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INFILL DEVELOPMENT

New San Marco Apartments, Duluth

Region

Community
Size

Apartments or
Townhomes

New
Construction

Green
Features

Serving
Homeless/
Special Needs

Off the Streets and Out of Harm’s Way
THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
N E W SA N M A R CO A PA RT M E N TS
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 86,293
TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION:
Urban infill site
UNITS: 70 efficiency units
TARGET POPULATION: Formerly long-term
homeless and individuals struggling with
substance abuse
TIME FRAME: 2006–2007
INITIAL COSTS: $9.2 million
PROJECT PARTNERS: Center City Housing
Corporation, City of Duluth-HOME, CHUM,
Corporation for Supportive Housing, Duluth
Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC),
Federal Home Loan Bank of Des Moines,

Duluth is a port city on the shore of Lake Superior with
historic roots in the mining, forestry and shipping industries.
The city has several colleges, a University of Minnesota
campus, and a vibrant nonprofit culture.
Like many urban areas, Duluth struggles to address the needs
of residents suffering from homelessness and alcoholism or
chemical dependency. The concept behind the 70-unit New
San Marco Apartments was to create a place where people
suffering from homelessness and/or addiction could find refuge
and supportive services to help them confront the challenges
in their lives. Even the location, at the site of a former rooming
house without services, appears to be reflective of where the
residents may have wound up without San Marco.
The developer cobbled together an impressive list of a dozen
funders and financiers, with the largest amount, nearly $6
million, coming from private investors through the National
Equity Fund, while government money from three funds each
provided $500,000.

Greater Minnesota Housing Fund, HUD
Supportive Housing Program, Minnesota
Housing, National Equity Fund
KEY STRATEGIES: Neighborhood revitalization,
blight removal, infill development, green and
healthy homes, permanent supportive housing
for homeless
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THE STRATEGY
Center City Housing Corporation, started in 1986, has
established a reputation as Duluth’s leading nonprofit
developer. The company currently owns 18 apartment
buildings with more than 611 units of affordable housing.
Center City worked closely with architects at LHB to develop
New San Marco Apartments as two residential wings covering
a corner lot.

PHOTO: AARON HOLMBERG
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The largest section, with 40 units, houses residents who have
been chronically homeless for anywhere from one to three
years. A second section of 30 units is occupied by single
adults suffering from substance addiction. Amenities include
enclosed courtyards, lounges, a dining area, and a front desk
staffed 24 hours a day.

That does not mean residents have no supportive services.
Duluth’s Center for Alcohol and Drug Treatment (CADT)
and the Human Development Center (HDC) both provide
mental health treatment and alcohol and chemical dependency
recovery services onsite to residents. New San Marco residents
are encouraged, but not required, to receive treatment.

Assisted by funders interested in having sustainability
incorporated into the project, New San Marco became
a pilot for Minnesota Green Communities, an initiative
sponsored by GHMF in conjunction with Enterprise and
Family Housing Fund. The red brick apartment complex has
lots of daylighting, energy-efficient lighting and controls.
Apartments and common areas have Energy Star appliances
and outside, low-maintenance landscaping requiring no
irrigation. Steam heat and hot water systems save money.
Collectively the building uses 32 percent less energy than the
state building code requires.

Residents must be income-qualified for the housing; they
turn over their Social Security disability checks to the staff,
keeping $100 for incidental purposes. The rents are roughly
$1,500 a month, compared to $300 a day for a stay in a detox
facility. The residents, many of whom are Native American,
are provided three meals a day. A staff nurse helps them keep
track of medications.

The New San Marco Apartments allows
individuals to drink on the premises in safe
surroundings. The “harm reduction” strategy
removes people from the dangers of living on
the streets where they may be treated as public
nuisances and vagrants while also giving them a
secure place to live.
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While drinking is allowed, staff encourage residents to
moderate consumption and many do, switching from hard
liquor that’s easy to carry on the street to beer and wine. Some
drink every day; others don’t drink for days. The road to
recovery is not easy. (Stories from residents are captured in the
film “No Losers,” available on YouTube.)

THE RESULTS
Gary Olson, who runs the Center for Alcohol and Drug
Treatment, told the Duluth News Tribune in 2017 that New
San Marco represents a first step on the road to recovery for
some, and a safer environment for all.
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He noted that the loss of Duluth’s inexpensive, oneroom housing to urban renewal, paired with the closing
of Minnesota’s state hospitals, resulted in an increase in
homelessness.
“The combination of those two things really forced a whole
population of these public inebriates into homelessness, and
because of their homelessness and their alcoholism, they were
dying at an alarming rate. The treatment model we were using
was not effective,” Olson said.
Rick Klun, Center City’s executive director, sees a remarkable
impact both on society and on the individuals who live in New
San Marco. “What it means to the city is there are cost savings
and efficiencies with law enforcement, the judicial system, the
emergency room and detox,” he says. “It has provided safety,
dignity, an environment where they can work on alcoholicrelated issues, have three meals a day, and have the opportunity
to get help with addiction or non-addiction issues.”

LESSONS LEARNED
Infill brings attractive building to blighted corner.
New San Marco represents an excellent example of infill
development and blight removal. “It was one of the most
blighted and crime-ridden neighborhoods in Duluth,”
says Klun. Center City had to educate neighbors, law
enforcement, the business community, taxpayers and
providers about their work with residents.
Harm reduction model puts safety first. The 12-step
community was not excited about allowing a place that put
few controls on drinking by alcoholics until they learned
more about harm reduction. The business community
learned that when alcoholics have a home instead of
living on the streets they are much less likely to be
problem citizens who publicly urinate on private property,
panhandle, or sleep on the streets. A thick skin is necessary
to deal with potential criticism that comes with such a novel

Living in a place where people accept you is another important
attribute. “They are not judged about their life relating to
alcohol,” he says.

approach to homelessness and alcoholism.
Green and healthy housing translates to energy savings.
The result offered some of Duluth’s most troubled residents
permanent affordable housing designed to be green and
healthy. The use of sustainable materials and energy-saving
measures also helped keep operating costs lower than
those of buildings of similar size.
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Sibley Park Apartments, Mankato

Region

Community
Size

Apartments or
Townhomes

New
Construction

Green
Features

Serving
Homeless/
Special Needs

Apartments Anchor a New Riverfront Community

S I B L E Y PA R K A PA RT M E N TS
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 41,720

When the plant closed, city officials launched an ambitious
redevelopment plan to transform the area into a new
neighborhood that would connect to Sibley Parkway and boast
a riverwalk overlooking the Minnesota River, as well as good
connectivity to downtown and transitways. The city’s plan called
for multifamily housing mixing market rate with one building
devoted largely to affordable units.

TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION:
Former concrete plant on Minnesota River
TIME FRAME: 2005–2013
INITIAL COSTS: $11.1 million
PROJECT PARTNERS: City of Mankato, Greater
Minnesota Housing Fund, Minnesota Department

Southwest Minnesota Housing Partnership (SWMHP)
agreed to develop Sibley Park Apartments, with 53 affordable
units falling under the Low Income Housing Tax Credit
program. Six more units were targeted to homeless families.
A housing study revealed that filling those apartments would
not be an issue.

of Employment and Economic Development,
Minnesota Housing, Natural Resources Grant,
Neighborhood Works, Southwest Minnesota
Housing Partnership, Wells Fargo
KEY STRATEGIES: Redevelopment of industrial
site, Green Communities criteria, core
neighborhood development

THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
Mankato is a vibrant regional shopping, educational and
entertainment center for southwest Minnesota. For decades the
city’s riverfront was far more industrial than residential, with
the 64-acre former Hanson Concrete dominating a significant
stretch of the Minnesota River west of Highway 169.
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In surveying several years of data on Mankato’s housing
market, Community Partners Research Inc. reported in 2013
that despite “continued growth in the rental unit inventory,
vacancy rates remain low, consistent with previous rental
surveys.” The organization reported that the citywide rental
vacancy rate was less than 1 percent, the moderate tax credit
units was 2 percent, but all vacancies in that category could
be found in one project.
Paul Vogel, Mankato’s director of community development,
says the city never owned the land and had little involvement
outside of the zoning. The area was zoned for multifamily
housing but not focused in particular on affordable housing.
Yet when Southwest Minnesota Housing Partnership stepped
forward with a proposal for affordable housing, the city liked
the concept and approved it, he says. The apartment building,
the first developed on the river on the grounds of the former
concrete plant site, opened in 2013.

PHOTO: SOUTHWEST MINNESOTA HOUSING PARTNERSHIP

THE STRATEGY
The city’s strategy for the site was to zone a new, dense
neighborhood for Mankato. Affordable housing fit into the
scheme for the site, says Vogel, even if it was not sought after
by the city. “The entire project was really Southwest’s from
start to finish and we have only positive things to say about
how well it went,” Vogel says. “There was no real opposition
to affordable housing that we saw. The project had good
community support.”
The apartment building was constructed using green
principles of architecture. “Green housing makes sense for
so many reasons, for tenants and for owners,” according to
SWMHP chief executive officer Rick Goodemann, as quoted
on the Greater Mankato Growth website in 2012. “We’ve
seen reductions in operating costs, improved health among
residents due to better ventilation and moisture control,
and increased resident satisfaction in properties with green
features. Sibley Parkway Apartments will be an asset to the
Mankato community.”

The success of the first apartment building had an added
advantage: Reluctant developers who did not want to be the
first in at the site now are greatly interested. The city has
received several proposals for market-rate apartments and
townhouses along Sibley Parkway. An urban neighborhood
is taking shape. “Sibley Park Apartments really opened the
door to others who see the river and this site as very viable for
apartment and townhouse living,” Vogel says.

LESSONS LEARNED
Local developer, local insight. Sibley Park Apartments went
smoothly in every respect. Southwest knows Mankato well
and manages several other buildings in the city. Having a
developer who knows the local landscape well is important,
Vogel says.
Proper zoning smooths the way. The city had zoned for
multifamily housing prior to having any proposals on the
table. That set the stage for affordable housing with less of a
chance of community opposition. Having the property zoned

THE RESULTS
Sibley Park Apartments—with a variety of one to three
bedroom sizes—leased up the day it opened. That did not
come as a surprise to Vogel, the developer and others who have
recognized the need for more affordable housing in Mankato
for years. The waiting list for Sibley remains long, over 100
households, with little turn-over and greater income stability.

correctly for multifamily housing helped attract a developer
and ease the process.
Market study made the case. The market study helped
convince city leaders to allow for more affordable housing
projects beyond this development. Mankato still needs more
affordable housing, as does much of Greater Minnesota. But
Sibley Park Apartments is a good start.
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Spring Creek Townhomes, Northfield

Region

Community
Size

Apartments or
Townhomes

New
Construction

Green
Features

City Makes Most of Troubled Parcel

SPRING CREEK TOWNHOMES
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 20,445
TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION:
City-owned parcel
TIME FRAME: 2008–2013
INITIAL COSTS: $6.2 million
PROJECT PARTNERS: City of Northfield, First
National Bank of Northfield, Greater Minnesota
Housing Fund, Minnesota Housing, National
Development Council Equity Fund, Northfield
Housing and Redevelopment Authority, Three
Rivers Community Action
KEY STRATEGIES: Diverse funding sources,
green and energy-efficient construction

THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
Home to Carleton College and St. Olaf College, Northfield
is a lovely town about 50 minutes south of the Twin Cities. It
has a thriving downtown, 35 parks, and a growing population
that jumped nearly 17 percent from 2000 to 2010.
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The housing crisis unfolded in 2008 and 2009, leaving many
developers financially troubled. Many large tracts were left in
foreclosure and ownership transferred to banks. Meanwhile,
the city saw only one market-rate rental project built from
2005 to 2010.
In 2008, the Northfield Housing and Redevelopment
Authority bought a troubled 20-acre parcel from a developer at
an attractive price. The location proved to be within a mile of
schools, a senior center, human services, and Head Start. But it
would be some years before development would actually begin.
A 2012 Housing Study by Community Partners Research
reported Northfield’s population rose 16.7 percent, with
households increasing 28 percent. The city’s minority
population grew to 15 percent, with the majority renting and
not owning their homes.
High rents weren’t helping–44 percent of renters were paying
more than 30 percent of their income on rent. The survey
revealed low vacancy rates in the rental market, in particular
units with subsidies for tenants and those built using Low
Income Housing Tax Credits. Few three- and four-bedroom
rental units even existed. The housing study recommended
building between 36 and 40 new subsidized rental units
through the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit Program.
The HRA tapped Three Rivers Community Action, an
established affordable housing and services provider, to
develop and manage the project. The organization has an
exceptional reputation, having developed 570 units and
generated $63 million of investment in the region.

PHOTO: THREE RIVERS COMMUNITY ACTION
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THE STRATEGY
Three Rivers Community Action designed Spring Creek
Townhomes in 2011 while putting together the financing. The
idea was to create larger apartments for the many families who
were struggling to find affordable housing in Northfield.
Three Rivers worked to bring together a host of funding
sources. The HRA donated the land. The city of Northfield
offered $1 million in tax increment financing. Greater
Minnesota Housing Fund provided a $4.6 million
construction loan.
Minnesota Housing awarded Low Income Housing Tax
Credits. More than $5 million in equity was raised by the
National Development Council Corporate Equity Fund, a
frequent partner of Three Rivers. The First National Bank of
Northfield also provided financing.

Susan Strandberg, the nonprofit’s community
development officer, says the impact of
the townhouse development cannot be
underestimated. “I think the fact that they were
able to rent them up quickly speaks to the need
for larger, affordable homes in Northfield,” she
says. “People were ready to move in the day they
were finished.”
Strandberg continues: “People driving past notice Spring
Creek. It’s a beautiful development that has architectural
detail, nice colors, and an attractive presence.”
Spring Creek Townhomes employed community-based planning
along with strong local, state and national financial resources. In
looking at construction, Three Rivers chose sustainable materials
and pursued LEED certification to demonstrate that green
principles can work in affordable housing.

THE RESULTS
The 28 townhouses include four two-bedroom units,
20 three-bedroom units, and four four-bedroom apartments.
The complex has spacious rooms, attached garages, plenty of
storage, and two bathrooms in every unit.
All the apartments house families earning less than 60 percent
of the area median income. Many of the households are headed
by single women, and many residents are people of color and
have disabled family members. The property houses at least
50 children.
Rents run from $705 to $865 a month, several hundred
dollars less than comparable townhouses or single-family
homes in Northfield. The complex has a waiting list of over
30 families.

LESSONS LEARNED
Research showed larger units were needed. Northfield
demonstrated the need for multi-bedroom housing through
a housing research study. The study showed how expensive
housing had become and how little was available for families.
The city bought land when price was right. The city of
Northfield used the recession to purchase land at bargain
prices, with an understanding it would be used someday for
affordable housing. Taking advantage of market conditions
can reduce the cost of future projects.
Every project informs even experienced developers. “We
grew through this project and learned a great deal as an
organization,” Strandberg says. “We’re proud of it, and so

Spring Creek has several notable green features. The
apartments have Energy Star appliances, feature green building
design and received LEED Silver certification (a designation of
the U.S. Green Building Council). It was the first Three Rivers
Community Action project to meet both the LEED and
Minnesota Green Communities’ standards.

are the residents. It’s a real asset to the community.”
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Viking Terrace Apartments, Worthington

Region

Community
Size

Apartments or
Townhomes

Rehabilitation
of Existing
Housing

Green
Features

Meeting Needs
of Immigrants/
Tribes

Healthy Housing Scores Energy-efficient Mortgage
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.

PHOTO: THREE RIVERS COMMUNITY ACTION

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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