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Viking Terrace Apartments, Worthington
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THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
V I K I N G T E R R ACE A PA RT M E N TS
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 13,136

A midsized city in southwest Minnesota, Worthington serves
as a regional retail and commercial center with extensive
agriculture and food processing. Over the past two decades it
has become a magnet for immigrants speaking more than 20
languages and 50+ different dialects.

TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION:
Apartment preservation
UNITS: 60 1BR, 2BR and 3BR apartments
TIME FRAME: 2006–2017
INITIAL COSTS: $4.7 million
PROJECT PARTNERS: City of Worthington,
Enterprise, Greater Minnesota Housing
Fund, Minnesota Green Communities,
NeighborWorks America, Southwest Minnesota
Housing Partnership, Worthington Housing
and Redevelopment Authority, Worthington
Regional Economic Development Corp.
KEY STRATEGIES: Tenant input, diverse
funding sources, green and energy efficient
construction, cost benefit approach,
collaboration with researchers

Built in 1978 as a HUD Section 236 apartment complex,
the three-building Viking Terrace Apartments offers one-,
two-, and three-bedroom units in an attractive, single-family
neighborhood close to transit, parks and jobs.
The three-story complex represents Minnesota’s changing
demographics, where two-thirds of the residents are
immigrants, many from Ethiopia and Eritrea, and the rest
largely Hispanic and Vietnamese.
Entering its third decade, the 60-unit Viking Terrace was
showing signs of decline. The apartments needed renovation;
the HVAC system was not properly maintained. The indoor
environment was considered unhealthy. Plastic wrap protected
parts of the exterior where materials had collapsed. The
foundation was compromised. The parking lot had cracks that
could turn ankles.

THE STRATEGY
Southwest Minnesota Housing Partnership (SWMHP)
purchased the property and arrived at an approach to renovate
it by employing sustainable principles that would lead to
a healthier environment and less energy use. The financial
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operations would be modernized and restructured to allow
the apartment complex to operate in a sometimes difficult
funding and tax situation.
In pursuing greener living and healthy design, SWMHP
decided to use Viking Terrace as a pilot for Minnesota Green
Communities, a program developed by Greater Minnesota
Housing Fund and Enterprise Community Partners.
One of the primary issues in any older building is heating
and cooling. Thinking of what would have the greatest
impact, SWMHP drew up a bold plan to install a $630,000
geothermal system, a cost that could have paid for another
12 units of affordable housing. Geothermal uses the earth’s
warmth to heat and cool living spaces but requires extensive
excavation and expensive venting systems.
State officials balked at the proposal before finally approving
it. Workers replaced the apartment’s flat roofs with steel and
added gables to better shed water and reflect solar heat. Long
lasting fiber cement siding was added to the exterior for
durability and attractiveness. The renovation even added new
outdoor walkways, a new playground, trees, outdoor grills,
and seating.
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SWMHP tested and remediated for radon indoors. It
replaced aging appliances with Energy Star models and
leaky faucets with new energy saving fixtures. Whole unit
ventilation systems bring fresh air to apartments. Low VOC
paints, adhesives, and sealants make for a healthier indoor
environment.
The geothermal system remained a point of contention until
the launch of Minnesota Green Communities. With the
program’s financial assistance the geothermal proposal won
state support and moved forward.

As part of the package, GMHF gave Viking Terrace
a unique additional $100,000 “energy-efficient
mortgage,” allowing its payback to come from
energy savings on fuel bills. It was the first such
mortgage in the state and one that other agencies
and nonprofit building owners now use to help
pay for improvements.
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THE RESULTS
One of the primary advantages of employing green renovation
strategies, materials, and techniques came in the form of
much healthier residents. The National Center for Healthy
Housing did extensive interviews with residents before and
after the project’s completion and found striking results.

The number of adults reporting good or excellent
health doubled the year after the project’s
completion. Respiratory ailments and ear
infections among children dropped from 15
percent to four percent. Residents suffered less
hay fever, hypertension, asthma and sinusitis.

LESSONS LEARNED
Integrate green early. Inviting residents to design
charrettes to gather their input provides great opportunities
to understand their needs and create support for renovation
plans. Incorporating green elements collaboratively during
the design and construction bid process leads to more
accurate assessments of the cost. A cost/benefit approach
works to sell potential funders on the project, especially
when relatively new technology will be employed.
Patience required. Persistent, innovative financial partners
willing to take risks on green communities are required—in
part to show those techniques and technologies are not
risky and should be deployed in future projects. Energy

The University of Minnesota’s Center for Sustainable Building
Research tracked the progress at Viking Terrace and found
after the renovation a 39 percent reduction in carbon dioxide
emissions and a 46 percent decrease in total energy use. VOCs
and radon fell below minimum health risk through mitigation
efforts and improved ventilation systems.
Encouraging collaboration among developers, financiers,
health professionals and academicians leads to more
compelling and provable outcomes. Viking Terrace’s $900,000
of additional green costs and the reductions in energy costs, as
well as improvements in health among residents, have made
it among the most studied affordable housing projects in the
nation in recent years.

efficiency pays off and makes sense for the long term, even
if it demands higher upfront costs.
Data tells the tale. By capturing data in the years after
completion developers can show how ‘going green’ costs
little per unit—two to three percent on average—while
offering large declines in energy consumption and even
routine maintenance. Green and healthy design retrofits are
proven to save money if done carefully.
Refinement needed on mortgage product. The initial
energy-efficient mortgage anticipated energy savings that
were not fully achieved, requiring refinement of the model
for future applications.
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