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SOCIETY

In New Mexico, housing shortage finds
a fix on Route 66: Renovated motels
As tourism waned along Route 66, many motels closed. A New

Mexico investor is renovating some of the old structures into

apartments that can increase housing stock.

Harry Bruinius/The Christian Science Monitor

The Westward Ho Motel is one among several that have closed along Route 66 in Albuquerque, New Mexico.

By Harry Bruinius, Staff writer
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arina Chavez’s father, a U.S. citizen, had been an architect
in Mexico when economic collapse in 1994 sent the family
to America and, eventually, to Albuquerque.

His degree didn’t transfer, so Richard Chavez began to sell
houses. When the real estate industry went digital, he needed his
daughter to step in to help. They worked side by side for 15 years,
and they became especially close.

He died two years ago. His photograph is still on her business
website, the two of them arm in arm, and a crystal locket etched

with their faces hangs from her SUV’s rearview mirror.

WHY WE WROTE THIS

Solutions to a national housing shortage could come in

part through efforts in cities and communities across the

country. One such endeavor is playing out in the
American Southwest, as onetime tourist attractions are
reimagined as a new kind of home.

“l can’t bring myself to bring the picture down,” she says.

“Everything 1 know is from him.”

What she took from him, along with the trade, was a conviction
that a city ought to have room for the people who keep it
running.

And what she discovered - what is simultaneously a business
plan and a strategy to chip away at Albuquerque’s housing
shortage - was that an obsolete building may be housing stock in

disguise.

RECOMMENDED

Recounting cockpit struggle on FlyDubai flight, Israeli
passengers return home

The image of the motel is fixed in the old American view of the

road: a low court of rooms bent around a lot, cars nosed up to
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nearly every door, a red neon sign promising “vacancy” over an

Aqua Velva blue pool.

The word motel itself was coined in 1925, a year before Route 66
became a part of the map, and the two grew up together. A
family could drive until dusk and find shelter blinking just over

the horizon.

Then the interstates came. Route 66 was struck from the federal
map in 1985. The motels it fed were left to whatever the market
would bear. Some remained extended-stay rooms rented by the
week, then by the hour, then not at all. Roadsides were thinned

to a scattering of survivors.

Albuquerque once had almost 100 of them. By one estimate,

perhaps 40 now remain.

A few have been restored, neon relit, as tourist draws. Some are
boarded shells. Some were razed. But others have been sliced
into something new: small apartments for Albuquerque’s low-

income residents who often struggle to find somewhere to live.

RECOMMENDED
' Supreme Court hits record low approval: What it
means for the new term

At

Ms. Chavez has done that three times in five years. These
investments are not acts of charity. They are private investments
expected to produce rental income, although tenants can use
Section 8 housing vouchers. One of her properties received a
low-interest loan via the state’s Ventana Fund, which helps

affordable housing projects.

She believes community purpose and profit can occupy the same
room. “The reason we do this is because we want to make
Albuquerque better, and we want to create affordable housing,

and we want to make sure everybody has a home,” Ms. Chavez
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says.
She and her husband first bought Adobe Manor, a vacant 16-
room motel on Route 66, in 2023.

A waiting list for Adobe’s studios led Ms. Chavez to acquire two
more motels along the old highway’s path: Route 66
Headquarters and Rainbow Apartments, bringing her total to 47

studios.

Harry Bruinius/The Christian Science Monitor

Karina Chavez stands in the renovated Motel Hacienda on Route 66 in Albuquerque, New Mexico,
Sept. 2, 2026.

At first, she thought they would provide homes for refugees. As
an immigrant herself, she said, “I was like, ‘Oh, it’s going to be
like my karma, pay it forward.”

But the studios proved too small for many families.

RECOMMENDED

Low water levels, high demand force a reckoning for
the Colorado River

“So we house mostly veterans, and we house a lot of single
mamas, and we have a lot of partnerships with Cross of Hope

and Catholic Charities,” she says.

Utilities and Wi-Fi are folded into the rent. “Otherwise, separate
bills just makes it harder for them,” she says.

The units are plain and durable; the numbers have to work for
her tenants.

https://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Society/2026/1006/housing-shortage-us-motels
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Forty-seven apartments can matter greatly to the people living in
them. Against an Albuquerque shortage estimated at roughly
20,000 affordable rental units, however, they also reveal the

scale of what remains undone.
EEE

That scarcity is national. The National Low Income Housing
Coalition estimates that the U.S. lacks 7.2 million rental homes

affordable and available to extremely low-income households.

There are examples of similar projects around the country.
California’s publicly financed Homekey had awarded $3.6 billion
by 2024 to 259 projects encompassing nearly 16,000 homes,
including motel and hotel conversions. In Denver, the nonprofit
Colorado Coalition for the Homeless converted a former hotel
into 139 furnished studios for people emerging from
homelessness. In Madison, Wisconsin, a private developer
turned a Super 8 into 129 compact studios without public

subsidy - a model closer to Ms. Chavez’s investment.

RECOMMENDED

How rape allegations at Cornell test the college,
prosecutors, and media

Albuquerque has tried to close that gap one project at a time.
The city has financed conventional apartment developments,
preserved older affordable complexes, loosened rules for
backyard casitas and small cottage developments, and
encouraged developers to turn motels, hotels, and offices into

homes.

Along Central Avenue, the nonprofit New Life Homes
rehabilitated Luna Lodge into 30 affordable apartments in 2013
and reopened the Sundowner as 71 mixed-income apartments
the following year. Both projects combined tax credits, public

money, and nonprofit development.

https://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Society/2026/1006/housing-shortage-us-motels 5/9


https://tracenep.admaster.cc/ju/ic?tn=2ce2e6e33746b4224011d22068a89c02&trackingid=5738cbe1ce466f4f17523be5c4f2dbcf&acid=38312&data=hc5mkwXWACcn6F05Tk6SDsSKzLIXn-83h4ThrQeQeIBzBXxWoUbZu3HphRS5VHGt0Z2rISbNUHUtPuTz556gnf5U3MYALg5Vn_w7eHtdP5fzifcc1PdfIR_uf9ScCkg0oSmXsnBb9nU0Oo1ZUWR34UyOAXCvkwlgZYHNnoKAKSoHUoCGR8iZBh5FTbZW2k1P-RuEG1iPsJlX3Qx1zHV1El62W4KYI4bBbJDHIYd0N4CQaqVakZrcX1BY8jHMF4Eopp2JNsldVj9UN5VXvmddkVtHwlqY9eNk6c-wpU8lCtwMtvRepVAMJXd5aG_HV9S51zmx-QVD14IU5URdPNVMMTyMj4Tn13GJl3TiTAkn-yLhSrCokU6gQDd8jM7BLlyX8AieTOSlSy-K0obHx_-Sbu81ULGk27MV-SPamvTxpcQPGo58JXap24PdZmorS5agERZLfwSUptn0fav7auaZcSD9uM9g5OF0CwizJ4uFXE3f3xxzKPzl9maTRyhGEu_f327u1EC57lg2-lMhru2F_4NPrMGp4GH839fy4nMabMZTziy4DN3uTDGedDzLc48N29LSQSsB4xomaR4lW7VGaHRoJroqkTKayI8S-lUg8HKphI7iwiC62vt9dljnKZ47EDlR7IysYScPaFPs1hhw58RnmzTNcFIOo5mSxHXt5pNHee_HkBnK_v-VYMHZGI6gP6YU38cZ0JMy2F0rxDBhga3Mr4MG1OkQ4PlnGhEDI1htcOuLC57W2Qqq_9-GsEzBSdCEN9o3TXluwNsqXtSJkT1lcsu7vaLuJRe4IGMlVGehL14bAxypa7D69bgmVeRTNZwgGOWjlTEw3B-8juyFVu8n-DSsk465ylLbkCnvHzxnC-NpOtqfO53-xUJn__jzQ1EwTZ0e4uc-ofpD7JVxzw&ap=1.276141&tid=106&gprice=GGMCf-EB39z1TnpGR0nwVauCOiAe4kjaEa5j60_v_ew&campaignid=5465098&c_sync=1&google_click_url=https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/aclk%3Fsa%3DL%26ai%3DC_opDIabGaoOwBp7eyM0P6fqv4A2ltoSEe8z8yrWgE8CNtwEQASD5ndAZYMn-_Yq4pNwYyAEJ4AIAqAMByAMCqgTMAk_QiHellETPjEuE1MCEO_RaQHUH3uxVzsVQskOaKltB2PSkPIi6PdpE3n-oCc0F1-ls2l7RvhwrqEpxzRoxfC7xmaktIvSd0m2GQj0w7gC4GSoOph593lv5P6iJGO6l3LqY_T73eTUFGFyK04x2wZmvHDP8OBb3gX6jtYg_bS4TpNr0TA_872aLyd90QsYyN8uSYPM5vmqzyvIo-9PLjmJR5SGRAKfAvh9jtR4AaMRGQ5WJBdssSCJB0wxucZDTdaWBQTA5XEBk8MzE4jbbjvZRTm-DlXdmNWcI5-FHSZYKlVcGmRfv_w30df_ozXEc4zpA8AVK5NeyUAjPRaupRWCt7Ob67C05YyqA_1_nnng2bU6gj2jeUID5TA4COczga1e2MfrjMdrqWq4VusDAhpjJ93VYJyE2jOYEP9b2afIj8nC5YLJeNj51i0594AQBgAbIxbGI482_ghKgBiGoB5PYsQKoB5TYsQKoB5XYsQKoB6a-G6gHltgbqAeqm7ECqAf_nrECqAffn7ECqAf-6LECqAetvrECqAe_07EC2AcA0ggyCJDhgEAQATIIi4OAgICAgCo6D4BAgMCAgICAqIACqIOQGEi9_cE6WMzLrKPaqJcDYAD6CwIIAYAMAaoNAlVT4g0TCI6AraPaqJcDFR4vsgMdaf0L3OoNEwjn9a2j2qiXAxUeL7IDHWn9C9yIDv___________wHQFQGAFwGyFxAYDCoKMjkzODk5OTUyMFABqhgXCbSd76cHJy9BEgoyOTM4OTk5NTIwGAE%26num%3D1%26sig%3DAOD64_1XJBfISCZD-9nrZSxQd84clxPz9w%26client%3Dca-pub-4687033796380575%26adurl%3D
https://www.admaster.cc/privacy
https://www.csmonitor.com/About/Contact/Feedback/About-these-Ads
https://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Justice/2026/1002/cornell-assault-prosecutors-media

10/7/26, 2:06 PM

In New Mexico, housing shortage finds a fix on Route 66: Renovated motels - CSMonitor.com

More recently, Albuquerque bought the former SureStay hotel in
2023 and reopened it in late 2024 as Los Altos Lofts, 9o city-
owned affordable apartments. That year, Albuquerque also
offered $4 million in gap financing for conversions, though it

ultimately went to two office projects.

Renia Ehrenfeucht, a professor of community and regional
planning at the University of New Mexico, sees such projects as
pieces of an incremental strategy — necessary, in part, because

Albuquerque is not a boomtown.

“We can have a housing crunch even without having a growing
population,” she says. More people are living alone, the
population is aging, and some older homes become
uninhabitable. At the same time, sluggish growth makes new
projects harder to finance, particularly at rents that lower-

income residents can pay.

That helps explain the appeal of motel conversions. They appear
to be “a fairly cost effective way to get small efficient units,” Ms.
Ehrenfeucht says. Walls, utilities, and private bathrooms are
already there, though developers may need to add kitchens,
storage, accessibility, and the privacy that turns a room into a

home.

RECOMMENDED

Trump is moving fast and breaking things. He could
pay in November.

Most affordable developments require public subsidy or
nonprofit support. What is less common is the private
developer, like Ms. Chavez, who can look at comparatively
modest rents and say, in Ms. Ehrenfeucht’s words, “l can make

this pencil.”

The realtor’s private projects cannot erase a 20,000-unit deficit.

But to dismiss them on that ground, Ms. Ehrenfeucht says,

https://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Society/2026/1006/housing-shortage-us-motels
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would mean “there’d never be any good project because it’s never

enough.”

Courtesy of Karina Chavez

Karina Chavez and her father worked together to renovate shuttered motels. Richard Chavez
insisted on keeping this tree in the new Hacienda plaza, even though it presented a challenge to
builders, who predicted it would not survive the renovations. The tree is thriving.

The Route 66 anniversary calls attention to the neon, the
commerce, the open road. But, Ms. Ehrenfeucht says, “the bigger
question is about all these multiple histories and multiple
futures the road has to offer.”

Ms. Chavez’s fourth motel is one of those futures.

When she found the old Motel Hacienda for sale, Ms. Chavez
expected a fourth studio conversion. The other conversions had

waiting lists. Her business model worked.

“1 brought my father here and I said, ‘Oh, affordable housing,”

she says. “He’s like, ‘No, we need a community place.”
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Republicans are losing support among Latinos. It
might cost them the House.

Her father, one of 10 children, grew up in Guadalajara, where
Sundays meant church, a park, and a family meal. He imagined
such a place for southwest Albuquerque, where families could

gather and local entrepreneurs could own businesses.

“My dad’s idea was like, ‘Hey, if my mom wants to go get her
nails done, 1 can go sit there, watch the game at the sports bar,

”

the kids can go have a paleta,” Ms. Chavez says.

This is now a different kind of transformation of an old Route 66
motel. The U-shaped court is becoming a series of restaurants, as
well as a nail salon, barbershop, and paleteria (ice-pop shop). One
of the bars was painted blue to match pieces of the old

swimming pool uncovered beneath the parking lot.

The transformation required new sewer lines, an upgraded
water meter, and a transformer. Her father died as work was
underway; his best friend, the majority investor, helped her

continue.
She has had second thoughts.

“Sometimes I'm like, should 1 have just left it as the motel and
just kept making money, or did 1 do the right thing?” she says.
But then she goes there and feels her dad’s spirit.

Early in the project, plans called for an accessible sidewalk to
pass the property’s only tree. Everyone said to remove it. Her
father told them: “That tree stays.” They bent the sidewalk
around it, cutting one root to make room. Everyone warned the

tree would die. The next year, it came back thriving.

“We were like, OK,” Ms. Chavez says. “He was right.”
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