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Refurbishing Affordable Homes across Northfield
environmentally conscious, Northfield has a tradition of caring
for the less fortunate.
H O M E M AT T E R S
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 20,000
TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION:
Foreclosed homes in select neighborhoods
TIME FRAME: 2010–present
INITIAL COST: $160,000

From 2006 to 2008 the Rice County Sheriff’s
Office reported the city suffered 183 foreclosures.
The homes had myriad safety issues, large
maintenance costs, deteriorating insulation,
aging appliances and poor windows. Many of
these were not beyond repair and could serve
disadvantaged families facing a tight low-income
sales and rental market in Northfield.

PROJECT PARTNERS: Greater Minnesota
Housing Fund, Habitat for Humanity, Minnesota
Department of Commerce, Minnesota Housing,

THE STRATEGY

Northfield Housing & Redevelopment Authority,
Northfield Area Foundation, RENew Northfield,
Three Rivers Community Action
KEY STRATEGIES: Acquisition/rehabilitation,
owner-occupied rehabilitation, homeowner
technical assistance, zero-percent loans,
neighborhood revitalization

THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
Home to St. Olaf and Carleton colleges, a historic downtown
and many lovely neighborhoods, Northfield appears at first
glance to be an idyllic small town, a touch of New England on
the edge of the prairie. Politically progressive and
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Working with the Northfield Housing & Redevelopment
Authority (HRA) and Greater Minnesota Housing Fund
(GMHF), Three Rivers Community Action created a program
called “Home Matters” to purchase and restore the homes.
Three Rivers has a long, established history of assisting lowincome families and seniors with housing, weatherization,
energy assistance, child care, transportation and other needs.
Home Matters focused on buying and restoring foreclosed
homes for families on limited incomes.
Three Rivers purchased four foreclosed properties and began
extensive renovations with an eye toward sustainability.
Contractors installed countertops made from top-quality
recycled content, eco-friendly kitchen cabinets, highly rated
insulation, low-flow water fixtures, nontoxic flooring, and
Energy Star appliances. Lead and radon were removed. Two
homes even had a solar-powered hot water heater installed
through a state program.
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Not long after the foreclosed home renovations were
completed, the program transitioned to Home Matters
2.0 to focus on assisting low-income homeowners with
improvements. Homeowners could apply for home
improvement projects of any size up to $20,000. As part of
the program they have to pay up to half the cost in some cases,
but can apply for zero percent loans through Three Rivers.
Jenny Larson, executive director for Three Rivers, says
the program targets three areas: Energy efficiency, safety
and neighborhood revitalization. Three Rivers offers hightouch advice and coordination for clients by inspecting a
prospective home, conducting an energy audit, and creating
a renovation plan.
While project bids and payments are handled by Three
Rivers, a homeowner selects the contractor for the renovation.
“We coordinate paperwork, figure out what programs will
work, and streamline the process so it’s not a burden on the
homeowner,” Larson says.

THE RESULTS
Most homeowners spent about $15,000 on a project. Under
the guidelines the money can be spent on siding, roofing,
landscaping, painting, sidewalk and garage repairs. Inside,
homeowners are using Home Matters for energy-saving
measures such as new insulation, air sealing, heating and
cooling systems and new appliances. Others use the loans to
install smoke detectors, plumbing and electrical systems.

Such public and prominent renovations can have a
forceful impact on a neighborhood. “When you see
something happening at your neighbor’s house, you
find other people start working on their houses,”
Larson says.
Home Matters 2.0 has helped improve the vitality of
Northfield’s older, more urban—and more affordable—
neighborhoods. Many of the city’s newer subdivisions are too
expensive for low-income families, she says, leaving the older
neighborhoods as their only option.
“This was really the Northfield HRA’s idea and they have
been the leader in this,” she says. “They have helped turn
around these older homes, some of which were in really
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rough shape. The city cares about these homes and the people
who live in them.”
Home Matters 2.0 first phase fixed up 10 homes on a budget

of $160,000, while a second phase added nine rehabbed homes
for $140,000. A third phase will fund eight projects. The funds
were used for code updates, addressing safety concerns, and
improving curb appeal.

LESSONS LEARNED
Coordinated coaching and navigation. One of the key lessons

Others may not want to spend their own money on repairs,

learned is that having a one-stop shop reduces the inevitable

which is required.

intimidation a homeowner might feel in attempting to juggle
funding sources. Having Three Rivers conduct inspections,
create scope-of-project documents, send out bills, and make
the payments creates a nearly seamless process, greatly
enhancing the program’s appeal to busy homeowners.
Limited resources require prioritization of safety updates. The
funds available for each household are limited, and safety and
energy efficiency are top priorities. That means homeowners
may not be able to get all of the improvements they are looking
for from the program.

Inherent reluctance to conduct repairs. Low-income
homeowners may not think they can navigate home repairs,
and let a lack of confidence remain a barrier to making
improvements to their home. This can lead to deterioration and
potentially dangerous conditions. Home Matters addresses this
need by navigating the complex process with them.
Investing in targeted home spurs further reinvestment.
Home Matters 2.0 clearly benefits not just homeowners but
the surrounding neighborhood by subtly nudging others to
paint their homes, upgrade exteriors and landscape yards.

Income limitations narrow reach of program. A challenge of the

Homeowners receive the added benefits of green and healthy

program has been the income limitations. Often a homeowner

homes with improved safety features.

simply doesn’t qualify because their salaries are too high.
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