
 

 

SHIP Success Stories 

PUBLISHED BY: 
The Florida Housing Coalition 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Over the years, the State Housing Initiatives Partnership (SHIP) has provided funds to help 
thousands of lower-income Floridians in their communities. To show the critical importance of 
this program, the Florida Housing Coalition is highlighting some of SHIP’s many successes. Jeff 
Bagwell, executive director of the Keystone Challenge Fund, administers SHIP funds for Polk 
County and the cities of Lakeland and Winter Haven. Here is his story: 
 

Jeff Bagwell will tell you that not everyone is ready to be a homeowner. But for those who 
are, he’ll help them get there.  
 
After all, he’s been assisting potential homeowners in Polk County for nearly three decades 
through the Keystone Challenge Fund, a nonprofit he founded. The total so far: 4,200 
families in homes. 
 
“My job here at Keystone is to make people’s lives better,” Jeff says. “To change lives.”  
 
But lately, Jeff worries that he may not be able to help many, or any, families in need of 
affordable housing. The reason: loss of SHIP funds.  
 

“We have hundreds of people in our program working to improve their credit,” Jeff says, but Keystone can’t help 
them now because there’s no down payment assistance.  
 
One woman, he says, methodically raised her credit score to 670, even though she only needed to be at 640 to 
qualify. 
 
 “She started telling me about all the things she did,” Jeff says. “I said, 
Fantastic. Only problem, I don’t have any down payment money.” 
 
Those disappointments pain him. Now almost 60, Jeff left a career in banking 
to start Keystone in 1991. It was a turning point for him—and the community.  
 
“I just knew I was missing something,” he says. “I just couldn’t figure out 
what it was.” 
 
The son of a Southern Baptist minister, Jeff found his calling in Keystone. 
Today, he’s proud of the Lakeland-based business’s track record and 
economic contributions, including, he says, an overall economic impact of 
$4.2 billion. He credits much of the success to the work of his small, 
hardworking staff, the support of the community and the SHIP program. 
 
All that could change, though, without SHIP funds. 
 
 “It could really hurt us here, to where we have to make some changes,” Jeff says. “And if we do, how are we 
going to continue our services?”  
 
Through SHIP, Keystone has administered more than $26 million in down payment assistance since 1995. SHIP 
funds also have gone toward classes that cover credit education, the nuts and bolts of buying a home and the 
unexpected costs of owning one. About 21,000 people have taken the classes, which are offered in English and 
Spanish.  
 
“Our class is not Housing 101,” Jeff explains. “We look at it like a Master’s class. When you get done with me, 
you’re either going to buy a house or you’re going to become a real good renter.” 

 

Keystone’s “Miranda” bungalow – An affordable 
model home made possible through Federal funds 
and SHIP provided down payment assistance. 

Jeff Bagwell  



 

 

 

 
 

Over the years, the State Housing Initiatives Partnership (SHIP) has provided funds to help 
thousands of lower-income Floridians in their communities. To show the critical importance of 
this program, the Florida Housing Coalition is highlighting some of SHIP’s many successes. Toby 
Santangelo, who was helped by Flagler County’s Social Services Office, is one of them. Here's his 
story: 

In eight years with the Palm Coast Department of Public Works in Flagler County, Toby Santangelo had risen 
through the ranks to become project manager for the city’s road resurfacing program. 

 
Then, without warning in 2012, the retina in Toby’s left eye 
became detached. Over the next two to three years, Toby had 
multiple surgeries, but by 2015 he was blind in that eye. 
 
The city placed him on long-term disability, and eventually Toby 
also received disability from the Social Security Administration.   
 
“It kind of cut my career short,” says Toby, 58. “But it is what it 
is.” 

 
Around the same time, Toby was looking for a place to live. The house he was 
renting from a friend was being put up for sale, and his disability income made 
homeownership seem out of reach. 
 

But things changed when a Realtor told Toby about SHIP and its First-Time Homebuyer Program. Toby spoke 
to a SHIP representative in Flagler who guided him through the qualifying process.  
 
Toby took a class to educate him on being a first-time homebuyer and another on how to repair his credit.  
 
“My financial picture was not up to par to be able to qualify for a mortgage,” Toby explains. 
 
It took him about a year to shore up his credit, but with SHIP’s mortgage assistance Toby was finally able 
to buy a house. In 2017, Toby and his three dogs, Coco, Isabella and Cami, moved into a two-bedroom, 
two-bath ranch in south Palm Coast.  
 
“It’s fantastic to finally own a home and not be subject to rents that are out of control in this part of Florida,” 
says Toby, who has a fixed-rate mortgage. “My favorite room is the garage. I call it my man cave. I put all 
my tools and all the things I like to tinker with in there.”  
 
Not that he spends all his time in the garage. A licensed ham radio operator, Toby has his equipment set 
up in the second bedroom. “I talk to people from around the world,” he says. 
 
Toby says his house is a blessing, and he credits SHIP for making it possible.  
 
“SHIP absolutely changed my life.”  
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Over the years, the State Housing Initiatives Partnership (SHIP) has provided funds to help 
thousands of lower-income Floridians in their communities. To show the critical importance of 
this program, the Florida Housing Coalition is highlighting some of SHIP's many successes. 
Virginia Harrison, who was helped by the city of Tallahassee’s Department of Community 
Housing and Human Services, is one of them. Here's her story: 
 
It was the middle of the night and Virginia Harrison and her family were huddled around the dining room 
table, hoping the worst of Hurricane Hermine was behind them. But suddenly, a large oak crashed through 
their Tallahassee home, letting in torrents of water and forever changing their lives.  
 
No one was hurt during the 2016 storm, but the Harrisons’ mid-1960s home was damaged beyond repair. 
 
“Pretty much everything was destroyed,” Virginia says.  
 
With no homeowners insurance to cover the cost of rebuilding, the Harrisons moved into an older mobile 
home they owned on adjacent property and began the long process of figuring out next steps.  
 
They talked to representatives from the Federal Emergency Management Agency and learned about 
programs available through the city of Tallahassee’s Department of Community Housing and Human 
Services. One of those programs was SHIP—and it has been a lifesaver. 
 
The Harrisons applied for assistance and, as Virginia says, “the next thing I knew they were calling me 
and telling me we were approved.”  
 
Plans called for demolishing the Harrisons’ five-bedroom house and building a new home on the site, with 
SHIP funds shouldering most of the cost. Demolition began in summer 2018, and construction followed 
months later.  
 
“I never in my wildest dreams thought that we’d get a new house,” Virginia says. “I didn’t think that was 
possible.” 
 
Housing staffers from the city of Tallahassee have been with Virginia the entire way, helping her pick out 
colors, flooring and other essentials for the three-bedroom home. Without them and the SHIP program, 
Virginia says she doesn’t know what she would have done because for much of the journey she has been 
on her own. 
 
In June 2018, before demolition started, Virginia’s husband of 56 years, Noel, died.  
A bricklayer, Noel, with help from his brother, built the house that Hermine destroyed. It was home 
throughout the years to the couple, their son and granddaughter.  
 
Virginia, 74, regrets that Noel never saw their new home take shape. Still, she’s comforted knowing that 
some of his most cherished belongings will be with her.  “My husband’s recliner and his grandfather clock,” 
she says. “Those two will definitely be put in the living room.”  
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Over the years, the State Housing Initiatives Partnership (SHIP) has provided funds to help 
thousands of lower-income Floridians in their communities. To show the critical importance of 
this program, the Florida Housing Coalition is highlighting some of SHIP’s many successes. 
Sherry Ruszkowski, the executive director of The Arc in Bradford County, worked closely with 
the Bradford County Community Development Department. Here is her story: 
 
Just a few years ago, The Arc in Bradford County had approval and funding to build a six-bedroom group home 
for women with various levels of disabilities. 
 
“We thought it would be fairly simple because we owned the property,” says Sherry Ruszkowski, Arc executive 
director. 
 
But then the project fell through because the low-lying property would have needed so much alteration that the 
cost became prohibitive. 
 
“It was very disheartening,” says Sherry.  
 
But not for long. 
 
Sherry teamed up with Kelly Canady, the SHIP administrator in Bradford, and they came up with a plan to renovate 
Stella’s Place, an aging building that was home to disabled women from 49- to 78-years-old.  
 
“The big issue was the house had older ladies in it, and it was not accessible anymore” Sherry recalls.  
 
By the end of 2017, Stella’s Place had undergone a major makeover. All interior and exterior doorways were 
widened according to ADA accessibility requirements. Likewise, all bathrooms were updated to ADA standards, 
with walk-in showers, ADA compliant sinks, grab bars, accessible toilets and surface-mounted medicine cabinets.  
 
In addition, a new fire control system was installed. Other repairs included features commonly involved in many 
SHIP rehabs—new metal roof, new windows, new HVAC and septic system and carpet replaced by tile to reduce 
the risk of residents tripping.   
 
One of the renovations most popular with the residents is a new screened-in porch. 
 
“The ladies love it,” Sherry says.  
 
Another big hit is a covered walkway to the driveway that includes handrails. 
 
“Now when the ladies come out of the house to get on the bus they won’t get rained on,” Sherry says. “The bus 
can pull right up to the awning, and they don’t have to get wet at all.” 
 
Sherry says none of this would have been possible without SHIP. 
 
“I’m just very thankful that she (Kelly) was willing to step out and try to develop new strategies to help us because 
without that we would not have been able to get all of the work done on the house.”  
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Over the years, the State Housing Initiatives Partnership (SHIP) has provided funds to help 
thousands of lower-income Floridians in their communities. To show the critical importance of 
this program, the Florida Housing Coalition is highlighting some of SHIP’s many successes. Alba 
Henao, who was helped by the City of Miami Beach’s Office of Housing and Community Services, 
is one of them. Here's her story: 

 

There was a time when Alba Henao worried about affording the ever-rising cost of apartments in Miami 
Beach. She was divorced, her son was in college, and she was on her own.  

 
Today, thanks to SHIP’s First-Time Homebuyer Program, Alba has 
a small, tidy condo that she can call home and the peace of mind 
that her fixed-rate mortgage payments will not go up.  
 
“Miami Beach is so expensive to live. But here I can breathe a little 
bit more. It’s very nice to have your own place,” says Alba, 56, 
who works at a weight-loss clinic five miles from her home. 

 
About a year ago, Alba was scouring the internet looking for a stable—and affordable— 
place to live when she came across a promising lead on the Miami Beach website. She 
called the city and got the process started.  

 
“It took about a year to get all the approvals,” she says. “They have conditions you need to meet in order 
to qualify. But I did all they said I needed to do and then a year later I could get my home.” 
 
That day in December 2018 is easy to remember—and not only because she signed the ownership papers. 
It was also Alba’s birthday, December 6. 
 
“I’m very happy,” says Alba, who moved to Miami Beach from Colombia 27 years ago to escape growing 
violence. “In this country you can feel very secure. And there are so many opportunities to live a good life.” 
 
Alba says some of her friends are single mothers and have asked her about the SHIP program.  
 
“I tell them this is the best program for women—and men too,” she says. “I’m not making a lot of money, 
but I can live decently. But I also tell them to start saving right away.” 
 
Alba says the help she received from SHIP has changed her outlook. 
   
“It’s like going from night to day,” she says. “I come from a difficult situation. I can work and come home 
and feel freedom.”  
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Over the years, the State Housing Initiatives Partnership (SHIP) has provided funds to help 
thousands of lower-income Floridians in their communities. To show the critical importance of 
this program, the Florida Housing Coalition is highlighting some of SHIP's many successes. 
Chelsea May, who was helped by the city of Cape Coral’s Department of Community Development 
and Planning, is one of them. Here's her story:  

 
Chelsea May knows the importance of SHIP funds. As a property manager in Southwest Florida, she’s seen 
the successes over and over again—in the buildings she manages and in the grateful tenants who live there. 

 
There were the new refrigerators, air conditioning units and redone floors in 
a North Fort Myers property for residents 62 and older. And the new windows, 
refrigerators, flooring and roof in a Cape Coral community for residents with 
physical disabilities. All were improvements that wouldn’t have been possible 
without the SHIP program. 
 
“SHIP funds have been a blessing,” Chelsea says. 
 
Chelsea is a regional manager with The Columbia Property Group. She and 
her colleagues manage 17 low-income properties owned by Southwest 
Florida Goodwill Housing. Some of the properties are older and face the same 
kinds of issues that all older properties face, from aging stoves to outdated 
windows.  
 

Chelsea and her team keep up with repairs as best they can, but new is a luxury they can’t afford. With 
SHIP funds, though, they have been able to bring “new” to five communities over the past few years—
improvements that leave many tenants pleasantly surprised and very thankful. 
 
“We’re taking care of our units and taking care of our tenants,” Chelsea says. 
 
One of those tenants has been especially grateful. Before coming to the seniors community in North Fort 
Myers, he was homeless, hungry and in need of care.  
Not long after moving in, he got a haircut, new clothes, new dentures.  
 
“He looks good,” Chelsea says. “He put on about 30 to 40 pounds. He’s healthy.” 
 
Now he has a safe, clean place to live and a new outlook on life. And SHIP funds played a key part. 
 
“Not only does he have pride in where he lives,” Chelsea says, “he has pride in himself.”  
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Chelsea May with  
resident Miriam Caruso 

Chelsea May with  
resident Miriam Caruso 



 

 

 

 
 

Over the years, the State Housing Initiatives Partnership (SHIP) has provided funds to help 
thousands of lower-income Floridians in their communities. To show the critical importance 
of this program, the Florida Housing Coalition is highlighting some of SHIP's many 
successes. Scott McAdams, who was helped by the Suwanee River Economic Council, is one 
of them. Here's his story:  

 
Scott McAdams is a full-time nursing student, works as an EMT and is raising two young daughters. His time 
and finances are always stretched. So when Scott found himself repairing cracked and broken windows in 
his rural Mayo home with duct tape, he knew he needed help.  
 

That’s when he turned to the SHIP program. With SHIP funds, Scott 
was able to replace more than a dozen windows and make other 
improvements, upgrading the one-story brick house he bought in 
2004 to a more energy-efficient and comfortable home. 
 
 “My main goal was to get the windows replaced,” Scott says. “But 
they actually went through and did the whole house as far as energy-
efficiency.”  
 
In addition to the windows, SHIP funds covered a new water heater, 
cooling and heating system, attic insulation and exhaust fans—plus 

new energy-efficient lightbulbs. The work took about a month and a half, and Scott’s already seeing his 
utility bills drop $30 to $50 a month, which comes in handy. 
 
“It just helps with everyday living,” he says. “Little stuff. It’s not like I could afford the biggest expense from 
the get-go anyway, so if it weren’t for the SHIP program, I wouldn’t be able to do any of it.”  
 
Scott, 37, has lived much of his life in Mayo, a small Lafayette County town near the Suwannee River in 
Florida’s Big Bend. A University of Florida graduate, he moved back after school and lived with his father 
before looking for a house of his own. He was attracted to the three-bedroom house because it was close 
to where he would be working—a dairy farm he was opening with a partner. 
 
“It was a nice house,” he says. “Perfect for a starter home.”  

 
Now, with the dairy farm in his past and nursing in his future, it’s where Scott wants to see his daughters—
ages 9 and 11—grow up. 
 
 “It all worked out,” he says. “I was very grateful.”  
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Over the years, the State Housing Initiatives Partnership (SHIP) has provided funds to help 
thousands of lower-income Floridians in their communities. To show the critical importance of 
this program, the Florida Housing Coalition is highlighting some of SHIP's many successes. 
Chaim Ezra “Chaz” Meads, who was helped by the City of Miami Beach’s Office of Housing and 
Community Services, is one of them. Here's his story:  

 
Rent increases were nothing new to Chaim Ezra “Chaz” Meads. 
Over the years he routinely paid a little bit more to live in Miami 
Beach. But when his rent started to increase by $100 or more each 
month, Chaz needed to make a change.  
 
With help from SHIP’s First-Time Homebuyer Program, Chaz was 
able to buy a one-bedroom condo not far from where he works at 
the Fontainebleau Miami Beach hotel. The 400-square-foot unit has 
an old-fashioned country-style kitchen, ample closet space and a 
balcony overlooking Indian Creek. 

 
“It was just what I needed,” he says.  
 

Originally from Norfolk, Virginia, Chaz moved to Miami Beach more than 30 years ago after college. He had 
family there, liked the area and especially enjoyed the warm weather. For years he lived near South Beach, 
but the supply of yearlong apartments was sparse.  
 
“I kept moving and moving,” he says. 
 
Though rents were high for the time, the yearly increases were manageable, and Chaz kept up by working 
multiple jobs. But by 2017, his monthly rent had reached $1,300—before utilities—and his budget couldn’t 
stretch any further. 
 
“What was left was nothing,” he says. 
 
That’s when he mentioned his circumstances to a friend who was in real estate. The friend knew about 
SHIP’s First-Time Homebuyer program and encouraged Chaz to apply. 
 
“Many people think that the only people who live in Miami Beach are either visitors or rich people,” Chaz 
says. “But there’s people in between who live here and work in the neighborhood.”  
 
After being approved for the program, Chaz found his new place and started 2018 as a homeowner, trading 
the uncertainty of rent hikes for a fixed rate he could plan on and budget. At 59, he’s now able to save for 
retirement and think about the future—goals that seemed out of reach before.  
 
“That’s why all these years I just kept on renting, thinking I would never be approved,” he says. “I didn’t 
know there was a program like this.”  
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