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Efforts to Close Disparities in Homeownership
THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
EMERGING MARKETS INITIATIVE
AT - A - G L A N C E
TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION: Southeast
Minnesota (especially Austin, Faribault, and Rochester)
TIME FRAME: 2008–present
INITIAL COSTS: $1.75 million in gap loans;
$1.3 million for financial literacy and counseling
PROJECT PARTNERS: Affinity Plus Foundation,
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act,
Community Services Block Grant, Greater
Minnesota Housing Fund, Minnesota Department
of Commerce, Minnesota Department of Human
Services, Minnesota Home Ownership Center,
Minnesota Housing, NeighborWorks America,
Otto Bremer Trust, People’s Energy Cooperative,
Rochester Area Foundation, Southwest Initiative
Foundation, Southwest Minneasota Housing
Partnership, State Farm Companies Foundation,
Three Rivers Community Action, United Way of
Olmsted County, USDA Rural Development, Wells
Fargo Housing Foundation
KEY STRATEGIES: Financial literacy, homebuyer

Rochester has a booming immigrant population. More than
12 percent of its population is foreign born and 22 percent are
people of color. While the city is relatively wealthy, housing can
be hard to afford for new immigrants and low-income residents.
That’s where the Emerging Markets Homeownership
Initiative (EMHI) fits in. Launched in 2004 by thenGovernor Tim Pawlenty, the statewide program focuses on
increasing homeownership among households of color by
offering guidance, tailored outreach and financing.
Many immigrants and people of color have little experience
with the homebuying process, from credit scores and mortgage
types to interest rates and loan closings. Some are from
countries and families with no history of homeownership and
its complexities—at least how it is practiced in America.
EMHI targeted families earning less than 80 percent of
the state median income, among them racial and ethnic
minorities, as well as single-parent and disabled households.
Three Rivers Community Action, Inc. in Rochester began
an EMHI program in 2008 and over the years has refined
it into a model program. The nonprofit primarily serves
low-income families through assistance with housing,
education, transportation, weatherization, senior programs
and family advocacy.

education, individual coaching and counseling,
outreach, homebuyer financing, downpayment

THE STRATEGY

assistance

Three Rivers initially launched an EMHI pilot with
Southwest Minnesota Housing Partnership (SWMHP)
in 2008 and the two groups worked together until 2012.
SWMHP provided the bulk of the program funding
including $450,000 through NeighborWorks America as well
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as funding through Otto Bremer Trust, Southwest Initiative
Foundation, and State Farm Cos. Foundation. The idea then,
and now, was to reach people with a desire to buy a home but
little knowledge of how to do so.
“A lot of people in the program had never been to a bank
before,” according to Jenny Larson, Three Rivers’ executive
director. “We talk to them about their current situation
and what best meets their needs. We offer everything from
financial literary to pre-purchase classes and counseling.”
The organization’s “Achieve Homeownership” program in
Rochester and Austin teaches immigrants financial literacy,
the basics of buying a home and provides downpayment
assistance. The majority of the program’s participants have
been African and Latin American immigrants with little
understanding of what it requires to purchase a home in this
country, says Larson.

Rivers has assisted thousands of households with financial
literacy courses and counseling. Of those, 430 people bought
homes and 1,350 received pre-purchase counseling. Working
with 42 cultural groups, Three Rivers held 278 training
events attracting 18,545 participants. Home Stretch classes
numbered 220, attracting 1,349 people.
“I think homeownership is a great way to stabilize families,”
Larson says. “We see a lot of large families who struggle to find
adequate rental housing. Homeownership provides families the
space they need while also building assets for the future. And
kids are always so excited to have things like a yard, basketball
hoop or pet for the first time.”

LESSONS LEARNED

To reach those clients, Three Rivers employed a simple
strategy of working with local culturally specific organizations
and hiring its own bilingual staff members who speak the
languages of their clients. Organizations such as Somali
Community Resettlement Services, the IMAA, Asian African
Refugee Services, and the Welcome Center provide outreach
and connect clients with Three Rivers staff who provide the
homeownership services, Larson says.

Speaking the same language. Key to the rollout of financial

Achieve Homeownership is not just about financial literacy. The
program can help with home purchases, offering a maximum
of $18,500 for gap financing. The financing combines GMHF
money ($8,500 maximum) with layered funding from other
sources. The average loan assistance is $10,000.

was taking longer than anticipated.

As the program has evolved, a handful of real estate agents
emerged who specialize in helping immigrant families
buy homes. “That’s been an amazing, and encouraging,
development,” Larson says.

complete the purchase of a home.

THE RESULTS

literacy classes and loan programs for immigrants is having
“staff who speak multiple languages,” says Larson. “That’s
very important.”
Meet people where they are. Having a variety of classes to
reach people where they are in the home buying process is
another successful approach. Three Rivers offers long-term
counseling because for many participants buying a home

Multi-year grants needed. The length of time it can take
to prepare to purchase a house means the grants offered
to organizations must be multi-year, Larson says, because
many buyers will require more than a year, or even two, to

Keeping in touch with potential homebuyers maintains
their interest. Three Rivers contacts people who have taken
courses every three months to check in and see how they
are doing and provide assistance.

The results have been impressive from 2008 to 2015. Three
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