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Affordable Housing 
in McCall
 – An Oxymoron?

By Doug Copsey 
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It’s not a big stretch to say that 
the lumberjacks and miners 
who built a small town around 
a timber mill on the shores of 
Payette Lakes in the late 1800s 

would be flabbergasted to walk its 
streets today. And though Downtown 
McCall has undergone some major 
changes over the years, especially in 
the last decade or so, it has managed 
to keep a few remnants of the quaint 
charm that lured folks from the 
Treasure Valley and beyond to make 
it one of Idaho’s premier vacation 
destinations. But Downtown McCall is 
not where the most significant changes 
have been occurring.
     A tour around the lakes these days 
will still reveal some of the quaint log 
cabins and small rustic homes where 
families of summer vacationers have 
always come to enjoy their weekends 
by the shore, but sprinkled liberally 
among them now are huge, multi-
million dollar homes that dominate 
the viewscape. Second-home prices 
have driven the market up into the 
stratosphere and a plethora of high-end 
developments have followed. In turn, 
prices for virtually every property and 
building in the vicinity, regardless of 
size or condition, have risen as well. 
And like many resort towns throughout 
the West, the permanent residents 
who work in the shops and stores, the 
teachers, policemen and firemen, are 
feeling the pinch.  
     “In desirable areas, real estate values 
are outpacing salaries,” says Michael 
David, Executive Director of the newly 
authorized Valley Adams Regional 
Housing Authority, “and even if it 
levels out for a while some salaries 
level out, too, and that gap just keeps 
growing. It used to be that you could 
work two jobs and still afford to get into 
a nice starter home. Now you could be 
working seven jobs and still not be able 
to afford a house.”
     It’s not just McCall, either. The 
arrival of Tamarack Resort just outside 
Donnelly three years ago has brought 
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a dramatic change to that small city 
and the surrounding area that’s being 
felt all the way to Cascade. In the 
spring of 2006, Valley County hired 
Colorado consultant Melanie Reese to 
do a county-wide needs assessment. 
Reese had done a similar study for 
burgeoning Blaine County a few 
years before. Her conclusion was 
that McCall has a current housing 
shortage of about 300 units, and that 
developmental pressures will cause 
that to grow to around 1,000 units over 
the next 10 years.  
     “All you have to do is look around 
at the hotels that are jammed with 
construction workers, five and six to 
a room, to know that there’s an issue 
here,” says David. “There’s a big 
need for low income rental housing 
here, and the Housing Authority is 
working to create partnerships between 
public agencies that are holding land 
and developers who have access to 
federal funds which can subsidize the 
construction.”

INCLUSIONARY ZONING

    The cities of McCall, Donnelly and 
Cascade, as well as Adams and Valley 
Counties, have all passed inclusionary 
zoning ordinances that require 
developers to make approximately 
10 percent of the homes they build 
“affordable” for either low or moderate 
income families. That basically means 
that developers will sell those homes 
at a discount price to people who have 
filed qualified applications through 
the Housing Authority. On the other 
side of the equation, the buyers must 
accept a deed restriction that caps the 
appreciation of the homes at 4 percent 
annually.
     “They get the home at below market 
price,” David says, “but the catch is 
they’re not getting into the McCall real 
estate game, they’re just getting a home. 
Then we follow up with monitoring 
and compliance, making sure the 
people who own them are following 
all our guidelines, such as living in 
the home themselves, not subletting. 
We look at this deed restriction as a 

great tool to prevent speculation and to 
maintain affordability.”
     Not everyone is happy with the 
concept of inclusionary zoning. In 
fact, it’s being challenged in court 
by a local real estate association. But 
similar ordinances have withstood such 
challenges in several other states since 
they were first introduced in the 1970s, 
and David is hopeful inclusionary 
zoning will remain a part of his toolkit 
for building a balance in the county’s 
lopsided housing market.  
     “I think a lot of realtors feel like this 
is the only tool we have to alleviate 
the problem,” David says, “but that’s 
not the case at all. I agree with them 
that there is no silver bullet. We need 
to use a bunch of different tools. We 
need mixed use development, both 
in new subdivisions and in town, 
too. That includes commercial space 
below and residential above. There 
are a couple of projects in Downtown 
McCall going through the entitlement 
process now that are going to be great 
models for people to see that kind of 
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At Hearthstone, 2,000 sf, three bedroom homes are deeded in the usual 1/8 ownerships with buyers guaranteed a minimum of six weeks each. 
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thing can work here.”
     David’s main priority is to convince 
a segment of seasonal employees 
and transient construction workers 
to become a permanent part of the 
community by investing in affordable 
homes.  
     “I challenge you to go to almost 
any business in any city in Valley and 
Adams Counties and not find a help 
wanted sign,” David says. “I talk to 
employers all the time who say they 
can’t get people, especially middle 
management employees, to stay for 
any length of time. They can probably 
get paid similar dollars in Boise, for 
example, where they can still afford to 
buy a house.”

OPTIONS FOR LAND OWNED

     For those who want to build homes 
on land they already own, Gary Pickens 
of Lodge Logs in Boise offers some 
pretty affordable options.  
     “We’re adamant about helping 
people stay within their budget,” says 
Pickens, “and we’ll work with them to 

develop the right size and style of home 
for their lifestyle.”
     In business for over 32 years in 
Idaho, Lodge Logs prices start around 
$125 sf and go up from there. At 
May, 2006 prices, that translates to a 
1,200 sf, 3 bedroom, 1 bath home for 
$140,000. According to Pickens, prices 
for materials have fallen since then 
so it would be even cheaper today. 
The company provides the logs and 
hardware to put it all together, then 
works with area builders to construct 
the home so that it’s ready to move into. 
The packages don’t include amenities 
like utility hookups, but most builders 
can supply those. On the upside, log 
homes cost less to heat.

SHARED OWNERSHIP

Another facet of housing is that a 
good deal of the construction going 
on throughout both counties is second 
and third homes for people who want 
to spend their vacation time in Idaho. 
And it’s not just single family homes. 
There are condominiums and so-called 

condotels, most of which are operated 
on a time share basis, and the newest 
and fastest growing segment of the real 
estate market these days, fractional 
ownership.  
     “We’re trying to fill a need in the 
market where people aren’t using 
their vacation homes as much as they 
thought they would when they bought 
them,” says Chad Olsen, Developer of 
Timbercrest, just west of Downtown 
McCall near the Whitetail Golf Course. 
“The old adage is that the two best days 
in a cabin owner’s life are the day he 
buys it and the day he sells it, because 
there’s just so much maintenance.”
     Fractional ownership is more than 
just a new take on the old time share 
concept. The key difference is that 
fractionals offer owners a bigger slice 
of the pie in a deeded ownership that 
they can sell, rent, will or gift as they 
see fit.  Whereas time share units are 
often shared by as many as 30-50 
different owners, most fractionals are 
only divided among eight owners, each 
of whom gets a guaranteed six weeks 
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At Hearthstone, you’ll be pampered: between guests, the staff performs its weekly cleaning chores, stores the previous owner’s items and brings in those of the arriving owner.
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per year. Fractional units are often 
larger and more luxurious, with more 
amenities than most time shares. 
     At Timbercrest, for example, Olsen 
and Builder John Lund have tried to 
turn the luxury dial up a notch, not only 
in the spacious design of their 40 units, 
but with quality features like top grade 
appliances in their kitchens and plasma 
screen TV’s in several rooms, the largest 
of which rises electronically out of a 
hidden slot in the living room coffee 
table and rotates so it can be watched 
from any angle.
     “We didn’t want it competing with 
the fireplace,” Olsen says with a grin. 
“We’ve also got a sound system wired 
throughout the entire house, and every 
unit is iPod ready.”
    Timbercrest residences are 3,300 sf 
fully furnished homes that sleep up to 
12, complete with two master suites, 
an office with printer and fax and a 
large game room with a pool table and 
bunk beds. The master bath has radiant 
heated tile floors and a heated towel 

drawer. Ground has been broken for 
a 16,000 sf community center that will 
feature the usual workout area, pools, 
racquetball courts, med spa, day care 
facilities and game room. Unlike many 
private residence clubs, this one will 
be open for membership to the McCall 
community.
     “A lot of times people who buy 
second homes don’t really feel like 
they’re a part of the community,” says 
Lund.  “This way, our owners may 
find themselves on a treadmill next to 
a local school teacher, a shop owner 
or restaurant manager. It just opens 
up those lines of communication and 
makes everyone feel more at home.”
     Timbercrest isn’t the first fractional 
ownership development in McCall. That 
honor goes to Hearthstone, situated 
in O’Neill Enterprises’ prestigious 
Spring Mountain Ranch adjacent to the 
McCall Golf Course. Thirty-two, 2,000 
sf, three bedroom homes are deeded in 
the usual 1/8 ownerships with buyers 
guaranteed a minimum of six weeks 

each. And like Timbercrest, they come 
with a concierge-style staff that will 
cater to your every need. Many of these 
services are included in the monthly 
or quarterly maintenance fee that also 
covers property taxes, utilities and 
the like, but there are also a la carte 
services such as grocery shopping, 
day care or babysitting arrangements 
and others, available for an additional 
fee. Most fractional units come with 
on-site storage lockers to cut down 
on travel baggage. Between guests 
the staff performs its weekly cleaning 
chores, stores the previous owner’s 
personal items and brings in those of 
the arriving owner.
     Hearthstone owners also have full 
use of all Spring Mountain Ranch 
amenities, such as the spa and fitness 
center, swimming pool, tennis courts 
and recreation area. And management 
offers secure, off-site storage for boats, 
snowmobiles, RV’s and other toys. 
Developer Michael Burns reports 
an average return to sellers of 25 
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West Mountain Resort Village will feature a subdivision of 33 single-family homesites to go along with up to 70 fractional ownership townhomes. 
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percent over a three year period, and 
a 96 percent satisfactory rating from 
purchasers.
     “We explain our product as a 
second home in a destination that you 
frequent,” says Burns. “Time sharing is 
more of a prepaid vacation-use product. 
We sell far fewer buyers into fractional 
ownership than we would a time share. 
That pushes down the marketing costs 
so we can divert more funds back into 
the product.”
     One of the newest players in this 
market is West Mountain Resort Village 
(WMRV)  immediately adjacent to 
Downtown Donnelly, expected to 
break ground in the summer of 2007.  
Instead of a private residence club, 
however, West Mountain will feature 
a subdivision of 33 single family home 
sites to go along with up to 70 fractional 
ownership townhomes. There’s also a 
plan to phase in up to 180 time share 
condos and a full-med spa over the next 
five to 10 years.  
     “High Country Development of 
Boise has been working on this for 
almost three years,” says Marketing 
Director Stan Tonkin. “You can’t get 
final plat approval until you can show 
how you’re going to deal with the 
infrastructure, and until now, that 
infrastructure just hasn’t been here.”
     Tonkin gives a lot of credit to 
Donnelly City Council members for 
putting in the time and effort to make 
sure developments in their city are 
done right and they’re not going to 
go bankrupt in the process. In return, 
West Mountain is trying to work with 
them to help deal with the housing 
shortage in Valley County, and the 
number of jobs being created by 
developments like these.
      “There’s a three acre piece on 
the east side of our property that’s 
designed for multi-use housing to 
help meet some of these basic housing 
needs,” Tonkin says. We’re planning 
to create about 12 apartments per acre 
that will go for $800 - $1,000 a month 
for a three bedroom, two bath unit, so 
that families, teachers and employees 
up here can have a decent place to 
start out.”

   “The construction guys are going to 
come in and build this place and then 
move on,” says Tonkin. “We’re trying to 
look at what happens when it’s all built 
and the need for that type of housing 
starts to decline. What are you going to 
do with those apartments 10 or 15 years 
from now? You look at the number of 
employees for Tamarack alone, and you 
can see there’s going to be an ongoing 
need for that kind of housing.”
     High Country is also working with 
two of the state’s universities to create a 
program for students to come in and get 
college credits in resort management 
and other areas.  And they’re working 
with other developers in the area to 
try and attract high caliber employees 
who really want to make a career in the 
resort industry.  
     Taking that notion a step further, 
Tonkin and the High Country are 
working to trade a piece of their 
property along Boulder Creek for an old 
railroad right of way that runs next to 
the property that the city wants to turn 
into a park. In exchange, High Country 
would build the park along the more 
desirable creek property and use the 
railroad right of way to expand their 
multi-use housing concept.
      They’re also collaborating with 
other developers in the area on a 
deal with Rocky Mountain Fitness 
Corporation located in Eagle, to 
build a 30,000 sf recreational facility 
on the West Mountain site. Similar 
to the Timbercrest idea, it would be 
open to the community as well as 
resort residents, and after some recent 

discussions with Tamarack Resort 
plans are being modified to include an 
Olympic sized swimming pool suitable 
for competition events in the future.

 SOLUTIONS?
The problem of lack of affordable 
housing is not going away. In fact, 
it’s going to get worse before it gets 
better. One look at the Sun Valley 
area will give you a pretty good idea 
where McCall, Donnelly and the rest 
of Valley County are headed in terms 
of development. After spending two 
and a half  years running the housing 
authority in Hailey, David brings a lot 
of knowledge about what worked and 
what didn’t work in Blaine County that 
can be put to good use at his new job.    
     “A lot of people aren’t clear on 
exactly what we are.  This agency was 
created by the State and authorized by 
Valley and Adams counties, but we’re 
an independent, non-governmental 
organization. In a nutshell, we’re trying 
to help get affordable units created, get 
people in them once they’re created, 
and then monitor the units once people 
are in them. Part of that is getting 
people to sign up with us, and part 
of it is educating employers in any 
type of business that they can talk to 
us about ways to get housing for their 
employees.”
     Collaboration and cooperation will 
be the watchwords for the people 
of Valley and Adams Counties if 
affordable housing is ever going to 
cease being an oxymoron. 

 In business for over 32 years in Idaho, Lodge Logs prices start around $125 sf and go up from there.
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