can supply you with a 
receipt.  Call our office at 432-7874 and Trish will gladly talk with you about how you can help. 
 

Pennies from Heaven:  
 
Cash – we are always grateful to receive, in any amount.  And stop by our office to check out our Habitat 
merchandise – books, hammers, notecards – all priced to sell!     
 

All your worldly goods:  
 
We urgently need refreshments for our laborers.  Lunches, morning snacks, and cases of bottled water, 
juice, iced tea, lemonade, and sports beverages would be terrific. 
 
We could really use a foldable plastic picnic table, to replace the extremely heavy wooden table that we 
currently schlep to and from our worksites. 
 
And, for our public relations and speaking engagements, we would really love a “Show Style” brand display 
briefcase.  It’s sort of like a tri-fold poster board, but very sturdy, durable, and portable. 
 
A gift of LAND – we need building lots all around Otsego County.  Donations are great, but if you have 
some land you’d like to sell, we may buy it if the location and price are right. 

   
We need people to volunteer behind the scenes on our family, fundraising, public relations, and volunteer 
committees.  And people for our Board of Directors.  For a relatively small donation of your time, you will 

receive a world of fun and friendship in return. 
 

We would like a person who has the experience and contacts to promote us to local and county governments. 
 
We would also like a person with photo/video experience who could develop a promotional video! 
 

And if you have specific building skills to bring to the site 
(and maybe a desire to teach or lead a small crew) – wow! 
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 This Issue, it’s All About You!  Spotlighting some of our supporters and friends 
 

SPOTLIGHT ON ...  
 
The Otsego-Delaware Board of 
Realtors 
 

        
 
Last summer, the fine people at the ODBR decided to 
conduct some fundraising projects for the Habitat 
affiliates in three counties:  Otsego, Delaware, and 
Chenango.  In Oneonta, they hosted a chicken Bar-B-
Que at their Main Street office, and hosted a lawn sale 
booth at the Grand and Glorious Garage Sale. 
    
In November, ODBR invited us to a ceremony in their 
office, where they presented checks to each affiliate.  
Pictured above, from left, are Jeanne Miller, Vice-
President of HFHOC, Cheryl L. Mirabito, President of the 
Delaware Co HFH, Jim Weibel of the Chenango affiliate, 
and Patti Lacey, Publicity Chair of the Otsego Delaware 
Board of Realtors.  She worked on the fundraisers with 
Michele Stoeger (not pictured), Officer of the Board of 
OBDR. 
 
We are delighted to report that OBDR intends to conduct 
another chicken Bar-B-Que for us this spring.  Watch our 
website for details, and be sure to stop by and thank 
them for their work! 
 

  
 
…AND Dick McVinney 
 
It was a very merry Christmas for our newest 
homeowner, Maria Reisen.  She is pictured above with 
attorney Dick McVinney, signing the closing papers for 
her house in Hartwick, which we completed in 
November.  Dick is a longtime Habitat supporter, who 
not only donates his legal expertise, but is a skilled 
homebuilder besides! 
 
… AND PARACO GAS  

                 
  
Our three newest families in the Hartwick area got an 
unexpected gift from Brent Knauss, operations manager 
at Paraco Gas in Cooperstown.  Brent arranged for 
Paraco to install their gas lines, donating the labor and 
miscellaneous parts.  Paraco also offered a discount rate 
on gas to the families.  “It’s a good thing to do, and we’re 
happy to help,” Brent said.  We couldn’t agree more.      
 
“This year, we are thankful and happy for our new home 
in which we now have been living in for four months, just 
in time for the holidays.  We, John and Sandy Pisano, 
Raven, Jadyn, Adrianna, Destinee, Ashley and Ambir, 
thank you, Habitat, for the great work that you have done 
for us and the work that you continue to do for families 
all over the world.  Thank you again.” 
 
From the November 17, 2007 edition of the Daily Star, in a feature 
where readers described what they’re thankful for. 

We were surprised and delighted to see 
that the Future for Oneonta Foundation 
cited us as one of their “2007 Moments of 
Pride” in their Winter 2007 newsletter.  
The kudos were for the work we’re doing 
on our newest house at North Seventh 
Street, just off Main Street in the East 
End. 



Awl About Us 
Habitat for Humanity International is a 
Christian housing partnership that serves all God’s 
people in need.  The Otsego County affiliate was 
founded in 1989.  Since then, we have built 23 houses. 
 
We build on Thursdays and Saturdays, and everyone is 
welcome to help.  Don’t worry if you don’t have skills; 
bring a willingness to learn and we’ll teach you.  Our 
construction supervisor is Mike Lanza. 
 
OR, you can volunteer with one of the many committees 
that work behind the scenes.  
    
Our Board meetings are held on the first Tuesday of 
each month at Elm Park UM Church, Chestnut Street in 
Oneonta, at 7pm.  Stop by and learn more about what 
we’re doing!  Our officers and directors are: 
 

President:  Tom Norris 
Vice-President:  Jeanne Miller 
Secretary:  Leslie Craigmyle 

Treasurer:  Rich Tyler 
Assistant Treasurer:  Mary Ann Dowdell 

 
Board members:  Carole Alicino, Mike Donahue, Bruce 
Downie, Janie Forrest-Glotzer, Marie Hegeman, Susan 
Melchior, Bill O’Dea, Judy Thistle, Norm Tiffany, Loraine 

Tyler, Alton Van Cleef, Steve Walsh, Bruce Ward,  
and Cecilia Zapata. 

 
Our office manager is Trish Dukes. 
 
HABITAT HAPPENINGS is the official newsletter of 
Habitat for Humanity of Otsego County.  It is published in 
March, July, and November.  It is edited by Marie 
Hegeman, with assistance from Barbara Dauria at 
TouchstoneGraphics.com, and produced by Sun Valley 
Printing.  Thanks to their combined generosity, this 
newsletter is offset printed (not copied) at minimal cost. 


