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Joe Kelly Retirement 

Interview – Joe Kelly 

will retire this month after 40 

years of service to the Iowa 

Manufactured Housing 

Association. In recognition of 

his years of experience in our 

industry, the newsletter this 

month will consist of Joe 

answering questions from Andy 

Conlin about the past and future 

of the industry, IMHA 

advocacy, and where the 

association goes from here! 

(Some answers edited for 

length) 

How has the 

manufactured housing 

industry changed in the 

years that you have led 

IMHA? 

The biggest change has been the 

consolidation of the industry. 

Now three corporations – 

Champion, Clayton, and Cavco 

– represent 83 percent of the 
manufacturer dues money to the 
Iowa association. In the year I 
began at IMHA, 1981, there 
were 30 different companies 
paying manufacturer dues to 
IMHA.  Even in 2000, we 

had 25 manufacturer 
companies paying dues to 
IMHA.

When I started, we had many 

stand-alone retailers of 

manufactured homes. They 

were called “street dealers.”  It 

was rare to see a community 

selling homes. We were 

licensed by the Iowa 

Department of Transportation 

(DOT), which also licensed car 

dealers.  We pretty much had 

the same rules and regulations 

as car dealers. Some of the 

regulations made it difficult for 

many communities to sell 

homes.  Most communities did 

not want to sell homes anyway.  

That was the job of the street 

dealers. Usually, community 

owners worked with a retailer 

or two to send prospects to their 

communities.  The retailer sold 

the home and had it set up in the 

community. 

Things changed.  IMHA felt 

that a move from DOT 

licensing was in order.  We 

asked the legislature to move 

our licensing from DOT to the 

Department of Public Safety, 

building code division. The 

economy worsened, and 

retailers began going out of 

business. Community owners 

decided they needed a steady 

and more secure way of 

obtaining homes for their 

communities. Communities 

began getting licenses to sell 

new and preowned 

manufactured homes. Many 

retailers in Iowa had owned 

communities themselves over 

the years.  If you were a stand 

along retailer, it was difficult to 

survive, and most didn’t. 

Finally, the other big 

consolidation has been in 

family-owned businesses selling 

their communities to investment 

companies. There have been 

very few manufactured housing 

lease communities built in Iowa 

in several decades.  It has made 

the existing communities more 

valuable as the investment 

money has bid up the selling 

price of the communities. 

What is one key thing 

IMHA and/or IMHA 

members can do to 

address the stigma 

around manufactured 

housing? 

I can remember the IMHA 

board having a goal and vision 

of seeing manufactured housing 

become the dominant form of 

housing in Iowa – more than 50 

percent of the market share of 

new homes.  We never got close 

to that goal.  There were a few 

years in the 1990’s when we 

were 25 percent to 27 percent of 

the market share.  But that is a 

bit misleading.  Site built was 

on a downward spiral for a few 

years, and we were having too 

many sales that could never 
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survive – propped up by very 

loose lending standards:  putting 

people into homes that they 

couldn’t really afford. 

 

The stigma has been around 

since the beginning.  In the 

scheme of things, we are still a 

young industry.  Indoor 

bathrooms didn’t arrive in our 

housing until the 1950’s.  

Stigmas and prejudices can take 

a long time to resolve 

themselves – sometimes lots 

longer than 70 years! 

 

The one thing members can do 

is to make sure their properties 

are constantly improving. In 

other words, let us solve the 

problems we see right in front 

of us.  I know many owners and 

managers walk their properties 

and are constantly picking up 

any stray trash.  Residents 

notice. Pretty soon those 

residents will start doing the 

same thing.  Any kind of 

program that assists residents in 

improving their properties is a 

sound investment.  These 

programs are important.  

Marketing and public relations 

programs can tell a story about 

manufactured housing; 

however, if citizens see mostly 

run down and unkempt 

properties, those campaigns will 

not do any good. 

 

 

How can manufactured 

housing help address 

Iowa’s workforce 

housing/affordable 

housing shortage? 
 

This is another area where the 

stigma keeps us from growing.  

If cities or counties made it 

clear that they wanted a 

developer to build a 

manufactured housing 

community in their town, it 

would happen.  If large 

corporations wanting to build 

production facilities would 

partner with a builder, and then 

approach city officials with a 

plan to build a manufactured 

housing community, it would 

happen.  The large corporation 

could subsidize some of the 

building costs. 

 

If the city had infill lots 

available, manufactured 

housing would be an excellent 

solution to fill those lots. 

 

It is crazy that public and 

private sector stakeholders keep 

looking past the most affordable 

housing option available. 

 

 

How has IMHA changed 

in the years that you have 

led it? 
 

Our association reflects changes 

in the industry at large.  We 

have many more corporate 

investment members now than 

early during my tenure.  We 

have far fewer manufacturing 

and retailer members.  

However, many things about 

the association have not 

changed.  Members still want 

information and educational 

opportunities.  They are also 

committed to the association 

having a strong public affairs 

presence, especially as the state 

legislature and before state 

regulatory agencies. 

 

 

What is your greatest 

accomplishment during 

your time with IMHA? 

 

In one sense it has been 

showing up every day and 

trying to learn as much as I can 

about the industry, about our 

members, and attempting to 

give members the kinds of 

services they want and need. 

I am proud of the work that the 

membership has achieved in 

working with members of the 

state legislature, both when the 

Republicans and the Democrats 

were in charge. It would be fun 

to learn from members at some 

point what the most popular 

achievements were.  I know 

which were the most fun and 

intriguing for me in terms of 

getting some complex 

legislation across the finish line. 

 

 

What is the key area of 

opportunity for IMHA? 
 

I would like to see 

manufactured housing playing a 

much larger role in providing 

workforce housing.  Larger 

companies are looking across 

American for location sites.  

They look at many factors in 

making their decisions.  One of 

the major ones is which areas 

have an available workforce.  

That means do you have enough 

workers who live close enough 

to the site so that they do not 

have to drive an hour or two to 

get to work.  It also must be 

housing for the workers that is 

affordable.  Who produces more 

affordable housing than we do?  

The answer is no one. 

 

 

As we enter the second 

year of the current 

General Assembly, there 

are several outstanding 



legislative threats. What 

is one thing IMHA 

members can do before 

the legislative session to 

help IMHA oppose bad 

bills? Additionally, what 

can IMHA members to 

do ensure they maintain a 

strong voice in Iowa? 
 

The one thing that members 

could do is to contact their 

legislators and ask them to visit 

your business. This activity can 

become important for the 

association’s legislative agenda.  

Your first visit could be to get 

to know the legislator, walk the 

legislator around in your 

community or place of business, 

and build a relationship. 

 

This activity will make it easier 

for you to call this legislator 

about issues in the future.  Your 

legislator will be able to put a 

face with a name, having met 

you and been at your place of 

business. You would be 

surprised to learn how many 

times we have had bills passed 

because we had a member who 

was known to a key legislator. 

 

It all gets back to having an 

organized approach to issues.  

One person alone can have 

success. However, the odds for 

victory increase when your 

voice is combined with others 

in the organization.  I love when 

members have called to say 

they want to be as helpful as 

possible.  That is what we need.  

The reality is that we have 

many veteran members who, 

like me, are retiring.  Someone 

must take their place in 

leadership positions.  It is easier 

when someone like me retires.  

You go out to the marketplace 

and hire a competent 

replacement.  This has been 

accomplished by the IMHA 

board of directors.  Now, Andy 

Conlin and the IMHA board 

must find ways to secure 

replacements among the 

membership who are ready to 

step up for greater 

responsibilities. You can make 

their lives easier by contacting 

them and saying, “I’m ready.” 

 

 

How has the PAC 

impacted IMHA’s 

advocacy efforts? 
 

I know a lot of people, 

including some of our members, 

do not like political action 

committees. But remember, 

PACs are the result of political 

reforms.  They ensure 

transparency and are there to 

keep people from secretly 

bringing bags of cash to public 

officials! It is also a form of 

free speech. 

 

I have told the IMHA 

membership for years that they 

cannot afford to tire of politics 

or to walk away from their 

MHPAC. I always say MHPAC 

like an advertising account.  We 

get our name out in front of 

citizens running for the Iowa 

Legislature.  

 

MHPAC was one of the early 

recommendations I made to the 

IMHA board in 1982.  MHPAC 

was created because I asked 

then Senate Majority Leader, 

Lowell Junkins, how IMHA 

could become more effective on 

the political side of things.  He 

said we needed to form a PAC.  

I researched it. We created it 

and gave some contributions in 

the 1982 elections.  We have 

not stopped raising money for 

MHPAC since that time.  

Because so many other entities 

have PACs, we now cannot 

very well walk away from ours. 

It is part of the political process. 

 

Our MHPAC donations support 

legislators who agree with our 

position on issues.  Generally, 

votes on our issues are often 

difficult. You cannot ask for 

those tough votes and then be 

silent when the legislator is 

running for reelection. 

 

 

2021 Annual Meeting; 

November 14 and 15 

A big Thank You to our 

sponsors as of today 

 

Platimum 
Bell-Mac DBA Sun-Rys Distributors 

Champion Homes 

Horizon Land Co. 

Impact Communities 

RHP Properties 

Yes! Communities 

 

Gold 
Berins Mortgage Co 

Brenton Homes 

Clayton Homes 

J & H Transportation 

MHVillage/Datacomp 

North Country Foundation 

Oxford Bank & Trust 

Schult Homes 

 

Silver 
21st Mortgage 

Bonnavilla Homes 

Hazard Call 

Triad Financial 

 

 

 

  
 



Joshua Mermell
Senior VP of Acquisitions
Email  jmermell@rhp.com
Cell  248.508.7637
Office/Direct  248.538.3312
31200 Northwestern Hwy.
Farmington Hills, MI 48334
rhp.com

  

   

the american dream
• Highest Price Paid for Your MHC
• Smooth, Quick Closing
• Free Property Evaluation
Brokers Protected

 


