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Steve O’Neil Apartments, Duluth
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Partners Come Together to Prevent
and End Homelessness
THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
ST E V E O ’ N E I L A PA RT M E N TS
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 86,293
TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION:
Blighted downtown block
TIME FRAME: 2013–2014
INITIAL COSTS: $13.5 million
PROJECT PARTNERS: Center City Housing Corp,
Cinnaire, Churches United in Ministry (CHUM),
City of Duluth, Duluth ComfortSystems, Duluth
Economic Development Authority (DEDA),
Duluth HRA, Duluth Local Initiatives Support
Corp. (LISC), Federal Home Loan Bank of Des
Moines, Ferguson Co., Greater Minnesota
Housing Fund, Housing and Urban Development
(HUD)-CDBG and HOME, Minnesota Equity Fund,
Minnesota Housing, Minnesota Power (Allete),
Neighborworks, Northland Foundation, One
Roof Housing, Ordean Foundation, St. Louis
County HRA, UnitedHealth Group
KEY STRATEGIES: Blight removal, neighborhood
revitalization, permanent supportive housing,
supportive services and crisis housing for
homeless, addressing homelessness of women
and children

The cycle of homelessness is a monumental national problem.
The National Center on Family Homelessness has said one
out of 45 children will experience homelessness every year.
The cycle springs from a lack of economic opportunity,
drug use, mental illness, abusive relationships and other
debilitating factors. And the cycle does not start and end with
one family but continues for generations, leaving a mounting
toll of poverty, poor health, and homelessness.
Minnesota has made preventing and ending homeless for
Minnesota’s children a top priority. The City of Duluth has
made its own commitment to meet the needs of the young
children who are the most vulnerable in their community, by
providing housing and services that help keep families together.
One example of Duluth’s effort to alleviate homelessness is the
Steve O’Neil Apartments. Located on a hill overlooking the
Duluth skyline and Lake Superior waterfront, the apartment
building is well served by city bus lines, schools, jobs and
medical services that are used by many residents.
The block where the apartments are located had a history
as a rough-and-tumble neighborhood where narcotics had
flowed freely and most of the buildings—known as the Piper
Properties—were in severe disrepair. A group of citizens, the
police, a coalition of churches, the city attorney’s office, a
Native American group, and others started a movement to
put pressure on the Piper family to clean up the area.
In response to increased crime in the neighborhood in 2008,
One Roof Community Housing, Churches United in Ministry
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(CHUM), Duluth Housing and Redevelopment Authority
(HRA) and Center City Housing Corp. came together to
purchase the land and demolish substandard properties on the
block, including those owned by the Piper family, with the
intent of developing housing for the homeless.

THE STRATEGY
Providing stable housing can begin to reduce the strain
on homeless families and individuals. In many cities, for a
variety of reasons, it is in woefully short supply. Like any large
city, Duluth lacks affordable housing and has a significant
homeless population. The organizations came together, with
Center City in the lead, to flesh out an idea for affordable
housing for families with funding from a variety of sources.
Center City took the empty block and developed the
Steve O’Neil Apartments with 44 units of housing and
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six emergency family shelter areas. Anticipating a resident
population largely comprised of families, more than half
of the units have two bedrooms and another 12 have three
bedrooms. Steve O’Neil Apartments offers something often
hard to find: Larger units with up to three bedrooms that
help keep families intact. There are more costs associated with
building the larger units, but they were needed to adequately
serve the target population. All of the apartments fall under
HUD’s Section 8 program, meaning residents pay only 30
percent of their income for rent.

The complex offers more than just apartments.
There’s a family coaching center to provide support
and encouragement to families. An early childhood
center serves toddlers and preschoolers. There are
after-school activities for all children, a computer
and library center, classes and all kinds of
support groups. Life coaches offer assistance with

job placement, educational resources, counseling
and coordination with health care providers.
The building is staffed 24 hours a day.
Minnesota Equity Fund syndicated the project with $10.5
million in Low Income Housing Tax Credits from investor
UnitedHealth Group. That amount was leveraged to bring in
another nearly $3 million to complete the project.
The complex is named for Steve O’Neil, a longtime St. Louis
County commissioner and tireless advocate for the homeless.
He died in 2013 at the age of 63 from cancer. He had been a
board member of Greater Minnesota Housing Fund.
Rick Klun, Center City’s executive director, said O’Neil was
a legend. “He’s the best person I’ve ever known, it’s just that
simple—the guy should be sainted,” he says. “His work with
ending homelessness and treating everyone with dignity
should be a model for all of us.”

Overall, Steve O’Neil Apartments created attractive new
affordable homes for at-risk families with easy proximity
to jobs, services and amenities. Residents develop a solid
foundation from which they can access employment, develop
life skills and help their children learn.

LESSONS LEARNED
Helping parents fosters early childhood development.
Parents at Steve O’Neil learn to be attentive to their
children’s needs and improve their parent-child relationship.
They have access to a positive learning environment where
their own participation in their child’s development is
fostered. The Duluth community naturally rallied around the
needs of kids. The development’s focus on children helped
engage community partners, with hundreds of community
organizations providing contributions when the apartment
building opened to residents.
Geology and winter construction required patient capital.

THE RESULTS
Steve O’Neil Apartments brings stability to the families and
individuals who live there and is likely to spur economic
development in surrounding blocks.
A Duluth News Tribune reporter, attending the February
2015 opening, noted “signs of permanence” in one woman’s
apartment such as a playpen and her oldest son’s watercolors
lining the bedroom walls. Since moving into a two-bedroom
home, the tenant reported that her son had been introduced
to schooling and stability for the first time.
The quick lease-up of the apartments reflected the enormous
need for housing for homeless families in Duluth, says Klun.
All the residents are “coming out of trauma or crisis” and they
have “a long haul” before they gain more stable footing in
society, he says. “Our mantra is it’s all about the children—
we don’t want them to go through their lives without hope.”
Strong support and financial backing from city and county
officials was instrumental. The Steve O’Neil Apartments
development was a priority of the City of Duluth, Duluth
HRA, and the Saint Louis County HRA. Philanthropic
investments from the Northland and Ordean foundations
played a key role in the development and continuing
provision of services.

A combination of Duluth geology and winter conditions led
to cost challenges that required funders to be patient and
understanding to bring the project across the finish line.
Despite the bedrock that made the site challenging, partners
agreed this was the right site for the development: It was
close to downtown, services and good schools, which were
all essential parts of the plan.
Attention to design feeds neighborhood renewal. The
neighborhood has benefitted first from the blight removal
and second, from the attractive store-front nature of
the design of Steve O’Neil Apartments, which is built
to the sidewalk and continues the urban pattern for
pedestrians. The new apartments provided a much-needed
redevelopment boost to the neighborhood and caused no
negative reactions from neighbors when it was proposed.
Experienced developers required. The combined
development team of Center City Housing Corporation and
One Roof Community Housing provided a strong track record
and extensive expertise in low-income housing, real estate
development, and supportive service delivery for homeless
families and children.
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