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Heritage Greens, Cambridge
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Abandoned Hospital Site becomes New Neighborhood
THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
H E R I TA G E G R E E N S
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 8,677
TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION:
Former abandoned hospital site
UNITS: 134 mixed-income, for-sale, singlefamily homes and affordable rental townhomes
(additional homes under construction)
TARGET POPULATION:
TIME FRAME: 2004–present
INITIAL COSTS: $2.1 million
PROJECT PARTNERS: Blandin Foundation,
Bright Keys Development Corp., Central
Minnesota Housing Partnership, City of
Cambridge, Greater Minnesota Housing Fund,
MetroPlains Development, LLC, Minnesota
Green Communities, Minnesota Housing,
National Equity Fund
KEY STRATEGIES: Mixed-use redevelopment
of abandoned site, traditional neighborhood
design, community-based planning and
visioning, high design standards
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The seat of Isanti County, Cambridge sits at the junction of
Highways 65 and 95 about 30 miles north of the Twin Cities.
Located on the Rum River, the city serves as a regional hub for
the county and boasts a major medical center.
One of the largest employers and land owners for decades was the
88-acre Cambridge State Hospital. Close to downtown, it opened
in 1925 and served thousands of patients before closing down in
the 1990s. The complex had 15 buildings, all abandoned but for
two that the state repurposed for state medical facilities. The land
became a large, lonely parcel looking for a second act.

THE STRATEGY
A group of more than 150 community residents, led by
Mayor Marlys Palmer, began meeting in the late 1990s to
plan the redevelopment of the former state mental hospital
site. The area had significant demand for affordable housing
so the group brought in the St. Paul-based MetroPlains
Development, LLC and Greater Minnesota Housing Fund to
assist in planning and development on the site.
Vern Hanson, co-president of MetroPlains, says the city set
aside nearly 30 acres from the original hospital site for public
works, a hospital, and county offices. A portion of the site is
planned to be a park and future library or community center.
What remained became the redevelopment site of Heritage
Greens and was platted for multifamily, single-family, a single
commercial parcel, and senior housing.
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GMHF and MetroPlains decided on a development of
single-family homes more tightly spaced than typical of
suburban design. “This was one of our first forays into singlefamily development so we brought in partners, experts with
the right experience,” said Rob McCready, co-president of
MetroPlains. Bright Keys Development Corporation had site
layouts for single-family homes, he says, while GMHF and its
consultants had a vision for the overall community. The vision
was of a community built using traditional design principles
such as smaller lots, homes with front porches, a central park
space, sidewalks, and detached garages on rear alleys.
The partners put together an impressive collection of funders,
and construction on Heritage Greens began in 2004. A
community land trust and first-time homebuyer program
administered by CMHP led to strong buyer interest.
Cambridge community economic development director Stan
Gustafson says Heritage Greens “provided needed, attractive
housing and a lot of value” by showcasing a higher housing
density than the city had seen before.
Heritage Greens has a compact land use plan and set of
design covenants adopted by the city of Cambridge to guide
homebuilders to build compatible home designs.

and as much square footage unfinished as they can get. This
development was outside that box so it struggled overall
because of that,” says McCready.
Heritage Greens is not quite finished. All of the single-family
lots have been improved or sold to a builder, with 26 lots yet
to be built on. 2017 and 2018 saw more building activity
as the demand for smaller, less costly housing options grew.
Additionally, 2-acre and 6-acre parcels remain available for
multifamily or commercial development. “Heritage Greens
has been an exciting project over the years and we hope things
continue to move forward,” says Gustafson.

LESSONS LEARNED
The unfamiliar doesn’t always sell. Creating compact,
affordable development in a city without anything
comparable can be a challenge. Philanthropic or low-cost
support may be required to promote a development pattern
that breaks with convention.
Stay the course. “The folks in Cambridge don’t have a level
of comfort with that style—they want what they see in other
parts of Cambridge and Greater Minnesota. It takes a long

THE RESULTS
Today, Heritage Greens offers 134 mixed-income housing units
in dozens of for-sale, single-family homes and three affordable
rental townhouse complexes. The neighborhood’s walkable
streets and appealing architecture continue to attract many
buyers and renters. On warm days the village green serves as a
central meeting place for neighbors and visitors.
Heritage Greens has struggled in a few respects. The 2008–
2009 recession changed the course of the development due
to lower home sales and increased demand for rental. Homes
took much longer to sell because of Cambridge’s record
numbers of foreclosures. Prices of homes in Cambridge
plummeted far below what Heritage Greens homes were
being sold for. The housing crisis and recession stalled
Heritage Greens’ initial momentum.

time for a development like Heritage Greens to succeed
because it’s so different. It’s waiting for the roots of the
community to catch up with it,” says Hanson.
Economic shifts and consumer interests dictate the market.
The housing crisis brought Cambridge more than its share
of foreclosures and put too many homes on the market in
competition with Heritage Greens. And many homebuyers
continue to want big homes on large lots in suburban
settings, a market demand that may be hard for a single new
development to shake, even as it finds a market niche.

The smaller lots and compact design of the homes was also
a marketing challenge at first. “The buyers are typically
looking for a split-level, three-car garage on a quarter acre
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