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Introduction
Greater Minnesota Housing Fund’s Rebuilding Better
Neighborhoods offers a series of case studies that provide
detailed stories of how Greater Minnesota communities came
together to save, renovate and build new affordable housing.

These stories are meant to inspire. They range
from the rehabilitation of historic buildings for
artists’ housing in Brainerd and Fergus Falls to
townhouse development in Northfield and Grand
Rapids. The case studies are intended to highlight
points along the housing continuum, from
permanent supportive housing with services,
to affordable rental housing, and affordable
homeownership.
Programs helping homeowners fix their residences are
highlighted in Northfield and Rochester, while a unique effort
by Habitat for Humanity of Minnesota called “A Brush with
Kindness” does the same on a statewide basis. Some projects
have managed to transform not just an individual building
or street but an entire neighborhood, as seen in Rochester’s
Kutzky Park and Heritage Greens in Cambridge.

In some cases the projects described in Rebuilding Better
Neighborhoods sat dormant for years, even decades. Some
properties were simply falling apart after years of disrepair and
neglectful management. For newer developments a confluence
of favorable circumstances needed to emerge before any
affordable housing could be imaginable at their sites.
Despite disparate locations and myriad situations, a group of
commonalities can be discerned among the developments.
GMHF’s funding, a common thread running through the
majority of these projects, supports developments like the
examples in the case studies because of their potential to
transform not simply one building, but a full block, a whole
neighborhood, or an entire community.
It is our hope that these success stories will spark new ideas
for the potential that lies in your own community.
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Lessons learned

In preparing the case studies featured in this report, GMHF
uncovered many recurring themes among the projects.
These elements include shared foundational values such as
good design, permanent affordability, and preservation of
local history. They highlight the necessary ingredients for
rebuilding better neighborhoods—from engaged partners
and committed resources to strong leadership and marketresponsive, connected, sustainable communities.
Strong quality and design inspire further investment.
Expert and innovative site planning, with attention
to the design of private homes and lots as well as to
the shared public realm, stimulates nearby private
investments by homeowners and builders. Good design
begets more good design!
Collaboration is king.
Community-wide collaboration and coordination
among a mix of partners that includes local government,
nonprofits, philanthropy, arts organizations, and faith
and business communities, will attract substantially
greater resources over time to help realize goals.
Excitement comes when new partners rub elbows in
pursuit of a common goal like designing innovative new
homes, and funders take notice.

Engaging the local community improves ideas and
gains supporters.
Project partners report that best results come when
they enlist early and extensive resident involvement in
planning and developing the vision and plan for a site
or area. Keeping local residents and business owners
informed of development plans in their neighborhoods
allows them to understand what is planned and how
they can help shape it. Doing so can turn lukewarm
neighbors into supporters and will serve the project well
should opposition arise.
Using a comprehensive strategy draws strength
from all quarters.
Gather local experts from different sectors to share the
nuances of their industries in order to achieve multiple
project goals. Affordable housing can’t exist in a vacuum;
it should be sited in opportunity areas connected by
transit to jobs and services. Engage representatives of
community facilities, housing, commercial and small
business, and transportation sectors to facilitate crosssector investments.
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Historic preservation restores area pride
and character.
Reusing older sites in innovative ways is an excellent
strategy for embracing landmarks already associated with
a community. Preserving historic structures fosters local
pride and sense of place, retains character and adds to an
area’s intrinsic value.
Housing affordability must be intentional.
A successful revitalization and reinvestment effort can
lead to gentrification that drives up housing prices.
Maintaining affordability of area housing requires
intentional policies and coordinated efforts. Make housing
affordability a core project goal from the outset to ensure
project partners maintain focus on it. Doing so requires
the use of creative tools to produce affordability.
Integrate economic and community
development goals.
A regional initiative covering a full neighborhood or
city touches and engages every sector of the community
in the vision, plan and implementation. Successful
communities go beyond the usual suspects and involve
homeowners, apartment owners and local businesses to
ensure many perspectives are heard.
Artists have the power to transform communities.
Whenever possible, include artists in the planning
process. A development may or may not include
housing designed to meet artists’ needs, but they can
be catalysts for creativity in any process. Opportunities
to incorporate public art abound, but they are most
successful when artists are involved from the outset of
the process. Artist housing itself is also a change agent
by bringing a wealth of creative perspectives under one
roof, often resulting in shared space any community
can enjoy.
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Keep livability at the heart of every development.
Encourage community stakeholders to define livability
and pin down key goals to drive your planning
process to fulfill those aspirations. Depending on the
community, livability may mean access to parks and
green space, a viable main street, bike-friendly streets, a
range of home prices to meet the needs of all families in
the community, a welcoming spirit to all households, or
other goals that emerge.
Local elected and civic leadership are key
stakeholders.
Local community-based organizations are highly
effective in engaging city, county and state officials
in supporting their vision and partnering with civic
and business leadership to implement a community
development agenda. Local leaders must commit to
plans and projects that extend beyond their political
cycles and put politics aside while staying true to the
original vision of the community.
Market-responsive developments anticipate a
community’s needs.
Housing studies are critical to reveal the emerging needs
of a community. Is there a growing homeless population?
Are there unaccompanied youth in need of homes?
Housing needs vary substantially from community to
community. Understanding the need and delivering
housing that meets that niche results in a different mix of
apartment sizes or home configurations. Getting it right
means quick lease-up and, ultimately, project success.
Mixing land uses fosters community.
Mixed-use development facilitates access to community
facilities and services. Mixed incomes means a variety of
home sizes and types, meeting a wider range of housing
needs and resulting in a more affordable, diverse,
and vibrant community. Targeting neighborhoods
close to employment centers and downtowns attracts
professionals and families, fosters community
connections, and improves walkability and sustainability,
all of which contribute to livability.
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Private-sector leadership is part of the puzzle.
Public dollars are insufficient to achieve a full-scale
development. When affordable homes are in demand to
help local employers fill jobs, local companies are critical
partners to enlist as boosters and even sponsors. Major
employers can provide strong leadership and a sense of
momentum and confidence to the community planning
process and potentially bring significant private dollars
to a project.
Sustainability should be a priority in the
development process.
State housing regulations mandate minimum thresholds
for sustainable features in new developments, a step
in the right direction facilitated in part by GMHF’s
Minnesota Green Communities program. Green and
healthy homes contribute to better health outcomes
for residents, who benefit from clean air and lowered
exposure to toxins associated with conventional building
materials. Green features should be embedded in every
stage of a project.
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Target redevelopment sites close to jobs, services,
stores and transit.
Whenever possible, identify sites that constitute gaps
in a community’s fabric. Let a new investment stitch
together the existing community. Doing so places new
opportunities near local job centers and helps revitalize
underserved neighborhoods. Local businesses benefit,
as do new and existing residents. Build on the existing
infrastructure like roads, sidewalks, city water and parks,
to maximize public investments and contribute to the
longevity of the community.
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