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Steps to Rebuild
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Once the need and will for sustainable community
revitalization are established, just how is the vision
accomplished? How does a city or town take on such a
monumental task?
This chapter offers a “How To” manual for community
leaders and residents interested in sustainably revitalizing their
community’s older, core neighborhoods.
Here you’ll find the key tasks to be undertaken in a
community revitalization process. Keep in mind, not every
project requires that each of these seven tasks be completed—
and not always in the order presented here, but most are
recommended for a successful, enduring development.
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PICK A PROJECT THAT MEETS THE NEED

You’ve done your homework. Market research reveals the
trends in your community and identifies the needs—you
have the information in hand that shows your community
has a growing homeless population, or a need for workforce
housing to meet the needs of growing employers. You’ve
conducted a housing study and understand the types of
housing that would be snapped up, if only they were available.
The impetus for a new development in a community can
come from many different players. A city may seek more
affordable housing due to an influx of families or young
workers. A town or a nonprofit may recognize market
demand for more senior housing. A nonprofit housing
developer may see the potential for new life in a dilapidated
building diminished by age and neglect.
As partners gather in support of a winning idea, momentum
is gained. The most successful and transformative
housing developments bubble up from multi-stakeholder
conversations and coalesce around an agreed-upon concept:
the restoration of a historic site, a vision for a townhome
community, a need for an apartment complex.
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Determining when a project needs to happen is important.
A good sense of timing for when a project is ripe will lead to
more effective fundraising and more community excitement
and buy-in. Knowing the goal leads to a vision shared by
everyone involved. This can include community reinvestment,
preserving the housing stock, preserving affordable housing,
mixing incomes, block redevelopment, providing new services
to a neighborhood, and pursuing economic development.
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RECRUIT AND INVOLVE STAKEHOLDERS

Stakeholders will vary depending upon the project, but there
are core groups that must be represented to ensure success.
Staff and local leaders from the municipality are required,
along with planning staff, local residents or others who will be
affected by the redevelopment, and other potential funders.
It’s important to have a strong team in place guiding the process.
This includes the financing partners, city and county government
and housing agencies, a developer, an architect, a construction
team, and a marketing team. Consider other partners who can
bring important perspective to the planning process, such as
local employers and philanthropic organizations. You want to
have a strong team in place early on to help assess each property
or site.
Consider who will most be impacted by the development and
invite them into the process. Aim to empower a community
rather than act on behalf of a community (Urban Land
Institute.)
Strong and effective local leadership is critical to the success
of any neighborhood development or redevelopment effort.
Sometimes the individuals who become the leaders of a core
neighborhood revitalization effort were recognized leaders in
the community before the project began: A local government
official, a foundation leader, or business executive—the
“grasstops.” They may have initiated the effort and then
continued to guide it through to completion. But just as
often, leadership rises up from the ranks—sometimes from
unexpected places: the local café owner, a retired farmer, a
concerned parent—the “grassroots.”
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They may show up at a meeting, take an interest, and get
involved. If their leadership potential is recognized, fostered,
and allowed to grow they may end up playing a very crucial
role in the community revitalization effort. When an
individual with the necessary skills and drive comes to the
table and is given the space and resources they need to operate,
incredible things can happen for the community.

DEFINE THE LOCATION FOR THE CATALYST
PROJECT

Whether you are a city planner, a nonprofit developer, or a
neighborhood resident, you need to have a well-defined idea
of the geographic area you want to address. Perhaps there is an
obvious need driving an aspiration to initiate a revitalization
project. There may be a blighted area within the community
that has been an acknowledged problem for a while and the
time is now to address the situation. But do you define the
area by traditional neighborhood boundaries or by a smaller
sub-area?
Or maybe your community doesn’t have official
neighborhoods. In this case you may need to establish
boundaries for the effort. Sometimes the target is very clear:
a historic and abandoned institution in the community—a
school or hospital. You know you want to begin there and plan
to later revitalize the area around it. Regardless of how your
project comes about, some considerations for determining
your target area include the following characteristics.
You are likely to have the greatest impact in an older
neighborhood, with older housing stock, that is comprised
of low- to middle-income residents living in a mix of owneroccupied housing and single- and multi-family rental units.
They are located within walking or biking distance to a
commercial district with retail and employment opportunities.
Ideally the target area has a group to speak on behalf of the
residents. An existing, mobilized group, means people are
willing to step up and make decisions for the neighborhood.

Determining the location for the project may be political and
contentious. Be prepared for this response with research and
facts as to why this is the best location for the development.
Look for opportunities to align with other complementary
processes, such as infrastructure investments or area plans.
Once the area is determined, map it. This will become
important as the project progresses for everyone involved—
especially city staff, local residents, business owners,
and funders—to ensure all stakeholders have a shared
understanding of the target area.
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BUILD CONSENSUS IN PARTICIPATORY
PROCESS

A genuine and thoughtful neighborhood involvement process
requires significant time, but it is time well spent. Start by
listening to and engaging local residents. When you gain the
trust of local residents, you become partners and build a team
of people who can be a great asset to you—as political allies,
in marketing the project, and in seeking support (financial and
otherwise) for future efforts.

Community revitalization, by definition, occurs in an area
where people currently live, have a history, and are connected
to the community. Engaging and involving area residents in
the process is especially important. In some cases, there may be
families that have lived in the neighborhood for generations.
Their children and grandchildren grew up and went to
school there. Some may have owned a family business in the
community. These people know their neighborhood well,
sentiments run deep and nostalgia emerges for how things once
were—all potential roadblocks to progress.
For these reasons the success of the project depends on the
project initiator—the city, housing redevelopment authority,
or non-profit organization—taking community involvement
seriously and involving residents from the beginning before
major decisions are made. The most successful projects are
the ones where the community decides what it wants and the
project team takes on the role of helping residents achieve
their vision.
Some considerations for engaging residents are:
•

If the area has a neighborhood association, enlist its
involvement.

•

If the area does not already have a neighborhood group,
you may need to help local residents get organized.
Work with the city to create a resident group that can
make decisions on behalf of the community.
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•

Draw in residents who don’t typically go to neighborhood
meetings—they bring new energy, become expert in the
development and political processes, and can become
great allies.

•

Complete transparency in the process and open
communication is key.

•

Be genuine. If only token acknowledgment of residents’
goals and priorities is made, or if neighborhood
involvement is narrow, the project can fail.

•

Address “Not in my backyard” (NIMBY) concerns early
and with sincerity. Be direct.

If you take your time and do your job well, you will gain the
community’s trust and support.
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DEVELOP A SHARED VISION

Whether you’re pursuing new construction or rehabilitation
of an existing building or buildings, think of your effort as a
revitalization project. It’s a chance to reinvent the neighborhood
and make it even better than it once was. Any great community
revitalization effort begins with great dreams.
When you ask a resident what their vision is for their
community, you may hear a description very similar to what the
neighborhood was like in its heyday: Well-kept, updated homes;
civic institutions and parks that are maintained and serve the
community; a vital, growing business district. They may simply
want to get their neighborhood back on track, to bring it back to
some semblance of what it once was, thriving and vital again.
The main components in developing a vision statement for a
sustainable revitalization project are:
•

Capture the core values of the neighborhood—think
broadly and think green.
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•

Conduct visioning exercises and/or surveys to understand
what the community as a group wants. Identify the
greatest concerns and the priorities.

•

Create a vision statement—what do residents want their
neighborhood to look like in 10, 20, 30 years? This vision
statement should reflect the commonly held values of
the community. But don’t be afraid to dream big. Get it
in writing.
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FINALIZE PLAN AND IMPLEMENT IT

Work with planning experts to create written and graphic
sketches that depict the goals of the redevelopment. Be sure
to account for the assets of the community in your plan,
particularly the physical assets, such as parks and historic homes,
and the public and private assets, such as churches, libraries,
and businesses. Put together a working budget that captures the
costs of building the project. Determine the sources of funding
required. Work with local officials to ensure that your plans may
be built as proposed.
Examine and update your zoning code: Is your sustainable
community plan simply illegal? City zoning was first legitimized
in the U.S. in 1926 as a way to separate incompatible land
uses. By establishing land-use types and a range of permissible
development options for those parcels, zoning is a means to
protect the public health, safety, and welfare.
As you start to investigate and pursue code changes, be prepared
for community resistance to them. Some folks really like their
community as it is and often respond to change with a NIMBY
attitude. But such concerns can be successfully laid to rest if
they are addressed early with honest answers. It is also helpful
to bring vocal opponents into the discussion during the early
planning stages.
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MONITOR PLAN FOR RESULTS AND ADAPT

Doing neighborhood revitalization is much like putting a
puzzle together: Once the various assets are uncovered, they
then need to be assembled in just the right way. In the end,
the result can be a stunning and inspiring mosaic.
One revitalization effort, for example, may be planned from
the outset to involve a patchwork of strategies that includes a
paint-up/fix-up project for homeowners, the renovation and
reuse of an historic building, and the demolition of a blighted
structure to make way for new, energy-efficient, affordable
multifamily housing.

Another neighborhood initiative might turn a closed school
into affordable and market-rate rental units. A couple of years
after the completion of that project, the original project funder
may want to initiate revitalization strategies in the surrounding
community. Stay alert for such opportunities to improve upon
your own development, or to share your successful ideas with a
wider area.
Revitalizing core neighborhoods in cities and towns is one of
many creative solutions policy-makers and practitioners are
pursuing to address these challenges. Many great examples
exist, as the case studies in this book attest, but much more
can—and should—be done to revitalize Greater Minnesota.
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