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N E I G H B O R H O O D R E V I TA L I Z AT I O N

Crystal Lake Estates, Grand Rapids
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Crystal Lake Estates Wins Over Neighbors
<5K

THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
C R Y S T A L L A K E E S T AT E S
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 11,211

Grand Rapids is a small north central Minnesota city known
mainly for timber and tourism. Generations of visitors have
been drawn to the area’s many lakes and rivers and its woodsy
outdoor environment. Grand Rapids is also home to Blandin
Paper Company and Blandin Foundation.

TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION:
Former school site
UNITS: 21 single-family homes
TARGET POPULATION:
TIME FRAME: 2010–2012
INITIAL COSTS: $3.1 million
PROJECT PARTNERS: Black Bear Homes,
Blandin Foundation, Grand Rapids School
District, Greater Minnesota Housing Fund,
KOOTASCA Community Action, Minnesota
Housing, Grand Rapids Housing and
Redevelopment Authority, USDA – Rural

Even in small towns the challenge of finding affordable
housing can be difficult for residents, especially those with
larger families. About 11 percent of the city’s residents live
below the poverty line, making demands on affordable
housing especially competitive.
When Grand Rapids opened a new middle school in the early
2000s it left a former building available for redevelopment in
one of the city’s oldest neighborhoods. Since the old concrete
school had no architectural significance there was little
support for saving it. The site not only had the advantage of
being in an existing neighborhood but also had property on
one side that sat next to Crystal Lake.

Development, Wells Fargo Home Mortgage
KEY STRATEGIES: Core neighborhood
development, neotraditional design, antiNIMBY advocacy, private-sector leadership,
community visioning and planning, faith-based
community involvement

City leaders understood the need for more
affordable housing and liked the idea that a new
development would inject energy into the city’s
aging housing stock that had not seen many new
projects in two decades.
New homes were rare and many existing residences required a
great deal of rehabilitation by buyers. Young families decided
against hiring contractors or doing the fixup themselves and
typically went to outlying areas to buy new homes already
outfitted with modern amenities.
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THE STRATEGY
After the school was demolished in the mid-2000s, the Grand
Rapids Housing and Redevelopment Authority stepped in
and bought the property for about $2 million. A local builder,
Black Bear Homes, quickly signed on to build Crystal Lake
Estates, composed of all single-family homes.
When initial plans came to light for “affordable housing” at
the site some neighbors expressed concerns about the quality
of the homes and the character of prospective residents and
homebuyers.
GMHF created architectural designs that fit with the
surrounding neighbors, with front porches and garages
set back from the homes. The designs incorporated “Building
Better Neighborhoods” principles laid out in GMHF’s
companion book. The streetscape of Crystal Lake Estates
featured sidewalks and roads connected to the city’s grid.
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Black Bear, GMHF and other partners revealed plans for the
development at several well attended community meetings.
Ultimately, the neighbors supported the development after
seeing renderings showcasing front porches and traditional
neighborhood design.

Through the advocacy of the local faith
community, numerous congregations actively
championed the need for affordable housing
in Grand Rapids. Nearby residents came to
understand there was little to fear and much to
gain by having attractive, affordable housing in
their neighborhood. Gradually neighbors became
more accepting of the future home buyers and
fears dissipated.
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THE RESULTS
LESSONS LEARNED
Contrary to concerns about the project, upper-income
households expressed interest in buying the homes. Black Bear
homebuilder Steve Gilbertson told the Grand Rapids Herald
Review that when Crystal Lake Estates began marketing he
had to turn away more than a few potential residents because
they earned too much to qualify for the houses. At least seven
of the initial residents were single mothers and families with
children, exactly the population funders hoped to attract.
“Most were happy to end up with a nice home,” he says. “It
helped boost their quality of life.”
Crystal Lake Estates attracted families with children who
saw in the larger homes a chance to live well while paying
affordable mortgages. Affordable starter homes with affordable
mortgages make an ideal fit for young families with children.
Gilbertson has a second market-rate development located on
Crystal Lake at the old Armory Field area. The community
features 10 active senior living units and eight market-rate
homes. It’s a testament to the theory that market-rate housing
and affordable housing can not only co-exist but flourish in
the same neighborhood.

Sometimes demolition is the right choice. With few
windows or interesting architectural details, Grand Rapids
saw little reason to save the school and understood
demolition would open the site to a new use. Communitybased planning and visioning assisted in creating a new
development that fit well within the existing neighborhood.
Attention to home design built confidence. The private
builder, associated with high quality homes, helped foster
community acceptance of affordable development. Being
transparent about what the new homes would look like
was a key to selling the project to the wider community.
Investing time and attention in the design of the homes
made all the difference.
Be prepared for NIMBYism from unexpected places. Since
the new homes were for sale, not for rent, negative reaction
from local residents took partners by surprise. Having local
faith community members step up to counter not-in-mybackyard concerns helped foster acceptance for their future
neighbors.
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