Fort Myers condominium is 'Comeback Kid'
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The pool area in the heart of the condos. The Towers condominium near the Edison Mall is in beautiful shape now. It's won the "Comeback Kid" award as best comeback story statewide. June 10, 2015.(Photo: Andrea Melendez/The News-Press)
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The Towers condominium near the Edison Mall fell on hard times in the first years of the 21st century: battered first by hurricanes Charley and Wilma and then clobbered by the housing price implosion that started in early 2006.

[image: image3.jpg]



(right)Jonathan Busa, Millie Strohm, and (lower, left)Frank Coffey, all with Alliant Association Management, and Towers Board Member, Frank Mungiovi,(center, back) were all instrumental in making The Towers condominium near the Edison Mall in beautiful shape now. It's won the "Comeback Kid" award as best comeback story statewide. June 10, 2015. (Photo: Andrea Melendez/The News-Press)

But the community's made a comeback so dramatic that it earned the statewide "Comeback Kid" award in the Florida Communities of Excellence competition.

Getting there was no simple task, said condominium board chairman Terry Ondak, who splits his time between Fort Myers and Cleveland Heights, Ohio.

He's one of a group of board members who have been running things since they took over as the condo bottomed out nine years ago.
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The main entrance to the condos. The Towers condominium near the Edison Mall is in beautiful shape now. It's won the "Comeback Kid" award as best comeback story statewide. June 10, 2015. (Photo: Andrea Melendez/The News-Press)

"It's been a long hard battle since 2006," when The Towers faced overwhelming problems, he said: 39 foreclosures; $95,000 in debt for legal services; 26 of 103 units destroyed by the hurricanes plus another six destroyed in an electrical fire; $50,000 in fines from the city of Fort Myers for code violations.

Now The Towers is lushly landscaped, newly painted, and debt-free with reserves of $15,000.

Prices fell to as little as $7,000 for a one-bedroom unit and $3,000 for an efficiency, Ondak said.
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The Club House area. The Towers condominium near the Edison Mall is in beautiful shape now. It's won the "Comeback Kid" award as best comeback story statewide. June 10, 2015. (Photo: Andrea Melendez/The News-Press)

Mark Benson, a longtime community manager in Fort Myers and expert in property management, was one of the Communities of Excellence judges.

He said that without the strict enforcement of maintenance fee collection instituted by The Towers, success would have been unlikely.

"The thing that happened was the people weren't paying their maintenance fees," Benson said. "The receivables got way out of hand."

Since a lot of delinquent owners lose their units in foreclosure, he said, there's no way for condominiums to catch up: Banks only have to pay at most a year's worth of assessments.

As owners fall off, maintenance at a condo deteriorates faster and faster, Benson said. "It's a cascading free-fall."

Ondak said the condo also hired a professional community association manager, Alliant Property Management LLC.
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The back part of the courtyard. The Towers condominium near the Edison Mall is in beautiful shape now. It's won the "Comeback Kid" award as best comeback story statewide. June 10, 2015. (Photo: Andrea Melendez/The News-Press)

Millie Strohm of Alliant, who's managed the condo since 2006, said it helps that the Towers board is more savvy than most. "They understand business, which means a lot."

The Towers was on a razor's edge between success and destruction in the early days, she said. "They were two weeks away from being torn down" by the city before the new board turned things around.

Ondak said there's been a dramatic increase in prices of units at The Towers with one unit going for $72,000 in April.
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Looking down on the center of the condos from the 5th floor. The Towers condominium near the Edison Mall is in beautiful shape now. It's won the "Comeback Kid" award as best comeback story statewide. June 10, 2015. (Photo: Andrea Melendez/The News-Press)

Benson said a lot of condominiums in Southwest Florida failed during the same period as The Towers thrived.

But, he said, The Towers had one thing the others lacked: "They had some people who had the courage to do what needed to be done."
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