
68          AFFORDABLE HOUSING NEWS | SUMMER 2016

TRF Development Partners
President :: Sean Closkey | Location :: Baltimore, Maryland 

Building on a 
Community's Strengths

Firm assesses needs through proprietary software, thorough understanding of neighborhood character

In Baltimore, developers face a number of challenges, not the least of 
which is a perceived lack of viable opportunities.

One firm, TRF Development Partners (TRF DP), is working to change 
that perception by identifying the key strengths of neighborhoods to 
help foster economic growth on a local scale. Using sound planning 
strategies and years of real estate experience, the firm creates highly 
desirable and affordable housing. 
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“We identify and gain site control of vacant properties,” says Sean Closkey, 
President of TRF DP. “We then rehabilitate them under a program managed 
by the National Parks group. When we do this, we create a federal tax 
credit and sell partnership interest in these credits in exchange for equity 
contributions, which is a financial transaction. We are interested in raising 
capital, and the lender and investor are interested in meeting [federal] 
Community Reinvestment Act requirements. It means a better rate of return 
than just involving a lender and expands construction in distressed areas.”

POLICY MAP POSITIONS ASSETS

TRF DP secures historic tax credits by working with TD Bank. 

“TD Bank works for investors of the credits,” Closkey says. “We don’t have a 
legal relationship with them, but they assist in these transactions.” 

To use the credits, TRF DP first needs to find properties for potential rehab. 
Through a subsidiary, Policy Map, the firm finds these sites by using proprietary 
mapping software. 

“We work with [a] community development financial institution, a nonprofit,” 
Closkey says. “It includes a lending entity for affordable housing, charter 
schools, daycare centers, supermarkets and other needed resources. After 
lending, it assesses the payment records on those loans. Whether the loan 
was repaid indicates whether or not it made a difference, making that one 
measure of success. Patterns are mapped out. Because we’re not the only 
organization that needs this data, we started Policy Map to provide this 
information. It shows how to do redevelopment in highly distressed areas.”

As a result of the effective use of data, TRF DP purchased 500 homes as 
part of a 10-year, $10 million investment. The firm also has created viable 
residential communities. One includes Preston Place, which contains 125 
energy-efficient and affordable homes created through new construction 
and historic rehabilitation. City Arts Project, meanwhile, offers 69 efficiency 
apartments aimed at artists and 12 units set aside for tenants with disabilities. 

City Arts 2 is in its second phase of redevelopment and will provide 17 
additional units for local artists. 

Both developments offer unique advantages to residents who live there.

“The City Arts neighborhood is walking distance from the train station, both 
a major Amtrak and [a] regional line. It is also walking distance from Johns 
Hopkins,” Closkey says. “People never noticed this before because of the 
distress. Now with the reoccupied homes, they feel free to walk more and see 
what the neighborhood really has to offer.”

BUILDING HOPE

TRF DP focuses on working where it is needed and wanted. 

“We need to be in a place where people are engaged so that we can have 
conversations about community history and expectations,” Closkey says. 

“Once they are interested, we find the best way to assess assets and build on 
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a community’s strength. The output is a healthier community, so you 
need the consent of the people who are living there to say, yes, this is 
actually where we’re going.”

The commitment of local community members is often critical to 
these efforts. The Oliver neighborhood of Baltimore, for example, 
was once riddled with blighted properties and high rates of crime. By 
understanding the neighborhood and its needs, the TRF DP team has 
promoted meaningful change there.

“If you have 500 to 1,000 vacant houses, adding 10 is not going to 
make a difference,” Closkey says. “On that scale, you need to 
build about 300 units. You also look at timing. If the strength is to 
the southeast, you start building there and plan around the market 
absorption rate. It is essential to understand market dynamics, the 
physical environment and strengths to create a scaled and sequenced 
investment to ultimately change the market to its aspirations without 
pricing people out.”

According to Closkey, making improvements to a community’s housing 
stock can also ease tensions. 

“When you walk down a street where the houses are abandoned, 
it’s a disquieting feeling,” he says. “Once the homes are occupied, 
everyone is more relaxed. When a fire destroyed a block where we 
were building, people had faith that it would be resolved, although 

they would not have necessarily felt that way before. Even the homicide 
rate dropped recently. It doesn’t just feel safer—it is safer. Residents 
have a command over the environment once again.” 

Looking ahead, TRF Development Partners will continue to seek out 
new ways of assisting the Baltimore community through responsible 
development. 

“We are in the first stages of a larger vision for a vibrant sense of place,” 
Closkey says. “The City Arts 2 building should be finished this year, 
and that gives Greenmount Avenue a healthy 10-block area. We have 
another six to eight years of development to go, but people can now 
see that it works.” 
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