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The Center for Urban and Regional 
Affairs supports community-
based research projects through 

several different programs. If you 
represent a community organiza-
tion or agency and are unsure which 
program listed below is most suit-
able for your project proposal, simply 
complete a general Community-Based 
Research Program Application Form at 
www.cura.umn.edu/Programs 
/curaappform.html and we will route 
your request to the appropriate program.

The  ■ Community Assistantship 
Program (CAP) matches community-
based nonprofit organizations, citizen 
groups, and government agencies in 
Greater Minnesota with students who 
can provide research assistance. Eligible 
organizations define a research project, 
submit an application, and if accepted, are 
matched with a qualified student to carry 
out the research. The application deadline 
for summer semester 2009 assistantships 
(early June through August) is March 15, 
2009. For more information, to discuss 
potential projects, or for assistance with 
applications, contact CAP coordinator Will 
Craig at 612-625-3321 or wcraig@umn.
edu, or visit www.cura.umn.edu/cap.php.

Neighborhood Planning for Commu- ■

nity Revitalization (NPCR) provides 
student research assistance to community 
organizations in Minneapolis, St. Paul, 
and metro area suburbs that are involved 
in community-based revitalization. Proj-
ects may include any issue relevant to a 
neighborhood’s or community’s needs and 
interests, including planning, program 
development, or program evaluation. 
Priority is given to projects that support 
and involve residents of color. Applica-
tions from organizations collaborating 
on a project are encouraged. The applica-
tion deadline for summer semester 2009 
assistantships (early June through August) 
is March 15, 2009. For more informa-
tion, visit www.cura.umn.edu/npcr.php 
or contact NPCR program director Kris 
Nelson at 612-625-1020 or ksn@umn.edu.

The  ■ Communiversity Program 
funds quarter-time graduate student 
assistantships for one semester to help 
community-based nonprofit organiza-
tions or government agencies with a 
specific project. The application deadline 
for summer semester 2009 assistant-

ships (early June through August) is 
March 15, 2009. For more information, 
contact CURA community program 
assistant Jeff Corn at 612-625-0744 
or curacbr@umn.edu, or visit 
www.cura.umn.edu/communiversity.php.

Community Growth Options ■  
(U-CGO) provides land-use planning 
related research and technical assistance 
to help growing communities on the 
edge of the Twin Cities metropolitan 
area manage growth in ways that make 
development more sustainable, environ-
mentally responsive, and economically 
efficient. Eligible communities define 
a research project, submit an applica-
tion, and if accepted, are matched with 
appropriate graduate student or faculty 
resources to carry out the research. 
Applications for assistance are accepted 
on an ongoing basis. For more informa-
tion, to discuss potential projects, or 
for assistance with applications, contact 
U-CGO program coordinator Mike Greco 
at 612-625-7501 or mgreco@umn.edu, 
or visit www.cura.umn.edu/cgo.php.

The  ■ Minnesota Center for Neighbor-
hood Organizations (formerly known 
as the Twin Cities Training Program for 
Neighborhood Organizers) trains people 
to work effectively in organizing and 
staffing neighborhood organizations. 
It trains new organizers and increases 
the skills of existing neighborhood staff 
through internships, workshops, and 
other programs. For more information 
about the program and the training 
opportunities available, contact program 
director Jay Clark at 612-625-2513 or 
clark037@umn.edu.

Northside Seed Grants ■  support 
community organizations that operate 
programs serving residents of Minneap-
olis’ Northside community by providing 
student research assistants and faculty 
researchers to carry out neighborhood-
initiated and neighborhood-guided 
projects. The application deadline 
for summer semester 2009 assistant-
ships (early June through August) is 
March 15, 2009. For more information, 
visit www.cura.umn.edu/NSG.php or 
contact program director Kris Nelson at 
612-625-1020 or ksn@umn.edu.

The  ■ University-Neighborhood 
Network (UNN) links community 

organizations to course-based neighbor-
hood projects that students carry out as 
part of course requirements at a Twin 
Cities college or university. Organiza-
tions that participate in the program 
identify projects with which they need 
assistance. UNN then locates faculty who 
teach courses that meet the organiza-
tion’s needs, and students who have an 
interest in the proposed project. Partici-
pation in UNN is coordinated through a 
web database system. For more informa-
tion, visit www.cura.umn.edu/unn/, or 
contact UNN coordinator Jeff Corn at 
612-625-0744 or unn@umn.edu.

The  ■ Faculty Interactive Research 
Program is designed to encourage 
University of Minnesota faculty to 
carry out research projects that involve 
a significant issue of public policy for 
the state or its communities, and that 
include interaction with groups, agen-
cies, or organizations in Minnesota 
involved with the issue. Ideal projects 
will have an applied orientation, as 
well as serve the research interests of 
the faculty member. Awards cover the 
faculty member’s salary for one month 
during the summer, and support a half-
time graduate research assistant for one 
year. Application materials for the 2009–
2010 academic year competition will be 
mailed to eligible faculty in early spring 
semester. For more information, visit 
www.cura.umn.edu/FIRP.php or contact 
the CURA director at 612-625-1551.

The  ■ New Initiative Program accepts 
project proposals from community 
organizations, government agencies, 
and University of Minnesota faculty and 
students for projects that are inappro-
priate for or unrelated to other CURA 
programs. CURA is always looking for a 
good new idea, and supports many new 
projects outside of our existing program 
areas. The best approach is to call us 
to discuss the idea; if it looks worth-
while, we will encourage you to write a 
brief proposal. For projects supporting 
government agencies, we usually seek 
matching funds. Maximum support for 
a project is generally a half-time grad-
uate student research assistant for one 
academic year; support for one semester 
is more typical. For more information 
or to discuss a project idea, contact 
CURA associate director Will Craig at 
612-625-3321 or wcraig@umn.edu. 

Project Funding Available from CURA
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Traditionally, Minnesotans have 
achieved one of the highest 
homeownership rates in the 

United States. In 2002, 78% of White 
Minnesota residents owned their home; 
however, the homeownership rate for 
Minnesotans of color was 41% (Figure 
1). This “homeownership rate gap” 
prompted Minnesota Housing, Fannie 
Mae, and the Federal Reserve Bank of 
Minneapolis to launch the Emerging 
Markets Homeownership Initiative 
(EMHI), a collaborative effort to increase 
homeownership among households 
of color. Recognizing that traditional 
means of reaching African Americans, 
recent African immigrants, Asian Ameri-
cans, Latinos, and American Indians had 
not resulted in sustainable homeowner-
ship, as seen in Figure 2, the EMHI busi-
ness plan focused on change throughout 
the housing industry, including the 
mortgage and real estate industry, cities, 
and nonprofit organizations. 

EMHI issued a call for proposals for 
pilot projects that would offer programs 
designed to increase homeownership for 
emerging market households and ensure 
sustainable ownership. Project strategies 
were to address guidance, outreach, and 
support by working with realtors, home 
loan originators, businesses, government 
agencies, schools, homebuyers, faith-
based and community organizations, 
and human services providers. Eight 
organizations responded to the call for 
proposals and were granted EMHI pilot 
status. Although EMHI convened the 
pilots and encouraged creative program-
ming, EMHI did not provide financial 
support to the organizations for their 
pilot projects.

The initial EMHI business plan 
included a work group to identify 
annual trends and rates of homeowner-
ship. However, the business plan did not 
include an explicit plan for obtaining 
narrative information from the pilot 
project staff members or participants. 
We proposed to the EMHI board a 
research study that would obtain this 
information. Study results would help 

The Emerging Markets Homeownership 
Initiative: Pilot Organization and 
Participant Experiences

by Becky l. Yust, Marilyn J. Bruin, Sarah J. Bellefuil, and Bernice Dodor
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The Emerging Markets Homeownership Initiative is a collaborative effort to increase 
homeownership among households of color in Minnesota. (Note: The individual 
pictured here did not participate in this research project.)
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the board to understand how the pilot 
organizations tailored their projects to 
reach emerging markets and how their 
efforts affected their organizations, as 
well as understand the experiences of 
families in their quest for homeowner-
ship. Our study collected the stories of 
the pilot organizations and the pilot 
project participants through focused 

interviews to complement EMHI’s 
numerical tracking of changes in rates 
of homeownership. We were able to 
conduct interviews with staff members 
from five of the pilot organizations and 
with participants from four of the pilot 
projects. We examined interview notes 
to identify pilot project strategies and 
to document the experiences of project 

participants; the findings were shared 
with EMHI to assist in the development 
of future EMHI projects and public 
policies. The research upon which this 
article is based was supported by a grant 
from the CURA Faculty Interactive 
Research Program.

Methodology
Our research project was qualitative in 
nature. We applied rigorous, consistent, 
and comprehensive methods as we 
identified the strategies employed by 
the pilot organizations, the organiza-
tions’ development of social capital, 
and participants’ perceptions of barriers, 
trusted advisors, parental and child 
outcomes, and economic well-being. 
Each pilot project had its own unique 
objectives and goals, and the projects 
were very different from each other in 
approach. We interviewed both project 
staff members and participants from four 
pilot organizations: (1) the City of Lakes 
Community Land Trust–Homebuyer 
Initiated Program, (2) the Mankato 
Economic Development Authority–First 
Home Program, (3) the Model Cities 
Community Development Corporation 
and Aurora St. Anthony Neighborhood 
Development Corporation–MCASA 
Homes, and (4) Reaching Out to Latino 
Households in Southern Minnesota (a 
collaboration of agencies). We also inter-
viewed staff members of the Stairstep 
Faith-Based Homeownership Initiative. 
The objectives and goals of the five pilot 
organizations studied were as follows:

The  . City of Lakes Community 
Land Trust–Homebuyer Initiated 
Program targets low- and moderate-
income buyers in Minneapolis who 
are “mortgage approved” but lack 
funds to purchase a home. The 
program lowers the cost of a home 
by separating ownership of the house 
and land to create a land trust. The 
potential buyer applies to the Home-
buyer Initiative Program and, once 
approved, finds a property inde-
pendently rather than purchasing 
a house marketed by the land trust. 
The land is owned by the land trust 
and leased to the homeowner. Home-
buyer Initiative Program homebuyers 
can potentially receive two grants: 
the “write-down” on the home 
through the land trust and a rehabili-
tation grant.  
The  . Mankato Economic Devel-
opment Authority–First Home 
Program provides culturally 
tailored homebuyer education 
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Figure 1. Homeownership Rate by Race for Minnesota and the United States,  
1990–2002

Source: Jacqueline King, “Homeownership Initiative Targets Minnesota’s Emerging Markets,” The Community 
Dividend 2 (May 2005). Online at www.minneapolisfed.org/publications_papers/pub_display.cfm?id=2370.
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and counseling, consumer credit 
counseling, and information and 
access to financial resources. The 
program is geared toward people 
currently living in public housing 
and those receiving Section 8 housing 
vouchers. Participants can use their 
Family Self-Sufficiency funds toward 
financing the purchase of a house and 
can apply their Section 8 vouchers 
toward the mortgage payments.
The  . Model Cities Community 
Development Corporation and 
Aurora St. Anthony Neighbor-
hood Development Corporation–
MCASA Homes program constructs 
new single-family infill housing 
and townhomes and rehabili-
tates existing houses. Participants 
purchase homes through a contract-
for-deed financing agreement with 
MCASA of 6–24 months. Participants 
receive homeownership and finan-
cial management counseling and 
property maintenance training.
The  . Reaching Out to Latino House-
holds in Southern Minnesota 
program targets Latino residents 
through education programs that 
include financial literacy, the home-
buying process, and postpurchase 
homeownership responsibilities. The 
program also offers individual coun-
seling to address unique issues. The 
program’s goal is to increase under-
standing of the home-buying and 
financing process to assist families in 
developing a sustainable homeown-
ership action plan.
The  . Stairstep Faith-based Home-
ownership Initiative program facili-
tates the efforts of African American 
churches in Minneapolis to provide 
homebuyer education for their 
members. 

We interviewed staff members from 
each of the pilot organizations at their 
offices. The individual listed as the 
contact on the EMHI pilot proposal 
application determined who attended 
the interview. Two interviews were 
conducted with only the director of the 
organization or program, one interview 
was conducted with the director and a 
key staff member, and two interviews 
were conducted with six to seven board 
members or key collaborators of the 
projects. We asked about the organiza-
tion’s motivation for applying for the 
EMHI pilot status; the development, 
marketing, and success of their program; 
and their perceptions of their partici-
pants’ successes. 

To reach project participants, we 
provided each pilot organization with 
text for letters of invitation for their 
participants and asked the organizations 
to print the letters on their letterhead. 
The organizations sent the letters of 
invitation to all households (60 total) 
participating in their pilot programs. 
The letters requested that the addressee 
call the researchers to schedule an 
appointment. Individuals from the 
households who called to schedule the 
appointment were male or female heads 
of households and were present at the 
interviews. Some interviews included 
two heads of households. Of the 
households contacted, 21 participant 
households scheduled and completed 
interviews, representing a 35% response 
rate overall. This included 3–8 partici-
pant households from each project. Of 
the 21 participant households we inter-
viewed, four were currently working 
with the organizations but were not yet 
homeowners. The participants included 
African Americans, Somalians, Asians, 
and Latinos. For Spanish-speaking 
participants, we sent the letter of invi-
tation in Spanish and conducted the 
interviews in Spanish; for Somalis, a 
staff member from the pilot organiza-
tion explained the letter of invitation 
to them in Somali, and the families 
brought an English-speaking family 
member with them to the interview. 
We scheduled interviews at locations 

preferred by the participants and 
conducted them in homes, coffee shops, 
and city offices. Each household inter-
viewed was provided a $25 gift card for 
a local retailer. 

We asked participants about their 
strategies to achieve homeownership, 
the elements that were successful, the 
barriers to homeownership they experi-
enced, the impacts of homeownership 
on their lives and the well-being of their 
households, and other activities they 
have participated in to achieve and 
sustain homeownership.

For all interviews, we took field 
notes, which were later word-processed. 
Each researcher reviewed the word-
processed transcripts, and we identified 
themes through consensus. 

Project Findings
This section summarizes our findings 
from interviews with pilot organization 
staff members and pilot project partici-
pants.

Experiences of the Pilot 
Organizations. Before or after joining 
EMHI, the pilot organizations that we 
studied were all committed to the broad 
mission of helping people through the 
process needed to prepare for and sustain 
homeownership. However, through our 
interviews, we found that the individual 
organizations had distinct missions. 
The City of Lakes Community Land 
Trust–Homebuyer Initiated Program 

Photo courtesy of C
ity of Lakes C

om
m

unity Land Trust

The Ibrahim family was one of the first to purchase a townhome in south 
Minneapolis through the City of Lakes Community Land Trust. (Note: The family 
pictured here did not participate in this research project.) 
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and the Mankato Economic Develop-
ment Authority–First Home Program 
had missions focused on homeowner-
ship, and considered the EMHI pilot a 
way to further define their outreach and 
engagement with communities of color. 
Conversely, MCASA Homes, Reaching 
Out to Latino Households in Southern 
Minnesota, and the Stairstep Faith-Based 
Homeownership Initiative had missions 
focused on communities of color, and 
EMHI provided them the initiative 
to add homeownership programs. In 
general, pilot project staff members felt 
that EMHI’s goal was related to their 
own organization’s mission to help their 
communities. 

Interview responses also revealed 
that the organizations grew in their own 
social capital as they worked on their 
pilot projects. Some staff members inter-
viewed noted that their organization 
had established new partnerships and 
realized that a number of organizations 
were available to assist them in their 
work. For example, one staff member 
commented,

Outreach has improved, more likely 
I know someone to call…. Enjoy 
working together, leverage our 
capacity…. Acting as a lone ranger 
does not work.

The EMHI pilot project inspired another 
organization to expand its mission to 
build single-family housing and create 
new programming in homeownership; 
positive experiences with these activi-
ties have stimulated the organization 
to explore additional housing oppor-
tunities. For another pilot organiza-
tion, the positive outcomes with their 
participants reinforced the importance 
of supportive relationships and building 
trust. For example, during interviews, 
staff members recognized the impor-
tance of culturally sensitive housing 
services. 

The pilot organizations leveraged 
external resources and relationships 
with partner organizations to expand 
their own programs. Staff members 
interviewed cited several examples, 
including Section 8 to Homeowner-
ship, Family Self-Sufficiency (FSS) funds, 
individual development accounts, 
employer housing assistance, Habitat 
for Humanity, and mortgage products 
appropriate for Muslims and undocu-
mented immigrants. Several of the pilot 
organizations’ programs also helped 
participants access housing programs 
that provided assistance in rehabilitation 

of poor housing, lead paint remediation, 
or weatherization funds.  

Staff members described a variety 
of marketing strategies used to reach 
potential participants. A common 
strategy was to reach out to prior clients 
through established programs such as 
land trust or housing choice voucher 
holders through a Section 8 to Home-
ownership program. Pilot organizations 
also networked with other entities such 
as public health agencies, faith insti-
tutions, and schools. Some programs 
employed more traditional marketing 
methods, using flyers, brochures, and 
public service announcements on 
the radio. In addition, an important 
outreach mechanism to households 
of color was word-of-mouth; because 
participants who became homeowners 
achieved status within their community, 
they were seen as a symbol of success. 
As symbols of what was possible, the 
new homeowners were sought out by 
their peers, and they often referred other 
potential homeowners to the pilot orga-
nizations. One staff member said, “Our 
homeowners have connections that can 
help other future homeowners.” 

Staff members also described 
internal organizational struggles as 
they worked to help their participants 
achieve sustainable homeownership. 
They identified additional staffing 
necessary to support their participants, 
such as financial counselors or outreach 

workers. However, they also indicated 
that finding key personnel with the 
appropriate attitude and approach 
was critical. Staff members needed to 
understand and be respectful of their 
participants’ struggles and, ideally, be 
bilingual. They saw participants struggle 
with a variety of financial issues, 
including a lack of financial skills, the 
need to become fiscally fit (often by 
repairing a negative credit history), lack 
of self-confidence, lack of documenta-
tion to obtain a mortgage, as well as 
an affordability gap between the prices 
of homes and their income in many 
Minnesota markets. 

However, staff members also 
perceived success among project partici-
pants. One staff person commented that 
her biggest reward was seeing in partici-
pants “the sense of accomplishment that 
came with homeownership.” Staff also 
recognized that many participants bene-
fited as they became financially savvy 
and were able to become “banked.”

Experiences of the Pilot Project 
Participants. Participants reported 
that they first learned of the pilot proj-
ects and the opportunity to consider 
homeownership through mailings 
from their public housing or Section 8 
administrator, signs at the construction 
site of a home being built through the 
program, searching on the Internet, the 
radio, or flyers their children brought 
home from school. The participants 

Photo illustration ©
 Fancy/Veer/C
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Pilot project participants reported many reasons for exploring homeownership, 
including increasing rents and a desire for more stability in their housing. After 
completing homebuyer education and homeownership counseling, many participants 
progressed very quickly to homeownership. (Note: The couple pictured here did not 
participate in this research project.)



Fall/Winter 2008     7

reported that they were motivated to 
explore homeownership for some very 
basic reasons. Some were dealing with 
substantial increases in rent; for example, 
participants with rental vouchers experi-
enced increases in rent as their incomes 
increased. Large families with children 
said that it was difficult for their children 
to play in multifamily rental complexes 
because neighbors complained about 
their children and the noise that they 
made. Participants expressed a desire 
for more stability in their housing and 
several recent immigrants described 
a wish to be like other “Americans.” 
Several participants stated their expecta-
tions about homeownership:

Always wanted to own, but couldn’t 
afford to.

Grandmother always owned so I 
know the benefits of owning.

I am a single mom; get real, I did not 
think I could own a home.

The participants indicated that they 
were grateful for the tangible and intan-
gible resources they received by working 
with pilot organizations. For example, 
participants mentioned information 
and education about the complex 
process of purchasing a home, financial 
assistance in the form of grants, and 
general support and encouragement. 
After completing homebuyer education 
and homeownership counseling, many 
participants progressed very quickly 
to homeownership after they initiated 
steps to do so. For individual partici-
pants, these steps were different and, 
in some instances, the individuals who 
helped them along the way extended 
beyond the pilot organization staff 
members. Participants noted:

Spoke with credit counselor, went to 
10 hour class, turned in application.

Went to seminar on buying a home 
and learned about land trusts; 
purchased a home six months later.

Found house on Internet—checked 
everyday.

Realtor was very helpful.

As they worked to be homeowners, 
participants experienced struggles 
that we characterized as financial and 
logistical. Financial issues included 
understanding credit, saving for a down 

payment, and ensuring that bills were 
paid on time. Logistical issues included 
the complicated process required to 
find and purchase a home. For example, 
without the first-time homebuyer 
classes, several participants recognized 
that they might not have known about 
undesirable mortgage products. Partici-
pant responses included:

Getting credit straight—not having 
enough money to get credit straight-
ened out.

Understanding the process, working 
with builder, nine years to not repay 
subsidy.

Learned to ask questions—got over 
idea of being impolite.

Several participants, especially single 
parents, also commented on the stress 
they felt after achieving homeowner-
ship, which was attributed to the main-
tenance of the home and the financial 
responsibilities of homeownership 
beyond paying the mortgage, such as 
utilities and maintenance expenses. 
They were appreciative of information 
about maintenance issues included in 
the first-time homebuyer classes. For 
some, it was the first time that they had 
managed more than a monthly rent bill. 
Participants commented about their 
process and struggles: 

Thought I could relax after buying 
a house but have to “step it up a 
notch” to maintain home. 

Shoveling snow when I want to go 
to bed.

Worrying about something going 
wrong and it costing too much to fix.

Was different than renting—I paid 
electric but didn’t know about gas 
bills. Did not pay gas and got three 
months behind on bill. Was not my 
intention not to pay bill. I did not 
change to put my name on account; 
previous owner was upset.

The participants elaborated about 
how working with the pilot organiza-
tion enabled them to sustain homeown-
ership. Many of their comments were 
about maintaining their homes and 
what they learned in the classes:

Good to learn how to care for a 
house … feel like an adult.

I learned how to fix stuff … Toilet, 
sump pump, garage door opener.

Class taught finances, budgeting, 
and maintenance.

I have a fixed-rate mortgage; I am 
not worried about foreclosure.

We asked the participants about 
the benefits attributed to living in 
their own home and the new status of 
homeownership. Although most partici-
pants mentioned the benefit of building 
equity and having something of their 
own for the future, they also talked 
about experiencing changes in other 
parts of their lives. For some, becoming 
a homeowner motivated them to do 
more with their lives:

I thought I would never finish 
school—now I think I can. You 
never know what you’re made of. 

Given me stability in my job. I used 
to change jobs when my lease was up 
and I would move. Now I care about 
my job and I have been promoted.

Got a better job, bought a car, got a 
better loan, better insurance rates.

Pushed to achieve more. I did not 
want my daughter to live the life I 
had. My mom was on welfare.

Many of the participants realized 
that they were recognized by members 
of their community as successful and 
they had become a source of informa-
tion about homeownership for their 
friends. They also reported changes in 
how homeownership had affected their 
family’s well-being:

Being responsible and making 
money work for me expanded my 
thinking; now I am relentless.

I take care of our home more. Has 
given me hope for a better future for 
me and my daughter.

Life is less chaotic. 

Provides security and space for my 
family.

We eat dinner together now; we 
never did that in the apartment.  

Kids are very happy. Proud to bring 
friends over.
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Kids are doing better in school. Son 
who had outbursts is calmer.

I have room to have a high school 
graduation party for my son.

Psychologically I am just as good as 
anyone else.

Being able to say I own a house, my 
mother says I am doing better than 
she did at my age.

Conclusions and Policy Implications
We interviewed staff members from 
five organizations that had been 
granted pilot status by the Emerging 
Markets Homeowners Initiative to offer 
programs to increase homeownership 
and promote sustained homeowner-
ship for emerging market households. 
From our interviews, common themes 
emerged among the projects. For the 
pilot organizations, relationships 
with participants and participants’ 

relationships within their communi-
ties enabled them to target adver-
tising and leverage word-of-mouth, 
respectively, in the marketing of the 
projects to potential participants. 
Organizational relationships that were 
also pivotal to the success of the pilot 
projects included realtors, builders, and 
mortgage financers who understand 
project goals and participant needs and 
concerns. Financial and homebuyer 
education was a vital component of 
each project to adequately prepare 
households for homeownership; orga-
nizations also identified the need for 
participant follow-up. For example, each 
of the projects had an employee who 
connected directly with participants 
and continued to maintain contact 
after they became homebuyers. Thus, 
the organizations themselves developed 
through their pilot project activity. They 
expanded their social capital through 
staff development and connections 
with external partners. And, they valued 
the achievements of their participants 
knowing that they, as an organization, 
were a part of their participants’ success.   

We interviewed a relatively small 
number of EMHI pilot project partici-
pants; therefore we are reluctant to 
draw broad generalizations. However, 
participant responses did highlight 
some important findings and project 
outcomes. Participants whom we inter-
viewed were motivated to become 
homeowners to provide stability and 
space for their families and to manage 
their finances. The pilot organiza-
tions and their staff members were 
essential in reaching participants, 
and we speculate that the majority of 
participants may not be homeowners 
today without the focused work of 
these staff. The participants articu-
lated trust in the organizations’ staff 
as well as key relationships with real-
tors and mortgage bankers who helped 
them find, finance, and close on their 
homes. The staff from the organizations 
continued to be important sources of 
contact for the families as they worked 
to sustain homeownership. Several of 
the participants stated that they had 
thought homeownership was beyond 
their reach. But, with the help of staff 
and their own determination to follow 
through on the process, the benefits 
of homeownership were tangible for 
the participants and their families, and 
they were committed to sustaining their 
ownership status. Achievement of such 
an important goal had spillover benefits 
that changed how they thought about 

Photo illustration ©
 Fancy/Veer/C

orbis

Some pilot project participants noted the stress they felt after becoming 
homeowners, which they attributed to the maintenance and financial responsibilities 
of homeownership. These individuals expressed appreciation for information about 
maintenance issues included in first-time homebuyer classes. 
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themselves and their abilities in posi-
tive ways. Participants talked about 
setting additional goals around careers, 
education, and financial management. 
Although some participants had credit 
issues, they all seemed to gain confi-
dence from education and counseling 
on financial management. In addition, 
participants reported that family life 
after homeownership was less stressful. 
In general, many parents who were 
interviewed described financial and 
housing stability as positive outcomes 
for both themselves and their children. 

Existing public policy promotes 
homeownership and prohibits discrimi-
nation. However, given the gap between 
emerging market households and White 
households in Minnesota, policies 
and programs need to be expanded to 
close that gap, especially during these 
challenging financial times. The pilot 
projects relied on key staff, leveraging 
resources, and building partnerships; 
these aspects should be supported and 
encouraged in future homeowner-
ship projects. Each pilot organization 
expressed that they could do more with 
additional funding; for example, invest-
ments could be made in additional land 

trust purchases, prepurchase and post-
purchase counseling, and bilingual staff. 
Expansion of projects such as those we 
studied in this research would help to 
effectively and responsibly close the 
homeownership gap. 
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Seniors tend to be safe drivers. 
But as we age, changes in our 
vision, flexibility, strength, range 

of motion, size, and height can make 
us less comfortable and more vulner-
able to injury from even minor colli-
sions. Simple adjustments or devices 
can improve driver safety and comfort 
dramatically. These include small 
changes in mirrors to minimize blind 
spots, and in seat height and distance 
from steering wheels to improve sight 
lines and reduce risks from airbag 
deployment. The occupational therapy 
students at the University of Minnesota 

are learning how to help seniors adjust 
their cars for optimal fit, and bringing 
this information to Minnesotans 
through a free national program called 
CarFit. 

CarFit is sponsored by AAA, AARP, 
and the American Occupational Therapy 
Association (AOTA). Although origi-
nally designed for seniors, the program 
is open to all interested drivers. The 
program relies on an ever-growing 
pool of trained volunteers who lead 
drivers through a 12-point checklist, 
recommend vehicle adjustments and 
adaptations, and provide information 

about community-specific resources. 
The CarFit evaluation takes about 15 
minutes for each driver participant.

In May 2008, with help from CURA’s 
Community Assistantship Program 
(CAP), we were able to provide two-day 
training programs for CarFit volunteers 
in New Ulm and the Twin Cities. In 
this venture, the University of Minne-
sota’s Program in Occupational Therapy 
collaborated with AOTA, Minnesota 
AAA, Dakota Area Resources and Trans-
portation for Seniors (DARTS) (a not-for-
profit transportation provider serving 
senior and disabled individuals), New 

CarFit Minnesota:  
Community Engagement in Action 

by erica Stern

Photo courtesy of Erica Stern

New Ulm occupational therapists put their CarFit training into practice.
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Ulm Medical Center, Minnesota River 
Area Agency on Aging, and Sister Kenny 
Institute.

The first day of CarFit training is 
devoted to classroom education, where 
participants learn about senior driving 
needs, the procedures used to assess 
person-to-vehicle fit, the reasons behind 
fit suggestions, and the simple devices 
that can improve senior driving comfort 
and safety. On the second day, trainees 
run an actual CarFit event, providing 
assistance to seniors in the community. 
A total of 23 people were trained at the 
New Ulm event, including 17 students 
from the University’s Occupational 
Therapy Program, 5 local occupational 
therapists from the New Ulm Medical 
Center, and 1 person from the Minne-
sota River Area Agency on Aging. On the 
second day, we served the residents of 
New Ulm at a community CarFit Event, 
with the added help of four University 
of Minnesota occupational therapy 
students who had been trained last 
year through a University of Minnesota 
Council on Public Engagement (COPE) 
project. The weekend after the New 
Ulm event, we trained an additional 
eight University occupational therapy 
students, one local occupational thera-
pist, and two AAA employees, and then 
helped run a CarFit event in Burnsville. 

Many of our occupational therapy 
students train in CarFit as part of a 
required class called “Public and Profes-
sional Engagement.” Students take this 
class each of the four semesters of their 
Master of Occupational Therapy curric-
ulum. In the course, they are required 
to design a series of experiences that 
include a broad range of practice settings 
and clients. 

The CURA project brought CarFit to 
New Ulm in a way that will allow the 
New Ulm Medical Center’s occupational 
therapists to continue independent 
offerings for years to come. Our experi-
ences in New Ulm and Willmar (where 
occupational therapists and AARP 
volunteers were trained under the earlier 
COPE project) indicate that persons 
are better able to sustain the program 
in their region when trained at their 

own community sites. Indeed, both the 
New Ulm and the Willmar trainings 
forged local networks across agencies 
and with persons who had not previ-
ously known one another. Meanwhile, 
the occupational therapy students bring 
their training in CarFit to their campus 
and beyond. The University of Minne-
sota Rochester occupational therapy 
students who trained at New Ulm orga-
nized and independently ran the first 
CarFit ever offered in Rochester. We 
would like to continue to use this model 
to provide CarFit training for occupa-
tional therapy students and onsite local 
personnel in other communities around 
the state. Please contact Erica Stern if 
you are interested in arranging for a 
CarFit training and event in your locale 
(Stern001@umn.edu or 612-626-2799). 
The training is free, requiring only the 
resources to cover student transportation 
and overnight expenses. 

Individual drivers who want to 
maximize their comfort and safety can 

participate in Minnesota’s statewide 
CarFit day, scheduled for May 14, 2009, 
as part of AARP’s Day of Service. Inter-
ested persons are encouraged to check 
the CarFit website (www.car-fit.org/carfit 
/RegisterCarFit) this spring or to contact 
their local AARP group to find the CarFit 
event closest to them. Persons in the 
St. Paul area may contact the DARTS 
director of volunteer resources Colleen 
Fritsch at 651-234-2222 for more infor-
mation about that area’s offering.

Erica Stern, Ph.D., OTR/L, is associate 
professor in the Program in Occupa-
tional Therapy, Center for Allied Health 
Programs, University of Minnesota.

This project was supported by CURA’s 
Community Assistantship Program (CAP), 
which provides student research assistance 
to community organizations and govern-
ment agencies in Greater Minnesota.

For more information about CarFit, 
visit www.car-fit.org.

Photo courtesy of Erica Stern

Trained CarFit volunteers lead drivers through a 12-point checklist with their vehicle, 
recommend vehicle adjustments and adaptations, and offer community-specific 
resources. The evaluation takes about 15 minutes and can improve driver safety and 
comfort dramatically.
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According to a 2007 report from 
the United Health Foundation, 
america’s Health rankings, Minne-

sota ranked second (after Vermont) 
as one of the healthiest states in the 
nation. These rankings are based on 
an evaluation of a variety of health 
outcomes and determinants, including 
personal behaviors, community envi-
ronment, public-health policies, and 
clinical access. A large factor in Minne-
sota’s positive ranking is likely its high 
level of access to healthcare and its well-
developed healthcare system. 

Currently, 47 million people nation-
wide—about 15% of the U.S. popula-
tion—lack health insurance coverage. 
Without meaningful healthcare reform, 
the number of uninsured Americans is 
expected to grow. Compared with other 
states, Minnesota has a relatively high 
proportion of individuals with health 
insurance coverage. According to the 
Minnesota Department of Health, in 
2007 nearly all Minnesotans (92.8%) 
were insured. Of those insured, more 
than two-thirds (67.6%) received their 
health insurance coverage from private 

sources, and another one-fourth (25.2%) 
received their health insurance coverage 
from public programs. 

Not all Minnesotans are fortu-
nate enough to have health insurance 
coverage. The cost of health insurance 
has skyrocketed during the last decade, 
making it relatively unaffordable and 
significantly impairing the ability of 
many families to access high-quality 
healthcare services. Substantial dispari-
ties in rates of health insurance coverage 
exist across demographic groups. 
According to the U.S. Census Bureau’s 

Latina Mothers’ Perceptions of the 
Minnesota Healthcare System: Examining 
the Spillover Effects of Uninsurance on 
Healthcare Access, Quality, and Cost

by carolyn García, José a. pagán, rachel Hardeman, and alyssa Banks
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Among the many barriers to healthcare access for Latinos, language differences are particularly salient as the Spanish-speaking 
population in Minnesota continues to grow. Some Minnesota Latina mothers reported seeking out healthcare facilities where 
they know their language needs will be met. 
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2007 American Community Survey, 
about 374,000 individuals in Minnesota 
(roughly 7.2% of the state’s popula-
tion) are uninsured, and they tend to be 
young (nearly 20% are 18–24 years old), 
poor (18% report income levels below 
100% of the family poverty level), and 
from an ethnic/racial minority group. 

Minnesota is home to a growing 
community of Latino immigrants. 
Latinos are the second largest minority 
group in Minnesota, representing about 
4% of the state’s population. According 
to the U.S. Census Bureau, in 2000 the 
Latino population in the Twin Cities 
metropolitan area was 98,337; by 2006, 
that figure had increased nearly 42% to 
139,539 (Figure 1). Nearly three-quarters 
of Minnesota Latinos reside in the 
metro area. The Latino population in 
Minnesota is projected to grow signifi-
cantly during the coming decades, and 
Latinos are expected to become the 
largest ethnic/racial minority group in 
the state in less than 20 years.1 Their 
health status trends and low rates of 

1 Population Division, U.S. Census Bureau, 
“Projections of the Population by Race and 
Hispanic Origin for the United States: 2008 to 
2050,” August 14, 2008.

health insurance coverage will likely 
have a substantial impact on access 
to healthcare, quality of care, and 
overall public health in Minnesota in 
the coming decades. According to the 
Urban Institute and Kaiser Commission 
on Medicaid and the Uninsured, as of 
2007, 18% of Latinos in Minnesota are 
uninsured. 

To better understand how access 
to health insurance impacts access to 
healthcare for Latinos, we interviewed 
Latina mothers in Minneapolis–St. 
Paul, Minnesota (a low uninsurance 
community) and McAllen-Edinburg, 
Texas (a high uninsurance community). 
We sought to identify any differences 
in access to, use of, cost of, and quality 
of healthcare services in these two 
communities for the insured versus 
the uninsured, as well as the barriers 
to healthcare system access in each 
community. We report the results of our 
analysis here. 

The research upon which this article 
is based was supported in part through 
a grant from CURA’s New Initiatives 
program. Additional funding was 
provided by the Agency for Healthcare 
Research and Quality and the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention.

Why Health Insurance 
Coverage Matters
Lack of health insurance coverage has 
been linked to lower healthcare utili-
zation rates as well as poorer health 
outcomes.2 For example, using national 
data from the Health and Retirement 
Study from 1992 to 1996, Dor et al. 
showed that the health of continuously 
uninsured adults declined more rapidly 
than the health of continuously insured 
adults during this four-year period.3 
Uninsured persons are also less likely 
to have a regular source of care, and 
they report more delays in obtaining 
healthcare than insured persons.4 
Health insurance coverage facilitates 

2 See J.Z. Ayanian et al., “Unmet Health Needs of 
Uninsured Adults in the United States,” Journal 
of the american Medical association 284 (2000): 
2061–2069, and D.W. Baker et al., “Lack of Health 
Insurance and Decline in Overall Health in Late 
Middle Age,” new england Journal of Medicine 345 
(2001): 1106–1112.
3 A. Dor et al., “The Effect of Private Insurance on 
the Health of Older, Working Age Adults: Evidence 
from the Health and Retirement Study,” Health 
Services research 41 (2006): 759–787.
4 Institute of Medicine, Committee on the 
Consequences of Uninsurance. care without 
coverage: too little, too late. Washington, D.C.: 
National Academies Press, 2002. 

Pct. Latino Population
2000 U.S. Census

Pct. Latino Population
2006 Population Estimates

Pct. Change in Latino 
Population, 2000−2006

Less than 1.5%

1.6% to 3.5%

3.6% to 5.5%

More than 5.5%

Less than 1.5%

1.6% to 3.5%

3.6% to 5.5%

More than 5.5%

Less than 25%

25.1% to 50%

50.1% to 100%

More than 100%

Figure 1. Latino Population in Minnesota, 2000–2006

Data Sources: U.S. Census Bureau 2000 Census of Population (SF1); Missouri Census Data Center 2006 Population Estimates.
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access to healthcare by reducing 
the out-of-pocket cost of obtaining 
medical services and reducing delays in 
obtaining healthcare. Insurance-related 
continuity of care and the timely use of 
healthcare services result in improved 
health outcomes. 

Another potential effect of lack of 
insurance coverage is an overall reduc-
tion in healthcare quality. In a 2007 
article in Health affairs titled “Spillovers 
and Vulnerability: The Case of Commu-
nity Uninsurance,” Pauly and Pagán 
argued that lower rates of health insur-
ance coverage could impact a commu-
nity not only financially by increasing 
the cost of care, but also by reducing 
the quality of care available in the 
local healthcare market. The uninsured 
demand lower quality healthcare at the 
local level than do the insured, and this 
“preference externality” impacts the 
quality of care available to the insured 
population. 

Research Methodology
We conducted focus groups to seek 
out the perspectives of insured and 
uninsured Latina mothers living in 
Minneapolis–St. Paul, Minnesota, 
and McAllen-Edinburg, Texas. These 
communities were selected because 
they represent substantially disparate 
communities with respect to health 
insurance coverage rates. In Minneapolis 
–St. Paul, more than 90% of indi-
viduals report having health insurance 
coverage, and only 10.8% report being 
unable to see a physician during the 
past year because of cost. This compares 
to only 41% of McAllen residents who 
report having insurance, and 48.6% 
who report being unable to see a physi-
cian because of cost during the past 
year.

We were interested in gaining the 
insights of mothers because they are 
typically the primary healthcare seekers 
for children. Based on health disparities 
data, demographic trends in Minnesota, 
and the high rates of Latinos who lack 
health insurance coverage, we chose 
to focus this project on Latina mothers 
who indicated that they were currently 
caring for at least one child in their 
household.

We divided our sample into two 
groups, one with mothers who had 
health insurance coverage and one with 
those without. The uninsured mothers 
were those who had not had health 
insurance coverage of any kind for at 
least the past six months, but had been 
residing in the state for at least that 

period. Demographic data for study 
participants are provided in Table 1. 

In Minnesota, a community liaison 
recruited insured Latina mothers 
with the help of staff from metro area 
community agencies. The liaison identi-
fied uninsured participants through her 
personal relationships in the commu-
nity, and participants referred friends 
who qualified. In Texas, project staff 
identified insured participants primarily 
from within the local community. A 
community liaison assisted in recruiting 
the uninsured participants. All study 
procedures, including recruitment, were 
approved by the Institutional Review 
Boards of the University of Minne-
sota and the University of Texas–Pan 
American.

An interview guide (see sidebar 
on page 16) was developed to help 
moderators lead the discussions. Staff 
from Hispanic Advocacy and Commu-
nity Empowerment through Research 
(HACER) moderated focus groups 
in both states; all focus groups were 
conducted in Spanish. We conducted a 
total of eight focus groups (two each of 
insured or uninsured mothers in each 
location) between December 2007 and 
February 2008; group sizes ranged from 
5 to 12. Ultimately, 28 Latinas partici-
pated in the Minnesota focus groups, 
and 30 participated in Texas. Each focus 
group lasted approximately two hours. 
We provided refreshments and child-
care, and we gave each participant a $50 
gift card from the retail company Target 
for their participation.

Experienced HACER staff translated 
into English and transcribed all recorded 
dialogues. After all the transcripts had 
been descriptively coded, we organized 
the codes into broad descriptive catego-
ries that provided a framework for 
assessing the similarities and differences 
between the participant subgroups 
(uninsured/insured and Minnesota/
Texas). 

Results 
General themes that emerged from the 
focus group discussions were access 
to care, quality of care, and financial 
concerns. With respect to access, an 
underlying theme for those with health 
insurance was perceived constraints on 
which clinic, doctor, or hospital they 
might access. For the uninsured, issues 
of healthcare access focused on delays 
in obtaining healthcare, use of “safety 
net” clinics, and use of home remedies. 
In terms of quality of care, on the 
whole participants expressed negative 

perceptions of the quality of health-
care they received, citing experiences 
such as long wait times in the doctor’s 
office and perceived discrimination. 
Overall, Latinas in Minnesota perceived 
their healthcare system to be of higher 
quality than did Latinas in Texas. With 
respect to financial concerns, the overall 
recurring theme for both the insured 
and uninsured mothers was afford-
ability of care. 

More detailed findings on the 
Minnesota Latina mothers are presented 
below, stratified by health insurance 
status. Where useful, comparisons 
with participants from Texas are also 
provided.

The Insured in Minnesota
Access to Care. Although having 

health insurance facilitates access to 
healthcare by removing or lessening 
many of the financial barriers faced 
by individuals and families seeking 
health services, responses from insured 
mothers suggested that barriers to access 
persist. Such barriers include financial 
barriers (lack of financial resources), 
systemic barriers (obstacles within 
the system), and sociological barriers 
(discrimination or language differences). 
Focus group participants cited examples 
of all of the above as factors that influ-
enced their access to healthcare. 

Insured mothers identified a 
number of systemic barriers, including 
obtaining an appointment with a physi-
cian, the wait time at clinics, difficulty 
obtaining timely appointments with 
specialists, and the cumbersome referral 
process necessary to receive care from 
a specialist. One Minnesotan who 
described her frustration with obtaining 
an appointment with a specialist noted:

If we can have the appointments 
sooner, because imagine if you 
are sick and if they give you the 
appointment in two weeks, by the 
time you go to the appointment the 
sickness is gone. 

Another stated:

Imagine how frustrating it is to have 
your son sick and knowing that 
you have to wait a whole month, or 
two weeks, to have an appointment 
because there are no people that can 
see your son. That’s very frustrating. 
For us as mothers it is exasperating 
to see that your child has some-
thing and you cannot do anything 
about it.
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Minneapolis–St. Paul, Minnesota McAllen-Edinburg, Texas

Insured
(11 participants)

Uninsured
(17 participants)

Insured
(13 participants)

Uninsured
(17 participants)

Age (mean) 

37.55 33.18 39.30 39.00

Primary Language

Spanish 64% 82% 15% 47%

English 36% 17.65% 85% 53%

Number of Children in Household (mean)

2.18 1.76 2.23 1.88

Employment Status

Employed 82% 29% 100% 25%

Self-employed 0% 0% 0% 25%

Unemployed 18% 12% 0% 6%

Homemaker 0% 59% 0% 31%

Student 0% 0% 0% 6%

Unable to work 0% 0% 0% 6%

Income Total

Less than $10,000 0% 35% 8% 43%

$10,000 to less than $30,000 45% 59% 38% 29%

$30,000 to less than $50,000 36% 6% 15% 21%

$50,000 to less than $70,000 18% 0% 15% 7%

$70,000 or more 0% 0% 23% 0%

Health Status

Excellent 0% 0% 15% 6%

Very Good 27% 13% 15% 12%

Good 45% 25% 46% 44%

Fair 27% 44% 23% 38%

Poor 0% 19% 0% 0%

Personal Doctor or Provider

Yes 30% 53% 77% 43%

No 70% 47% 23% 57%

Number of Doctor Visits in United States in Past Year

0 0% 0% 0% 7%

1–3 64% 41% 46% 57%

4–6 9% 29% 15% 7%

7–11 18% 12% 8% 7%

12 or more 9% 18% 31% 21%

Number of Doctor Visits in Mexico in Past Year

0 91% 62% 69% 44%

1–3 9% 13% 23% 31%

4–6 0% 13% 0% 13%

7–11 0% 13% 0% 0%

12 or more 0% 0% 8% 13%

Number of Uses of Complementary or Alternative Medicine in Past Year

0 64% 56% 69% 63%

1–3 9% 31% 23% 13%

4–6 0% 6% 0% 19%

7–11 18% 6% 0% 0%

12 or more 9% 0% 8% 6%

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Focus Group Participants

Note: Response totals may sum to more than 100% due to rounding.
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Another respondent explained:

I needed to have an appointment 
and I waited for four months 
because those specialists don’t have 
appointments for the next day, but 
they did not tell me that I had to 
wait for four months. 

Insured mothers often reported 
feelings of limited access to healthcare 

providers due to restrictions in their 
health plans or a lack of knowledge 
about their health insurance network. 
Participants often mentioned the 
complexity of their health plans or 
explained their struggle with under-
standing the limitations of their 
coverage. One mother said:

I don’t know if, with my insurance,  
I can go somewhere else. 

Another said:

Oftentimes [it] is lack of information 
because you don’t know if you can 
go see this doctor or that one, and if 
your insurance will pay.

Ultimately, this confusion or paucity of 
information about coverage may delay 
individuals from seeking the care they 
need. 

Introductory Ice Breaker

1 Choose a picture that represents something about your experience with the healthcare system (can be positive or 
negative). 

Accessibility

2 When you need healthcare for an illness or injury for yourself or someone in your family, where do you go?

3 What are factors that motivate you to choose a particular healthcare provider? (Probe: cost, location, specialization, 
quality)

4 What has been your experience in finding a healthcare provider or specialist you need and making an appointment 
with them? (Probe: challenges and barriers, positive experiences and negative experiences)

Quality

5 On a scale of 1–10, how would you rate the quality of care that you receive from your healthcare provider or specialist, 
and why?

6 Can you tell me about a time when you or one of your family members sought care/treatment and had a positive 
(quality) experience? (Probe: What about the experience did you appreciate?)

7 Can you tell me about a time when you or one of your family members sought care/treatment and had a negative 
(quality) experience? (Probe: What about the experience did you NOT appreciate?)

Affordability

8 For uninsured group: When you need healthcare for an illness or injury, how do you pay for the services you receive?
For insured group: Tell me about your health insurance coverage and your experiences using health insurance. (Probe 
for difficulties, positives, negatives, what is/isn’t covered)

9 For uninsured group: What are the primary reasons why you do not currently have health insurance coverage?
For insured group: To what extent do you consider your healthcare plan affordable? (Probe: In your opinion, what makes 
it affordable, what makes it unaffordable?)

10 For uninsured group: To what extent have you tried to get health insurance coverage? (Probe: What have been the 
challenges? positives, negatives, what is/isn’t covered)
For insured group: If you could change anything about your health insurance coverage or plan, what would you change 
and why? (Probe: affordability, range of coverage, ease of access/use, etc.)

11 For uninsured group: What factors would allow you to or motivate you to get health insurance coverage? (Probe for 
affordability, range of coverage, ease of access/use, etc.)

12 When you think about your experiences with the healthcare system here [state city/state], what do you think is good 
about the system? (Probe if they have had any experiences with other healthcare systems) What could be improved 
upon? (Probe for quality assessment that builds on the previous three questions but gets a bit broader)

13 Are there any other comments or experiences that you would like to share about the topic of healthcare or insurance?

Interview Guide for Focus Groups
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In terms of sociological barriers, 
language differences are particularly 
salient as the Spanish-speaking popula-
tion in Minnesota continues to grow 
and the healthcare system attempts to 
respond to the needs of this popula-
tion. Insured mothers frequently cited 
the issue of language barriers when 
accessing the healthcare system. One 
participant said:

I don’t speak English … I tell [the 
doctor], it hurts in here, and they 
don’t understand much.

Other participants have learned to seek 
out care at healthcare facilities where 
they feel confident their language needs 
will be met. For example, one partici-
pant said: 

I just go to Westside. I know there is 
someone always there to translate.

Another mother expressed relief 
that her daughter would be having her 
surgery at Hennepin County Medical 
Center, because she had greater confi-
dence in their staff’s ability to communi-
cate with her and her daughter: 

[W]hen they told me the surgery 
was going to be in the Hennepin, I 
felt better because it was better for 
me that they send me to Hennepin 
where there are interpreters.

Another issue related to language 
barriers is the training of interpreters. 
A few participants expressed an overall 
lack of confidence in their interpreters. 
One mother said:

[A]nother thing is that oftentimes 
the interpreters do not speak Spanish 
well. They believe they are inter-
preters, but when you talk to her, 
you know that she is not saying 
what you are saying.

Another sociological barrier to 
accessing the healthcare system 
for Latina mothers in Minnesota is 
perceived discrimination. The majority 
of insured mothers related at least one 
anecdote about a time when they felt 
discriminated against for being Latina or 
for not being able to speak English. One 
participant stated: 

[M]y experiences have been nega-
tive because for looking Latina, 
they talk to me differently, like I am 
stupid.

Although none of the insured mothers 
reported opting out of the healthcare 
system because of perceived discrimi-
nation, some did mention changing 
providers as a way to deal with this issue.

Quality of Care. Assessing health-
care quality is difficult because quality 
may mean different things to different 
people. Whereas some people may 
consider quality healthcare to mean 
seeing the doctor right away, being 
treated courteously by the doctor’s staff, 
or having the doctor spend a lot of 
time with them, others may focus on 
the clinical aspects of quality. With this 
caveat in mind, the insured mothers 
were asked to rank the quality of their 
healthcare on a scale of 1 to 10 (with 1 
being lowest and 10 being highest). On 
average, Minnesota participants rated 
the quality of their healthcare an 8; the 
Texas participants consistently rated the 
quality of their healthcare much lower, 
ranging from 1 to 3 using the same 
scale. Nevertheless, Minnesota partici-
pants shared stories that expressed 
concern about healthcare quality, such 
as this one: 

I feel that the doctors don’t give us 
much time. They are very exact that 
the appointment is only for a half an 
hour and no more than that.… 15 
minutes and nothing more. We have 
to arrive early and wait.

Financial Concerns. The overall cost 
of healthcare was a recurring theme for 

the insured mothers, including high-
priced premiums, deductibles, and 
copayments. One participant explained 
that she has to delay care at times due to 
the expensive deductible. 

Sometimes, you know, the kids 
might be sick and I still don’t take 
them to the doctor, because I’m like, 
“ugh, I’ve gotta pay a deductible,” 
and I’ll just wait.… [T]hey send me a 
note from school like, “your kid, you 
know, is sick” or whatever. I feel like 
they’re probably thinking, “man, 
this parent doesn’t even take them 
to the doctor,” but I feel like we have 
to pay a deductible …

Insured mothers reported paying 
upwards of $600 per paycheck toward 
their health insurance. Time and time 
again, they expressed frustration with 
the high costs, with some wondering 
aloud if it was worth it. One participant 
stated:

In my case, I am working. I have 
a decent job and still I don’t make 
enough to feel secure in case I get 
sick. This is an absurd situation.

Health insurance premiums and 
deductibles continue to increase. The 
Kaiser Family Foundation’s Employer 
Health Benefits Annual Survey (2006) 
reported that the cost of health insur-
ance premiums and deductibles for 
workers and employers had increased 
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Nearly all focus group participants expressed frustration with high copayments, 
deductibles, and premiums. Including children on health insurance plans makes the 
cost an even greater burden for families. 
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to more than double the 1999 cost. 
According to a 2008 publication from 
the National Coalition on Healthcare 
titled Facts on Health care costs, the 
average worker in 2007 paid $3,354 
out of his or her paycheck to cover 
health insurance premiums. The insured 
mothers frequently voiced frustration 
with the high costs of premiums and 
deductibles, and the notion that it is 
not realistic for working families to pay 
such high costs for healthcare.

Some participants also expressed 
concern with how comprehensive 
coverage that they were receiving was, 
given the high cost of coverage. One 
woman summarized her concerns by 
stating: 

Really it is a guessing game. The 
guessing is for you because you 
don’t know exactly what they are 
going to cover, but they know 
exactly how much they are going to 
charge you.… [B]ut you can’t go buy 
a medicine and say we can only pay 
this percentage. How can they know 
exactly how much they can take 
from our check for health insurance?

Overall, insured mothers in both 
Minnesota and Texas believed that both 
health insurance and healthcare were 
costly and unaffordable. Participants in 
both states expressed frustration with 
high copayments, deductibles, and 
premiums. Including children on health 
insurance plans made the cost an even 
greater burden for families. One mother 
said:

[I]f I put my daughters in the plan I 
have to pay almost $500 a month. 
Imagine—I would just earn [money] 
to pay the insurance.

An interesting idea that emerged 
from discussions among the insured 
mothers was the concept of a payment 
plan or pay arrangement. Several 
mothers talked about the fact that 
although they were insured, they 
found themselves facing high medical 
bills that they could not afford to pay. 
Several women who found themselves 
in this predicament explained how 
grateful they were to have the option to 
set up a pay arrangement in which they 
made monthly payments toward their 
total bill. One woman explained: 

I had a cut in my hand. I got the 
bill and I told my husband to call 
and ask if we could have a payment 

arrangement and pay a small 
amount each month. They said yes. 
Thanks to God, they said yes. 

One participant mentioned the idea 
of a payment plan in the context of 
discussing the difficulty she has paying 
her premiums and deductibles for her 
employer-based health insurance. As she 
explained:

You are put into a stressful situation. 
It may be easier to go to the emer-
gency room and don’t think about 
the bill and get into a payment 
arrangement.

Interestingly, in Texas, insured mothers 
discussed the notion of a payment plan 
far less than those in Minnesota.

Specific plan benefits and differ-
ences between plans were superficially 
discussed among the insured mothers. 
Although all of the participants had 
health insurance coverage, the packages 
of benefits provided varied substan-
tially among them. Copayments for 
women in these groups ranged from 
$20 to $40. Premiums and deductibles 
ranged from $500 to $1,500. Within 
these discussions, the comprehensive-
ness of coverage also was addressed. For 
example, one woman said:

The deductibles are so high, they 
only really cover preventative medi-
cine. But if a person gets sick or 
has a medical condition in which 
they need hospitalization, or that 
requires something more than what 
they call office visits, they charge 
for the deductible. In my case, it is 
$1,500 per person per family. From 
my check, one-third is going to the 
family insurance plan, and even 
though I am paying so much each 
month, if one of us gets sick and 
has to go to the emergency [room] 
or has to be hospitalized, the first 
$1,500 comes out of our pocket.

One participant summed up the 
overall sentiment about health insur-
ance plans among the insured mothers.

In the United States, health is not 
a right. It is a privilege for some 
people to have a good medical 
service and quality. Health is a right 
that all people have—that is what 
you see in other countries such as 
in Canada, where everybody, even 
[the] homeless, are able to receive 
medical services. Here in the United 

States, one of the richest countries, 
you can’t do that because if you do 
it, you need to think how much is 
it going to cost me, and that is just 
only the beginning, because later 
the bills come and you have to pay 
everything else that the insurance 
does not cover. 

The Uninsured in Minnesota
Access to Care. The uninsured 

mothers offered a variety of reasons for 
why they were uninsured, including 
affordability and lack of clear informa-
tion about how to apply for and obtain 
health insurance coverage. Some partici-
pants reported that they had delayed 
care because of difficulty understanding 
the application process for public health 
insurance; others indicated they had 
income levels that were barely above 
the Medicaid eligibility guidelines for 
their state. Additionally, some reported 
that being an immigrant (documented 
or undocumented) influenced their 
ability to access health insurance. Our 
findings from the focus groups indi-
cated that the high cost of care, lack of 
services in Spanish, and lack of cultur-
ally appropriate healthcare are all poten-
tial barriers to access. Participants also 
discussed alternative care options such 
as use of safety net clinics and home 
remedies (complementary and alterna-
tive medicine).

Safety net clinics are a loosely orga-
nized collection of publicly subsidized 
hospitals, local health departments, 
clinics, and individual medical facili-
ties that provide free or low-cost care 
to the uninsured. Minnesota’s safety 
net clinics include Federally Qualified 
Health Centers (FQHC). According to 
the Minnesota Association of Commu-
nity Health Centers, Minnesota has 
17 FQHCs—11 in the metro area and 
6 others throughout the state. These 
centers provide healthcare services to 
anyone regardless of the ability to pay. 
Sliding-scale fees are used to accom-
modate different income levels. Many 
of Minnesota’s uninsured seek care at 
these centers. Since 2001, the number 
of uninsured served by the 17 Minne-
sota FQHCs rose 61%, from 36,385 to 
58,606. In addition, since 2001, the 
amount contributed by patients who are 
on a sliding-scale fee plan has declined 
by 33%.5 

5 P. Cunningham and P. Kemper, “Ability to Obtain 
Medical Care for the Uninsured: How Much Does It 
Vary across Communities?” Journal of the american 
Medical association 280 (1998): 921–927.
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Most of the uninsured mothers 
in our study reported regularly using 
some form of safety net to obtain their 
healthcare. As one participant stated:

I have gone [to a safety net clinic] 
for a physical exam and they didn’t 
charge me anything, and that was 
helpful.

Some expressed dissatisfaction with the 
services provided at safety net clinics. 
Noted one mother:

[T]hey don’t check anything other 
than cuerpo [body], papanicolaou 
[pap]. They do a mammogram and 
all of that, but there are no blood 
tests or any of that.

However, most uninsured mothers had 
positive views of the clinics and the 
services they offered. The existence 
of sliding-scale fees was frequently 
mentioned as a positive feature, and 
many participants said they were 
thankful for the option. Nevertheless, 
others found even the sliding-scale fees 
to be unmanageable at times. These 
women explained that sometimes they 
felt the need to delay care for them-
selves due to inability to pay. Although 
these women were willing to delay care 
for themselves, many explained that 
they were willing to take the “risk” of a 
high bill, or that they would work out 

a payment plan, for their child or chil-
dren to be seen by a doctor because they 
did not want to delay their care. 

An interesting theme that emerged 
from the uninsured mothers was a 
“health first, pay later” mentality. 
Participants felt very grateful that they 
were able to receive healthcare services 
(emergency care in particular) regardless 
of their health insurance status. One 
mother explained:

[I]f somebody has an accident, they 
don’t pay attention to if you have 
insurance, if you have money … 
[F]or example, in the Church of 
Guadalupe, they didn’t notice that 
when there was an accident with a 
bus.… And I imagine that’s a good 
thing because they attend to them 
even if they don’t have insurance, 
and after they can arrange how to 
make the payments.

This response speaks not only to the 
idea of treatment before payment, but 
also to the opportunity for pay arrange-
ments that was discussed among the 
insured mothers. 

The health first, pay later mentality 
reported by the uninsured mothers in 
Minnesota was very different from the 
experiences reported by the uninsured 
mothers in Texas. Many of the Texas 
participants described experiences 
where they were turned down for care 

because of inability to pay. Another 
significant difference noted between the 
two states is the use of safety net clinics. 
Although many Minnesotans described 
their use of the safety net, Texans more 
often reported that they would cross 
the border into Mexico if they found 
the cost of accessing healthcare in the 
United States to be unaffordable. 

Quality of Care. Overall, the unin-
sured mothers reported that they were 
satisfied with the quality of the health-
care they received. When asked to rank 
the quality of their healthcare on a scale 
of 1 to 10 (with 1 being lowest and 10 
being highest), on average they rated 
the quality of their healthcare an 8. 
In Texas, women rank their quality of 
care much lower. Some joked that their 
quality of care should be ranked 0, but 
most rankings ranged from 1 to 3. It 
should be noted that because this rating 
is based solely on perceptions of quality, 
a firm conclusion cannot be drawn 
about the actual quality of care in Texas 
or Minnesota healthcare systems. Ulti-
mately, our data suggest that access to 
care was a more salient issue for the 
uninsured mothers than quality of care. 
As one participant explained:

[Minnesota doctors] are good; what 
scares us are the prices. Because of 
that we have to go to the [safety 
net] clinics.… Maybe it’s not free 
there, but it’s at prices that we could 
afford.

Financial Concerns. Accessing 
healthcare services can be a very expen-
sive endeavor for the uninsured. Even 
with the sliding-scale fees at safety net 
clinics, uninsured mothers discussed 
their frustration with the lack of afford-
ability of healthcare services. One 
participant summarized the sentiment 
expressed by the entire group by stating 
simply that “without insurance, every-
thing is expensive.” The exorbitant cost 
of healthcare was so much for one unin-
sured mother that she was forced to take 
out a private loan to pay off her medical 
debt. 

So I went to the appointment. And 
they told me how I could do the 
payments. I asked for a loan from 
the bank, because it’s very expen-
sive. And so now I am paying the 
bank.

A large number of uninsured 
mothers in both Minnesota and Texas 
stated that they were uninsured because 
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Safety net clinics, such as the West Side Community Health Services clinic pictured 
here, provide free or low-cost care to the uninsured, using sliding-scale fees to 
accommodate different income levels. Most uninsured focus group participants 
in Minnesota reported regularly using some form of safety net to obtain their 
healthcare.
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they were ineligible for Medicaid. The 
majority of those who said they were 
ineligible reported that their income 
is only slightly higher than the federal 
poverty guideline eligibility require-
ments for Medicaid. On the other hand, 
they reported that their employer-
based health insurance is unaffordable, 
leaving them without any health insur-
ance coverage. One woman explained 
that the cost of health insurance for her 
and her family was so expensive that 
she preferred to use safety net clinics 
and pay the sliding-scale fee each time, 
noting:

Imagine if it’s already time for the 
next check up and we still haven’t 
finished paying the bills from 
previous appointments. It’s frus-
trating.

The idea of payment plans also 
emerged from the discussions among 
the uninsured mothers, with one partic-
ipant stating:

[Safety net clinics] give you credit. 
You don’t have to pay in cash every 
time. They make a plan for you.

Another participant explained the 
amount of money she would have 
to pay from each paycheck to have 
employer-based health insurance.

But, like, for me in my job, I only 
make $400, so how am I going to 
pay $280 for insurance? Imagine 
that—if I make $400 and they take 
$280?

Another participant stated:

I was working and they offered me 
insurance, but it turned out to be 
more expensive to go see the doctor 
and be paying monthly for insur-
ance than it was to just go and pay 
the $20 each time [at a safety net 
clinic].

Other uninsured mothers described 
other responses to the high cost of 
care, such as using home remedies or 
delaying care. As one woman explained: 

Would you rather have a bill that’s 
super expensive or go to buy home-
made remedies so that you can give 
them to your kids so that they are 
more economical? Which would 
your rather have? Well, the home-
made remedy, that’s cheaper.

Alternatively, in Texas, some unin-
sured mothers mitigated the financial 
burden of being uninsured by traveling 
the short distance across the border to 
Mexico to seek care. 

Summary
Findings from the focus groups illus-
trated the issues and experiences of 
insured and uninsured Latina mothers 
in the healthcare systems in two states, 
Minnesota and Texas. The results 
indicated that overall, Minnesotans 
(both insured and uninsured) are satis-
fied with the healthcare services they 
receive. The areas of dissatisfaction 
with the healthcare system cited most 
often are the lack of affordability and 
relatively high costs. The results from 
the insured mothers suggest that even 
with health insurance coverage, they 
experienced other barriers to care. One 
interesting idea that emerged from both 
the insured and uninsured mothers 
was the concept of a payment plan or 
pay arrangement as a mechanism to 
make healthcare services more afford-
able. In addition, both the insured and 
uninsured mothers often cited language 
barriers as an obstacle. Uninsured 
mothers most often reported delaying 
care for themselves or their children; 
others reported using home remedies as 

a first line of defense against illness. The 
uninsured mothers noted that safety 
net clinics played a significant role 
in providing healthcare. Overall, the 
findings from these focus groups lend 
credence to the oft-cited notion that our 
healthcare system in the United States 
is broken. 

Improving the Quality of 
Minnesota’s Healthcare System
The results of our focus groups suggest 
several recommendations to help alle-
viate the plight of the uninsured in 
Minnesota and improve the care and 
experiences of Latinos who access the 
Minnesota healthcare system.

First, our results suggest that access 
to healthcare is becoming increasingly 
unaffordable. The individual, family, 
and community benefits of providing 
health insurance coverage to this 
underserved population are substan-
tial. Previous research has shown that 
the size of the uninsured population 
can have a significant spillover effect 
on healthcare access, cost, and quality 
for the insured population in the same 
community. Texas faces daunting finan-
cial and political challenges because it 
has the highest proportion of uninsured 
children and adults in the country. Real 
state-based solutions to solving the 
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The cost of health insurance makes it unaffordable for a growing number of 
individuals, who tend to be young, poor, and from an ethnic/racial minority 
group. Many uninsured Latina mothers living in poverty in Texas (pictured here) 
and Minnesota reported that they were ineligible for federal assistance through 
Medicaid—often because their income is slightly higher than the federal poverty 
guideline eligibility requirements for the program. 
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problem of uninsurance may not be 
politically feasible in Texas. However, 
Minnesota has one of the lowest rates 
of uninsurance and, as such, addressing 
the problem is much more realistic 
and feasible. If the costs of healthcare 
continue to increase, the problem of 
uninsurance is likely to get worse, 
not better. Swift action can result in 
substantial benefits for everyone by not 
only providing more financial stability 
to healthcare providers, but also by 
improving healthcare access and quality 
and, ultimately, population health. 
At the service-delivery level, policies 
are needed that encourage a variety of 
payment plan options for those with or 
without insurance who cannot afford 
the care they need or receive.

Second, other barriers to accessi-
bility, such as language barriers and the 
lack of culturally appropriate health-
care, need to be addressed. Commu-
nication difficulties between patients 
and healthcare providers can lead to 
misdiagnosis as well as to unnecessary 
clinical tests and procedures. Lack of 
linguistic concordance can also result in 
mistrust of English-speaking providers 
by patients who are not proficient in 
English. Language and communication 
barriers can be overcome through the 
use of appropriate language and cultural 
training for healthcare providers. The 
use of professional interpreters instead 
of family members or minors can also 
be effective at reducing misunderstand-
ings between patients and providers in 
clinical encounters. Lastly, the adop-
tion of comprehensive written policies 
related to language access can be impor-
tant to reduce disparities in health care 
access and quality.6 

6 Institute of Medicine, unequal treatment: 
confronting racial and ethnic Disparities in 
Healthcare. Washington, D.C.: The National 
Academies Press, 2002.

Finally, the comparative analysis 
between insured and uninsured Latina 
mothers in Minnesota and Texas 
suggests that Minnesota mothers are 
more likely to delay care or resort to 
home remedies when they cannot 
access the healthcare system, whereas 
mothers in Texas have an additional 
option: relatively easy access to health-
care services in Mexico. In addition, 
the frequent decision by the unin-
sured to access safety net clinics in 
lieu of purchasing insurance must be 
considered in health policy initiatives 
targeting access to care for this popula-
tion. Providing additional resources for 
safety net clinics in Minnesota would 
allow these facilities to continue to 
provide basic, culturally appropriate 
healthcare services at a relatively low 
cost. Moreover, there is an evident need 
for new health insurance products that 
target the Latino immigrant population 
in Minnesota. These health insurance 
products should focus on providing 
access to the basic healthcare services 
most-needed and most-used by Latino 
families at an affordable price. The 
Latino population in Minnesota will 
continue to grow in the near future 
and, as such, this market segment will 
become increasingly attractive to health 
insurance providers with experience 
offering services to this population. 
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Manufactured housing—housing 
built entirely within a factory 
setting—is a significant source 

of affordable, unsubsidized housing in 
Minnesota. This past December, the 
CURA Housing Forum offered various 
perspectives on the issue of manu-
factured housing, which are briefly 
summarized in this article by the three 
organizations that were represented at 
the forum. 

Minnesota Housing Partnership 
Perspective, by Leigh Rosenberg
Minnesota Housing Partnership (MHP) 
provides a comprehensive array of 
resources that help local organizations, 
businesses, communities, and elected 
officials in Minnesota ensure that all 
Minnesotans have safe and affordable 
housing. MHP’s recent study, Manu-
factured Housing in Minnesota: overview 
and policy challenges, provides basic 
demographic information about manu-
factured homes and residents; compares 
manufactured and site-built homes; and 
examines sales, titling, financing, and 
taxation policies as they apply to manu-
factured housing.

About 68,000 Minnesota households 
live in manufactured homes, with 86% 
of these homes being owner-occupied. 
The median home value was about 
$29,000 in 2006. The median monthly 
housing cost for owner-occupied manu-
factured housing is about half the cost 
of owner-occupied site-built housing. 
Manufactured housing tends to be more 
affordable because per-foot construction 
costs are less than half the cost of site-
built housing, and because many manu-
factured homes are placed on leased 
land rather than owned land. In 2001, 
more than half (54%) of manufactured 
homes in the Midwest were located on 
rented land.

However, leasing land for a manufac-
tured home has serious drawbacks. Resi-
dents of manufactured home parks not 
only have little control over rent and 
tenant policies, but they also run the 
risk of losing their homes when parks 
close. In addition, lack of land owner-
ship limits home value appreciation. 
Many of these drawbacks can be miti-
gated through cooperative park owner-
ship by residents or through nonprofit 
management of parks.

Manufactured housing is frequently 
subject to policies that are less favorable 
to owners than the policies that apply 
to site-built homes. For example, sales 
and financing for homes are linked (and 
sometimes vertically integrated), which 
leaves buyers vulnerable to deceptive or 
predatory lending practices. Most manu-
factured housing is titled as personal 
property (chattel) rather than real estate, 
which creates many legal disadvantages. 
The majority of manufactured homes 
are financed through high-cost personal 
property loans, even when credit scores 
would likely qualify borrowers for real 
estate mortgages. When manufactured-
home owners do qualify for mortgages, 
financing often involves higher interest 
rates, fees, and down payments than 
for site-built homes. In cases of loan 
default, the rights of borrowers are 
significantly more limited if they have 
a personal property loan rather than a 
mortgage.

Tax policies also tend to place 
manufactured-home owners at a disad-
vantage. Manufactured-home buyers 
often pay a double sales tax—one to the 
manufacturer and one to the construc-
tion company that assembles the home. 
In addition, property taxes for manu-
factured homes on rented land must 
be paid on a shorter schedule than 
for homes on owned land. The one 
advantage that accrues to manufactured 

housing on leased land is that the sale 
of homes is not subject to deed or mort-
gage registry taxes. 

The MHP study suggests that manu-
factured homes are an important source 
of affordable housing in Minnesota. 
However, policy reform is required 
to ensure that manufactured-home 
owners are not subjected to poorer 
treatment than owners of site-built 
homes. The full report can be found at 
www.mhponline.org/?q=node/105.

Northcountry Cooperative Foundation 
Perspective, by Warren Kramer
Northcountry Cooperative Foundation  
(NCF, ncdf.coop/northcountrycooa 
_new.html) develops affordable housing 
by converting manufactured-home 
communities into resident-owned 
communities. NCF’s work involves 
promoting and developing coop-
eratives for low-income residents of 
manufactured-home communities as 
a means for those residents to gain 
fundamental ownership and control 
over their housing situation. Co-op 
conversion is also a strategy to preserve 
the existing stock of manufactured 
homes from loss due to park closure 
and redevelopment. Northcountry 
Cooperative Foundation provides a full 
range of services to housing cooperative 
projects, including technical assistance, 
real estate development services, and 

Manufactured Housing in Minnesota
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training for residents that supports 
practical leadership development and 
encourages sound self-governance prac-
tices. NCF is part of a national conver-
sion effort called ROC USA Network 
(www.rocusa.org). 

In addition to the economic benefits 
the business model delivers to members, 
resident cooperatives provide unique 
opportunities for building capacity and 
facilitating the development of social 
capital among the people involved. 
Cooperative homeownership provides 
all of the following:

Security—Once a park is coopera- .
tively owned, the park can no longer 
be closed and sold for redevelopment 
without resident consent. 
Resident governance—Through  .
their elected board of directors, park 
residents oversee park management 
and operations, decide which park 
improvements to make, determine 
park rules, and screen applicants for 
cooperative membership. 
Incentives toward investment—In a  .
cooperative, park residents have an 
incentive to improve and invest in 
their manufactured homes and in 
the park itself. 
Operation at cost—A cooperatively  .
owned park charges its residents 
only what is necessary to pay for 
actual maintenance and operating 
expenses, fund reserve accounts, and 
finance park improvements. With 

the profit motivation of investor 
ownership gone from the equation, 
over time, homeowners in coopera-
tively owned parks tend to pay less 
for a better-maintained park than 
their counterparts in investor-owned 
parks. 

NCF has facilitated three conver-
sions in Minnesota to date, and had a 
supporting role in a fourth conversion 
in Wisconsin. Minnesota’s fourth manu-
factured home park co-op, Madelia 
Mobile Village, is currently in the 
process of being created. This project, 
located in the city of Madelia, is a 57-lot 
community being purchased by its resi-
dents from the regional Housing and 
Redevelopment Authority, which has 
owned the park for the last 15 years. 

All Parks Alliance for Change 
Perspective, by Margaret Kaplan
All Parks Alliance for Change (APAC, 
www.allparksallianceforchange.org) is a 
tenants union for manufactured-home 
residents in Minnesota. The organiza-
tion is led by manufactured-home 
owners. APAC has been the driving force 
behind the protections that currently 
exist for manufactured-home owners 
in Minnesota, and continues to build 
powerful leaders who fight to preserve 
and protect their neighborhoods.

One of the primary concerns of 
manufactured-home owners is the risk 
of park closures. Minnesota has seen 

more than 20 manufactured-home 
communities close since 2000, and this 
number is growing. Park closures are 
financially and emotionally devastating 
to the families who lose their homes. 
Communities of color are particularly 
hard hit. Although people of color make 
up just 10% of manufactured home park 
residents, 54% of those displaced by 
park closings are people of color. 

Changes in financing and ownership 
structure may address some long-term 
issues with manufactured-home parks, 
but for people losing their homes today, 
these solutions will not have an impact. 
The only recourse is organizing to stop 
park owners and governments from 
closing manufactured-home communi-
ties. The state must adopt policies and 
invest resources to preserve communi-
ties that are currently closing, in addi-
tion to looking at long-term solutions.

Manufactured-home owners must 
have a strong voice in decisions about 
their communities because they are 
the people who have to live with the 
decisions. The primary barriers to their 
participation are persistent stereotypes 
of manufactured-home residents as 
“trailer trash” and the idea that afford-
able housing experts are the only ones 
qualified to speak about these issues. In 
addition, unless research is followed up 
with action, park closures will persist, 
and what will be lost is more than units 
of housing in the abstract, but real fami-
lies, real homes, and real communities.

Leigh Rosenberg is research and 
outreach coordinator at Minnesota 
Housing Partnership. Warren Kramer 
is director of housing development at  
Northcountry Cooperative Foundation. 
Margaret Kaplan is associate director of 
the Minnesota Center for Neighborhood 
Organizers at the University of Minnesota. 
She formerly was staff attorney at the All 
Parks Alliance for Change. 

The CURA Housing Forum is a 
monthly brown-bag discussion of Twin 
Cities housing issues and research, 
sponsored by CURA. CURA Housing 
Forums are free of charge and open to 
the public. For more information, visit 
www.cura.umn.edu/forum.php.
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In a manufactured home cooperative, park residents have an incentive to improve 
and invest in their homes and in the park.
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The Center for Urban and Regional 
Affairs frequently receives requests 
from organizations and agen-

cies for help with program evaluation. 
program evaluation is the systematic 
collection of information for use 
to improve effectiveness and make 
decisions with regard to what those 
programs are doing and affecting. Some-
times these organizations simply know 
that the program in question could be 
improved, and recognize that a formal 
evaluation can offer some guidance 
for how to make such improvements. 
Other times the evaluation is neces-
sary to fulfill a grant requirement or to 
satisfy internal organization or agency 
requirements. 

Although there are many resources 
at the University of Minnesota that 
can provide evaluation assistance, 
they are not easy to find. Until this 
past fall, a search of the University’s 
website for evaluation returned 10,000 
links, mostly to internal resources 
like staff, student, or departmental 
evaluation.

To address the difficulty in locating 
evaluation resources at the University, 
CURA has created a new website 
called Program Evaluation at the U 
(www.evaluation.umn.edu). The idea 
is to help government agencies and 
nonprofit organizations locate critical 
evaluation resources quickly and easily. 
The idea for the website came from 

Kathie Doty, the Hennepin County/
University of Minnesota Liaison. 
Website content was developed by 
Laura Hammond, a graduate student 
in the Humphrey Institute of Public 
Affairs. The website itself was developed 
by Kristopher Layon in the Office of 
the Senior Vice President for System 
Academic Administration, CURA’s insti-
tutional home.

The website has seven key parts:

Evaluation 101—frequently asked  .
questions about evaluation
Expertise at the U—people and  .
centers that can provide assistance
Get Student Help—various ways to  .
get student assistance

Program Evaluation Resources at the  
University of Minnesota

by William J. craig

The Program Evaluation at the U website is at www.evaluation.umn.edu.
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What Will it Cost?—covers the range  .
of costs, from free to contracting for 
evaluation services
Contact Information—contacts for a  .
few key gateway people
Educational Opportunities—training  .
programs, coursework, self-study
External Links—other organizations  .
that can provide assistance

Expertise at the U
The meat of the website is a list of 9 
centers and 31 people—both faculty and 
staff—at the University of Minnesota 
who can provide evaluation assistance 
and services. In addition, the website 
provides links to 32 online campus 
directories that can be used to locate 
people or centers with topical expertise. 
This last resource recognizes evaluation 
help can come both from evaluation 
experts and from those who have exper-
tise in the topic area (e.g., social work 
or water resources). Resources are sorted 
into six topic areas to make it easier for 
users to find what they are looking for: 
(1) general, (2) education, children, and 
youth, (3) social services, (4) science, 
technology, and the environment, 
(5) health, and (6) public policy. 

Because the nine centers can be 
overwhelming to anyone, outsiders and 
insiders alike, a separate page on the site 
presents 10 types of evaluation services 
and indicates which centers provide 
those services: 

evaluation plan design .
evaluation design review .
mail surveys .
telephone surveys .
web surveys .
focus groups .
technical assistance .
assistance writing evaluation funding .
complete evaluation .
evaluation workshops .

Get Student Help
Student resources at the University also 
can be used to help with an evaluation. 

This section of the website provides 
information on how to find the right 
student for the job. It also provides 
some general guidelines for working 
with students.

One option is to post a job or 
internship opportunity. The University 
has a general site for student jobs and 
internships called GoldPass; the website 
provides a link to that resource and tips 
for using it. Several programs, depart-
ments, and colleges also have individual 
websites that post positions. The evalu-
ation website provides links to each of 
these. The section of the website called 
What Will It Cost? provides details 
about the cost of students hired through 
the University.

A second option is to apply to CURA 
for a graduate research assistant. CURA 
has four programs that could provide 
evaluation assistance. These are compet-
itive programs and not all projects are 
funded. As with the first option, the 
student works directly for the organi-
zation or agency, but CURA pays the 
student’s salary. 

A third option is to find a course 
at the University willing to take on 
your evaluation as a class project. Most 
introductory evaluation courses require 
students to design an evaluation plan. 
Instructors are always looking for orga-
nizations willing to provide student 
support in exchange for the creation of 
an evaluation plan for the organization. 
Advanced evaluation classes often place 
students in an internship. Other classes 
at the University may provide evalua-
tion resources as well.

Educational Opportunities
As one might expect from an educa-
tional institution, there are many 
learning opportunities provided by 
the University. The website provides a 
one-stop listing of the various profes-
sional development programs, degree 
and certificate programs, and evaluation 
courses available. It also provides links 
to a variety of online resources to assist 
visitors in learning about or imple-
menting an evaluation.

For those looking for short-term 
conference, training, and fellowship 
opportunities at the University, the 
website lists those professional develop-
ment opportunities. Individuals who 
have completed an approved masters 
degree and have substantial work 
experience are eligible to enroll in the 
University’s interdisciplinary evalua-
tion certificate program. In addition, 
the University offers dozens of courses 
in evaluation as well as several degrees. 
Enrollment in a degree program is not 
required to take these courses, although 
most are taught during the day. For 
University graduate students, an inter-
disciplinary minor in program evalu-
ation is available. Graduate students 
majoring in educational policy and 
administration can add a program 
emphasis in evaluation.

Other Evaluation Resources
The University of Minnesota is not 
a business looking to make money 
providing evaluation services, nor do 
we want to compete with our gradu-
ates who offer professional evaluation 
services in the community. Accordingly, 
one page of the website is dedicated to 
external resources, and includes a link 
to the Minnesota Evaluation Associa-
tion, whose many members are avail-
able to provide evaluation services.

Conclusion
The University of Minnesota has a 
wealth of program evaluation resources, 
but they have been difficult to find. 
CURA’s new evaluation website opens 
the window on these resources. In so 
doing, it helps the University of Minne-
sota fulfill its Land Grant mission by 
improving access to University resources 
that are useful to individuals, govern-
ment agencies, and nonprofit organiza-
tions seeking assistance with program 
evaluation.

William J. Craig is associate director of 
the Center for Urban and Regional Affairs. 

The Program Evaluation at the U 
website is at www.evaluation.umn.edu. 
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The Center for Urban and Regional 
Affairs is pleased to announce 
the recipients of CURA’s 

2008–2009 faculty research awards, 
provided through the Faculty Inter-
active Research Program (FIRP) and 
Community Growth Options (U-CGO) 
program. FIRP was created to encourage 
University faculty to carry out research 
projects that involve significant issues 
of public policy for the state and that 
include interaction with community 
groups, agencies, or organizations in 
Minnesota. U-CGO provides applied 
faculty and student research assistance 
to local governments in developing 
communities on the edge of the Twin 
Cities metropolitan area, with the goal 
of helping these communities manage 
growth in ways that make development 
more sustainable, environmentally 
responsive, and economically efficient. 
The program is funded by the McKnight 
Foundation. Grants under these two 
programs are available to regular faculty 
members at the University of Minnesota 
and are awarded annually on a competi-
tive basis. 

African-Immigrant Organizations  ■

in Minneapolis and Saint Paul: Devel-
opment, Practices, and Financing. 
Successful ethnic enterprises offer an 
important path to economic security 
for migrants, and community-based 
organizations can help immigrants 
plan, build, and finance their busi-
nesses. Elizabeth Heger Boyle (Depart-
ment of Sociology) will study East 
African entrepreneurs to learn how 
they achieve business success and the 
extent to which they use the services 
of community-based organizations. 
The Community Affairs Division of the 
Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis is 
assisting with this study, which builds 
on two previous studies conducted 
in Chicago (of Latinos) and the Twin 
Cities (of Hmong). The researchers will 
consider how the Twin Cities envi-
ronment and the cultural heritage of 
African immigrants interact to influ-
ence migrants’ businesses, and how and 
why African immigrants differ from 
other migrant groups in their business 
choices. To answer the latter question, 
the study will highlight four factors 
unique to recent African immigrants: 

religion, race, levels of remittances, and 
the strength and nature of community 
organizations. The study will entail 
in-person surveys with 125 African 
immigrant business owners and a 
control group of 50 other business 
owners. The project will provide infor-
mation to create policy interventions 
well-tailored to the needs of immi-
grant entrepreneurs. CURA funding 
is provided by the Faculty Interactive 
Research Program.

Utilizing Local Mineral Resources  ■

in Energy Storage of Wind Energy 
with Hydrogen. The purpose of this 
project is to analyze a new way to use 
local Minnesota mineral resources to 
improve the efficiency of hydrogen 
generation from wind-generated elec-
trical energy. The proposed process, 
if successful, will directly contribute 
to the state’s goal of developing 
precommercial technologies to lay the 
basis for a sustainable energy infra-
structure and a hydrogen economy. 
J. Woods Halley (School of Physics 
and Astronomy) will seek to electro-
chemically produce hydrogen from 
wind-generated electricity, splitting 
water atoms and generating hydrogen 
using local mineral resources in the 
electrodes of the generator. This process 
is expected to substantially lower the 
electrical cost of generating hydrogen. 
The hydrogen generated may be used 
to replace hydrocarbons both in trans-
portation and in industrial produc-
tion, reducing their carbon imprint. 
The project is a collaboration with the 
Minnesota Department of Commerce’s 
Office of Energy Security. Further 
development of the technology would 
involve industry (Xcel), state (Depart-
ment of Commerce), and/or federal 
(Department of Energy) support. CURA 
funding is provided by the Faculty 
Interactive Research Program.

Using Historical Yield Data to  ■

Determine the Effect of Climate 
Change on Productivity of Spring 
Wheat, Barley, and Oats in Minnesota. 
Changes in the climate’s averages and 
variability that have been observed in 
Minnesota include higher average night-
time temperatures, higher summer dew 
points, and nearly a decade of above-

normal precipitation. Understanding 
the effect of such long-term climate 
change on yields of three cool-season 
cereals (spring wheat, barley, and oats) is 
important for the producers of Minne-
sota. If these climate trends continue, 
cropping systems may be altered perma-
nently and thereby erode crop diver-
sity. Katherine Klink (Department of 
Geography) will determine whether the 
observed pattern of climate variability 
and change in Minnesota has had an 
impact on the productivity and acreage 
of spring wheat, barley, and oats. The 
availability of long-term yield data 
that includes historical checks from 
the respective University of Minne-
sota breeding programs will enable the 
research group to determine whether 
climate change has had such an impact. 
CURA funding is provided by the 
Faculty Interactive Research Program.

The Minnesota Juvenile Justice  ■

Transitions Project. This study analyzes 
the transition of young offenders from 
Minnesota juvenile justice institu-
tions into their communities. We are 
investigating the following question: 
What factors impede or facilitate the 
“reentry” process for juvenile offenders? 
Whereas existing research on juvenile 
reentry concentrates on offenders’ 
post-incarceration experiences, this 
longitudinal study examines juveniles’ 
pre-incarceration, incarceration, and 
post-incarceration experiences. Joshua 
Page (Department of Sociology) will 
conduct interviews with 50 young 
offenders—once shortly before they 
leave juvenile justice facilities and three 
times after their release. In addition to 
advancing knowledge about the strug-
gles former offenders face as they leave 
correctional institutions, this study will 
pinpoint opportunities and community 
services that help them achieve their 
post-incarceration aspirations. In collab-
oration with governmental agencies and 
community organizations committed 
to reducing crime and assisting young 
lawbreakers, Page will employ the 
study’s findings to formulate policies 
that help former juvenile offenders 
transition to adulthood as productive 
members of their communities. CURA 
funding is provided by the Faculty Inter-
active Research Program.

2008–2009 Faculty Research Awards
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How Intermediary Organizations  ■

Influence Human Services: A Compar-
ison of Two Minnesota Networks. 
Nationally, an incredible transforma-
tion has occurred in how government 
works: a trend toward devolution and 
privatization, accompanied by prom-
ises of increased efficiency. Yet, the 
patchwork systems resulting from these 
efforts are filled with competing impera-
tives, contradictory goals, and siloed 
funding streams. The implications of 
these changes are significant in many 
fields, but none more important than 
human services because of its focus 
on our community’s most disadvan-
taged citizens. In practice, nonprofit 
human services organizations and 
government agencies are intertwined 
financially, programmatically, and 
operationally. Although such collabora-
tion is often lauded as a better way to 
implement new policies, there is little 
research about how to build effective 
networks or reform existing institu-
tions. Jodi Sandfort (Humphrey Insti-
tute of Public Affairs) will compare two 
networks of human service organiza-
tions that provide safety-net programs 
to low-income Minnesotans. Using 
a comparative case-study design, the 
study will explore the consequences 
of devolved and privatized service 
delivery for public policy implementa-
tion, organizational effectiveness, and 
citizen treatment. Because of limita-
tions in current theories, this study is 
designed to push understandings and 
develop propositions about the nature 
of government–nonprofit relationships 
that more closely match field condi-
tions. The study will challenge existing 
policy implementation assumptions and 
provide insights as to the types of insti-
tutions required to meet today’s human 
service delivery challenges. CURA 
funding is provided by the Faculty Inter-
active Research Program.

Tilling and Composting Compacted  ■

Soils to Decrease Stormwater Runoff. 
Standard construction practices compact 
soils and decrease the infiltration poten-
tial of the soil. Compacted soil covered 
with sod can have the same effect as 
impermeable pavement, resulting in 
excess water simply running off into 
the street and storm sewers. Runoff 
resulting from construction compaction, 
rooftops, and pavement contributes to 
the degradation of rivers through sedi-
mentation and erosion, the pollution 
of lakes and other water bodies, and the 
risk of flash flooding. It has often been 

asserted that tilling the compacted soil 
will increase infiltration and reduce 
runoff. However, this hypothesis has 
not been proven and the effect of these 
practices has not been quantified, 
leading many developers to resist imple-
menting such practices. John Gulliver 
(Department of Civil Engineering) will 
work with the Three Rivers Park District 
and the City of Maple Grove to test the 
hypothesis and quantify the impact of 
tilling compacted soil, and tilling and 
adding compost to the compacted soil. 
The goal of the project partners is to 
reduce stormwater runoff in developed 
and developing watersheds, reducing 
the impact of runoff on downstream 
rivers and lakes. The results of the 
project will suggest best practices for 
mitigating compaction on construction 
sites in newly developing areas of the 
Twin Cities that can be disseminated 
through the University of Minnesota 
Continuing Education’s Erosion and 
Sediment Control Certification Program. 
The project can also help to inform local 
municipalities considering regulatory 
approaches to reduce soil compaction 
and stormwater runoff. CURA funding 
is provided by the Faculty Interactive 
Research Program and the Community 
Growth Options program.

A Collaborative Decision Support  ■

Framework to Guide Stakeholder 
Construction of Land-Use Policy in 
Edge Communities. Rapidly expanding, 
small communities at the exurban 
fringe of the Twin Cities metropolitan 
area often lack the capacity to respond 
to growth pressures in ways that allow 
them to simultaneously realize the 
economic benefits of development, 
respond to community values, and 
protect critical natural resources and 
ecological areas. David Pitt (Department 
of Landscape Architecture), Carissa 
Schively Slotterback (Humphrey Insti-
tute of Public Affairs), and Richard 
Bolan (Humphrey Institute of Public 
Affairs) are developing a collaborative 
land-use planning decision-support 
system that allows stakeholders in three 
Carver County jurisdictions—the City of 
Waconia, the City of Victoria, and Lake-
town Township—to use green infrastruc-
ture systems as a basis for constructing 
and implementing sustainable land-use 
policies. The decision-support system 
will integrate interactive strategies 
for stakeholder engagement, spatial 
modeling capabilities of GIS technology, 
and emerging information visualization 
technologies. Stakeholders will construct 

and evaluate alternative scenarios of 
community growth in a process that 
involves iterative and reflective dialogue 
about the impacts of development 
decisions. The process of “trying on” 
alternative policies will continue until 
a “reasonable fit” is constructed among 
participating stakeholders. This project 
will produce a decision-making process 
and decision-support system that can be 
applied to other exurban communities 
in the metro area and beyond. CURA 
funding is provided by the Community 
Growth Options program, with addi-
tional funding from the University’s 
Metropolitan Consortium.

A Municipal Growth and Develop- ■

ment Toolkit for Peripheral Commu-
nities. Proposals for higher housing 
density and compact neighborhoods 
often raise community concern. In 
light of the rising economic, social, 
and environmental costs of sprawling 
development, civic leaders and plan-
ners in rapidly growing communities 
on the Twin Cities metropolitan edge 
need the tools and resources to rethink 
traditional suburban approaches to 
development and to address citizen 
concerns about more compact develop-
ment patterns. Working with the City 
of Farmington and City of Rosemount, 
two growing communities in Dakota 
County, Brenda Kayzar and Steven 
Manson (Department of Geography) 
are creating a growth and development 
“toolkit” to help build local capacity 
and community support for higher 
density, smart growth development. 
Components of the toolkit will include 
a model for developing smart growth 
land-use maps using GIS, approaches to 
encourage community involvement and 
collaboration, and resources to demon-
strate to citizens the economic and envi-
ronmental costs of standard suburban 
single-family development, the link 
between this type of development and 
limited housing affordability, and the 
link between design and successful 
higher density developments. The 
toolkit will assist civic leaders and plan-
ners in gaining community support for 
better long-term comprehensive plans, 
more walkable and livable communities, 
and more affordable housing, and will 
have wide application within the Twin 
Cities metropolitan area and elsewhere 
in the United States. CURA funding is 
provided by the Community Growth 
Options program.
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According to the U.S. Natural 
Resources Inventory, 2.2 million 
acres of land are developed 

each year in the United States—which 
corresponds to about 6,000 acres a 
day. Minnesota—in particular, the 
Twin Cities metropolitan area—is 
experiencing a similar conversion rate. 
Conversion results in the loss of many 
acres of high-quality natural lands to 
development. In public opinion polls, 
citizens consistently rank very highly 
the importance of open space and 
natural areas in their communities. 
Local governments in Minnesota are 
responsible for making development 

decisions and thus play an important 
role in conserving these open space 
and natural areas as they develop their 
communities. Local governments in 
the Twin Cities area have a strong 
history of conserving open space and 
natural areas, but how are communities 
managing today in the face of develop-
ment patterns that consume more land 
per person than in previous genera-
tions? In the summer of 2007, Embrace 
Open Space conducted a region-wide 
assessment to obtain answers to this 
question.

Embrace Open Space is a collab-
orative of organizations working to 

catalyze citizen and elected leadership 
to conserve and steward natural areas, 
parks, lakes, and rivers in the 11-county 
Twin Cities metropolitan area. Because 
of its regionwide scope, Embrace Open 
Space conducted a regional assess-
ment asking communities to rate their 
capacity for conserving open space and 
natural areas. The assessment asked 
about the resources, regulations, rela-
tionships, and operations that enable a 
community to conserve open space. All 
279 cities, townships, and counties in 
the 11-county metro area were invited 
to participate in the assessment. Our 
high response rate—70% of the 279 

Assessment of Local Governments’ Capacity 
to Conserve Open Space and Natural Areas 
in the Twin Cities Metropolitan Area 

By Jenna o. Fletcher
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More than 2.2 million acres of land are developed each year in the United States, resulting in the loss of many acres of high-
quality natural lands.
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surveyed communities—demonstrated 
the extent of local interest in this topic. 

The impetus for this study was to 
better understand, at a regional level, 
how local communities can be more 
successful in open space and natural 
area conservation. Although develop-
ment is a regular topic at city council, 
town board, or county board meetings, 
open space or natural area protection 
is discussed much less frequently. For 
example, our assessment found that 
68% of respondents said development 
was a topic discussed regularly or often, 
but only 37% said open space or natural 
area protection was a topic discussed 
regularly or often. In the absence of 
available regional information, local 
community leaders often seek input 
from, and compare themselves with, 
neighboring communities. Our study 
findings now provide Twin Cities metro 
area community leaders and citizens 
access to a unique regionwide set of 
data.

This article highlights the study 
methodology and key findings from our 
assessment study. Complete findings are 
detailed in our report, a look at commu-
nity capacity to conserve open Space in 
the twin cities area, published in May 
2008. 

Definitions and Methodology
This qualitative study asked leaders in 
local cities, townships, and counties to 
self-report conditions in their commu-
nities by responding to 60 questions. 
We sent the questionnaire to specific 
individuals in the community, in most 
cases the local professional planner on 
staff; however, in many cases, other 
local staff or elected officials responded. 
To increase response rates, we directly 
contacted individual recipients by 
phone after the questionnaire was sent, 
and informed them that individual 
responses would be confidential. The 
resulting information provides a robust 
qualitative assessment of the current 
conditions within communities. Of 

the 279 communities in the 11-county 
metro area, 70% completed the ques-
tionnaire (Table 1). This response rate 
provided a solid baseline for this assess-
ment and serves as a benchmark for 
future studies.

A broad group of individuals with 
various perspectives developed the 
assessment questionnaire cooperatively. 
An advisory group including individuals 
representing the University of Minne-
sota, planning consultants, county and 
city staff, nonprofit staff, and state agen-
cies provided direction for the study. 
The questionnaire typically included 
multiple-choice selections, but most 
questions also provided room for write-
in answers. These verbatim responses 
often provided excellent insights.

To deal with varying perceptions of 
key terms, the assessment questionnaire 
provided definitions of open space and 
natural areas. 

Open Space: land that is largely 
free of man-made structures, where 
ground cover is such that rain may 
enter the soil to replenish ground-
water, which may include, but is not 
limited to, natural areas, parks, and 
agricultural lands. 

Natural Areas: sites that are largely 
undisturbed by humans, and native 
vegetation is distributed in naturally 
occurring patterns across the land-
scape. These patterns change over 
time under the influence of drought, 
flooding, fires, and the interactions 
between plants and wildlife. 

We collected data for the assess-
ment via an Internet-based question-
naire during the summer of 2007. We 
sent the questionnaire to key staff in 
all counties, cities, and townships in 
the greater Twin Cities metro area. 
This 4,700-square-mile area includes 
the seven metropolitan counties 
(Anoka, Carver, Dakota, Hennepin, 
Ramsey, Scott, and Washington), as 

well as the four northern “collar” coun-
ties (Chisago, Isanti, Sherburne, and 
Wright). The area includes a total of 279 
governmental units: 11 counties, 173 
cities, and 95 townships. Although these 
11 counties (of the state’s 87 counties) 
represent less than 6% of Minnesota’s 
land area, they are home to nearly 60% 
of the state’s population. 

Factors that Impact Open 
Space and Natural Resource 
Conservation: Research Findings
The questionnaire and results were 
organized based on seven factors that 
impact open space and natural resource 
conservation. For example, the first 
factor, open space and natural resource 
planning, often results in the inclu-
sion of open space and natural resource 
objectives in comprehensive plans. The 
assessment questionnaire asked multiple 
questions about each of the seven 
factors. Each of the seven factors that 
impact open space and natural resource 
conservation is described in this article, 
and key findings from our study that are 
related to each factor are highlighted.

Open Space and Natural Resource 
Planning. Comprehensive plans (see 
sidebar on page 30) are the starting 
point for conserving open space and 
natural resources. They establish the 
long-term vision for the community, 
including the vision for open spaces 
and natural resources. Our assessment 
revealed that comprehensive plans 
contain varying degrees of detail about 
the communities’ vision and plan for 
open space and natural resource conser-
vation. We found that approximately 
73% of responding communities had 
an adopted park or open space plan 
(Table 2). Of these plans, 97% included 
parks, 84% included trails, 58% 
included open space conservation, and 
49% included natural area conservation. 
In addition, 62% of approved plans had 
provisions for acquisition of parks, open 
space, or natural areas. 

Strong support for parks, open 
space, and natural resource conserva-
tion in comprehensive plans should 
be implemented directly through 
communities’ land-use and develop-
ment ordinances, acquisition programs, 
and education efforts. The results in the 
following section indicate that many of 
the responding communities had ordi-
nances that could be used to conserve 
open space and natural resources. Our 
assessment indicates that ample oppor-
tunities exist for ensuring objectives 
in park, open space, and natural area 

Community  
Type

Number of  
responses

Pct. of  
responses

City 137  71.0%

Township 46  23.7%

County 11  5.3%

Total 194  100.0%

Table 1. Community Response Rate by Community Type 
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plans are implemented through such 
ordinances. 

Land-Use and Development 
Ordinances. Community compre-
hensive plans, and the land-use and 
development ordinances that guide 
the implementation of the plans (see 
sidebar), often form the backbone of a 
community’s open space and natural 
resource conservation approach. 
However, conventional land-use and 
development ordinances can inad-
vertently work against open space 
conservation. For example, open space 
conservation is often relegated to a 
community’s parks plan or the parks 
element of a comprehensive plan. The 
parks plan is then implemented solely 
through a conventional parks dedica-
tion ordinance requiring dedication of 
10% of the land in a subdivision for 
use as parks. The land to be dedicated 
often is not reviewed in relation to a 
natural resource inventory or a green-
ways plan, which frequently results in 
the dedication of isolated parcels that 
provide little natural resource value to 
the community. Similarly, communities 
often adopt shoreland and floodplain 
ordinances that merely follow the model 
ordinances provided by the regulating 
state or federal agency requiring local 
adoption of these ordinances. Although 
it is allowed by these agencies, most 
communities have not adapted the 
provisions of these ordinances to their 
own visions and objectives. Innovative 
regulatory tools such as natural resource 
protection ordinances, park dedication 
requirements tied to natural resource 
assessments, or alternative shoreland 
ordinances can allow more flexibility to 
better achieve open space and natural 
resource goals (see sidebar on page 32). 

Our community assessment sought 
to identify what ordinances are being 
employed in communities to establish 
how open space and natural resources 
are currently addressed (Table 3). The 

survey results suggest that a wide variety 
of ordinances are used to protect open 
space and natural areas. The majority 
of communities had ordinances related 
to park dedication (80%), planned 
unit development (PUD) (71%), and 
stormwater management (62%). Of 
communities with PUD ordinances, 
68% reported that the ordinances 
were actively used to protect natural 
resources and features. For protection 
of specific natural resources, a majority 
of communities had ordinances related 
to floodplains (69%), shoreland protec-
tion (67%), and wetland buffer zones 
(53%). Wetland buffers are not required 
by state wetland conservation laws. In 
communities that did require buffers, 
the buffer width requirements ranged 
from 16.5 to 20 feet, with some setbacks 
for structures and septic systems of 75 

feet from wetlands. Fewer communi-
ties used tree or wooded area protection 
ordinances (38%), slope buffer zones 
(38%), cluster development (25%), and 
natural resource protection overlay 
districts (16%). Very few communities 
used more innovative regulatory tools 
such as transfer of development rights 
(8%) or adequate public facilities ordi-
nances (6%). Adequate public facilities 
ordinances can protect open space and 
natural resources by preventing develop-
ment from occurring at low densities in 
areas without transportation and utility 
services.

Our assessment results indicated 
that communities used a wide variety 
of open space and natural resource 
protection ordinances. However, simply 
having an ordinance on the books is 
not always sufficient to achieve the 

The Comprehensive Plan 
A comprehensive plan represents a community’s vision of how it should 
grow, develop or redevelop, ensure adequate housing, provide essential 
public services, protect natural areas, and meet other community objectives. 
Cities, townships, and counties in the seven-county Twin Cities metropolitan 
area prepare comprehensive plans once every 10 years as required by the 
Metropolitan Land Planning Act. Communities outside the seven-county 
metropolitan area are not required to create comprehensive plans; however, 
many growing communities choose to create these visions and guides for 
their communities. Based on the community’s input, the plan describes the 
strategies to reach a community’s preferred pattern of growth.

Land-Use and Development Ordinances
Land-use and development ordinances regulate how land is used, subdivided, 
and redeveloped in a community. These regulations include zoning ordi-
nances, subdivision regulations, park dedication requirements, shoreland and 
floodplain ordinances, wetland buffer requirements, and others. Ordinances 
are one means of implementing the objectives of a comprehensive plan.

Comprehensive Plans and Land-Use 
Ordinances

Response  
options

Pct. of  
responses

Number of  
responses City Township County

Metro
area

Collar
county
area

Yes  72.5% 132 107 15 10 102 30

No  13.7% 25 8 16 1 14 11

In progress  13.7% 25 14 11 0 14 11

Total  99.9%* 182 129 42 11 130 52

Table 2. Does Community Have an Adopted Park and/or Open Space Plan? 

Note: The plan could be either a stand-alone plan or part of a larger plan, such as a comprehensive plan.

* Column adds to less than 100% due to rounding.
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goal of open space and natural resource 
protection. These ordinances should 
be evaluated in light of comprehensive 
planning objectives for open space 
and natural resource protection, and 
existing ordinances should be improved 
to better achieve these objectives. In 
addition, lesser-used tools such as 
natural resource protection overlay 
ordinances (only 6% of communities 
indicated use of this tool) should be 

considered to achieve comprehensive 
plan objectives. 

Implementation of Plans Through 
Nonregulatory Tools. To implement 
the parks and open space components 
of community comprehensive plans, 
a breadth of tools can be employed, 
including regulatory approaches, 
land acquisition, and other incen-
tives and education. In our study, 
many respondents indicated that their 

local government used nonregulatory 
tools (Table 4). In implementing their 
comprehensive plans, respondents cited 
purchase of land more often (43%) than 
conservation easements (36%) as a tool 
used. Respondents reported the use of 
other emerging implementation tools 
less often, including permanent agri-
cultural protection (10%), transfer of 
development rights (8%), and adequate 
public facilities ordinances (6%).

Response 
options

Pct. of 
responses

Number 
of 

responses City Township County
Metro
area

Collar
county
area

Floodplain 69.1% 123 100 16 7 95 28

Wetland buffer zone 52.8% 94 75 14 5 77 17

Tree or wooded area protection 38.2% 68 59 8 1 53 15

Shoreland protection 67.4% 120 92 20 8 89 31

Natural resource overlay district 15.7% 28 21 5 2 20 8

Park dedication 79.8% 142 116 20 6 103 39

Slope buffer 37.6% 67 53 11 3 55 12

Planned unit development 
ordinance

70.8% 126 107 16 3 91 35

Cluster development 24.7% 44 26 11 7 32 12

Stormwater management 
ordinance

62.4% 111 95 13 3 90 21

Others 21.3% 38 15 19 4 24 14

Table 3. Ordinances that Communities Use to Protect Open Spaces and/or Natural Areas

Note: Respondents were asked to select all that apply, allowing for multiple responses.

Response 
options

Pct. of 
responses

Number 
of 

responses City Township County
Metro
area

Collar
county
area

Purchase of land 42.5% 51 39 5 7 40 11

Purchase of easements 25.0% 30 22 4 4 24 6

Tax increment district 5.0% 6 6 0 0 6 0

Adequate public facilities 
ordinance

5.8% 7 6 1 0 7 0

Transfer of development rights 8.3% 10 5 4 1 7 3

Conservation easements 35.8% 43 35 4 4 39 4

Sending/receiving zones 1.7% 2 1 0 1 1 1

Permanent agriculture 
protection

10.0% 12 9 2 1 11 1

Others 15.0% 18 14 3 1 15 3

Table 4. Implementation Tools Cited in Comprehensive Plan

Note: Respondents were asked to select all that apply, allowing for multiple responses.
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Barriers to adoption of nonregulatory 
tools often exist. For example, purchase 
of land and conservation easements are 
alternatives to regulatory approaches, 
but require significant investments by 
the community. Transfer of development 
rights requires skilled administrative staff 
and transfer tracking tools. Adequate 
public facilities ordinances are intended 
to ensure needed public infrastructure 
is in place before growth can occur, but 
can lead to unintended consequences. 
For example, according to the National 
Center for Smart Growth Research 
and Education, overreliance on this 
tool in Maryland led to development 
moratoria that, in some cases, deflected 
development away from the very areas 
designated for growth in county compre-
hensive plans. Educating community 
members, elected and appointed offi-
cials, and staff about nonregulatory 
tools may be necessary to overcome 
these issues. Technical assistance with 
nonregulatory tools may also need to be 
provided by state agencies and nonprofit 
organizations involved in open space 
and natural resource protection. 

Conservation Funding. Commu-
nities and citizens are increasingly 
concerned about adequate funding for 
parks and natural areas. In terms of the 
financing tools used to implement parks/
open space plans, the communities we 
surveyed responded that park dedication 
was the most widely used tool (84%), 
followed by park fees (63%), and annual 
budget allocations (51%) (Table 5). In 
addition to these traditional means of 
financing parks and open space, commu-
nities across the country are increasingly 
using local conservation finance ballot 
measures or voter referenda that ask 
voters to increase sales or property taxes 
to provide an ongoing funding source, or 
are issuing general obligation bonds that 
can be used to finance land purchases. 
For example, according to LandVote (a 
nationwide database developed by The 
Trust for Public Land), 30 county or 
city ballot measures in Minnesota have 

raised $111 million in conservation 
funds since 1993. In our study, approxi-
mately 16% of communities reported 
that they had held a voter referendum to 
fund parks and open space. At the same 
time, 23% of those who had not held a 
referendum reported that it was possible 
or very likely that they would consider 
one in the future.

Citizen Interest and Urgency. Open 
space protection is increasingly cited as 
important to citizens. An informed and 

engaged citizenry will help influence 
local land-use decisions. According to 
the Minnesota Department of Natural 
Resources’ natural areas: protecting a 
Vital community asset, “one common 
theme in the experience of communi-
ties is the greater chance of success 
when there is a broad-based public 
support for natural areas and open space 
protection” (p. 25). To measure public 
support and action, we asked respon-
dents to gauge citizens’ level of interest. 

Park Dedication Ordinances
Most cities in the Twin Cities metropolitan area use park dedication ordinances 
to implement the objectives of a comprehensive plan. A park dedication ordi-
nance ties funding for new parks to the beneficiaries of the new park space—
new residents. Developers either dedicate a specific percentage of land being 
developed for use as a public park or, if the City determines there is not suit-
able land within the development for parkland, the developer pays an equiva-
lent one-time cash payment (called a park dedication fee) to develop park 
facilities in the general vicinity of the new development. Funding from several 
such developments can be pooled to create larger parks and natural areas.

Conservation Design/Cluster Development Ordinances
These types of ordinances allow smaller lot sizes than normally permitted 
so that home sites can be clustered, with the remaining land set aside as 
common open space for residents. The intent is to conserve unique and 
sensitive natural features on a development site, such as woodlands, steep 
slopes, streams, flood lands, and wetlands.

Planned Unit Development Ordinances
Planned unit development (PUD) ordinances are aimed at allowing for more 
creative and imaginative design of developments than is possible under 
normal zoning regulations. PUD ordinances are intended to allow substantial 
flexibility in planning and designing a proposal. This flexibility often accrues 
in the form of relief from compliance with conventional zoning ordinance 
site and design requirements. Ideally, this flexibility results in a development 
that is better planned, contains more amenities, and ultimately is more desir-
able to live in than one produced in accordance with typical zoning ordi-
nance and subdivision controls.

Open Space and Natural Resource 
Protection Ordinances

Response 
options

Pct. of 
responses

Number 
of 

responses City Township County
Metro
area

Collar
county
area

Park dedication 84.2% 101 87 11 3 76 25

Park fees 63.3% 76 62 8 6 54 22

Annual budget allocations 50.8% 61 48 5 8 47 14

Table 5. Open Space Financing Tools Cited in Comprehensive Plans

Note: Respondents were asked to select all that apply, allowing for multiple responses.
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Separately, we also asked about citizens’ 
level of urgency related to open space 
protection, based on the assumption 
that interest may be high, but action 
may not result if urgency is low. 

Responding communities reported 
high levels of citizen interest in 
protecting open space and natural 
areas (81% reported moderate to lots 
of interest), but lower levels of citizen 
urgency (58% reported moderate to 
lots of urgency). Almost half (49%) of 
communities reported that citizens 
attended development-related hearings 
frequently, and 20% reported increasing 
attendance during the past two years. 
One-third (33%) of responding commu-
nities reported that they had an active 
citizen group focused on community 
growth, natural area and park protec-
tion, or another land-use related topic, 
and a near equivalent number (30%) 
reported that they had a nonprofit 
group working on land conservation or 
water quality in the community. Finally, 
although media coverage helps inform 
citizens, the majority of communities 
(52%) reported that local newspapers 
provided little coverage of how to inte-
grate land protection into the commu-
nity as it grows. 

Natural Resource Information 
for Decision Making. Use of high-
quality natural resource information 
(see sidebar) can help guide rational 
land-use decisions in communities and 
avoid the unintended consequences of a 
development-focused planning process, 
including open space becoming the 
“leftover” pieces. In our study, more 
than half (56%) of responding commu-
nities indicated that natural resources 
information was regularly taken into 
consideration by policy makers when 
making development decisions, and 
34% indicated that natural resource 
information was sometimes taken into 
consideration. Slightly less than half 
(48%) of communities responded that 
they have used natural resource inven-
tory information or another method to 
prioritize natural resource protection 
efforts. Respondents indicated that 
maps with natural resource informa-
tion are available to local policy makers 
in multiple ways, including hard-copy 
maps at the government center (64%), 
electronic maps in Portable Document 
Format (PDF) (43%), and online interac-
tive mapping applications (17%).

Some communities gather and 
provide high-quality natural resource 
information to applicants for zoning 
and subdivision permits. This service 

ensures that consistent information is 
used as the basis for reviewing applica-
tions. Maps of land cover, planned parks 
and trails systems, natural resource 
protection areas, bluffs, and other 
natural resources can be generated by 
geographic information systems staff 
for use by applicants. This type of infor-
mation can be used at a preapplication 
meeting to explain community open 
space, natural resource, and develop-
ment priorities, or at the plan review 
stage to encourage development that 
protects such resources. 

Local Staff Expertise and 
Experience. Community planning 
staff can have significant influence on 
community land-use decisions. Compre-
hensive plan objectives are more likely 
to be achieved if planning staff are well-
versed in the community’s open space, 
natural resource, and development 
objectives and understand the regula-
tory and nonregulatory tools available to 
achieve the plan objectives. Our assess-
ment found that many local government 
departments were involved in imple-
menting comprehensive plans, including 
planning, parks, public works, engi-
neering, and community development. 
More than half (52%) of responding 
communities reported having at least 
one full-time equivalent (FTE) planning 
staff member, either in-house or through 
contracted services. However, only 14% 
had one or more FTE staff member 
dedicated to natural resource planning, 
73% had less than 0.5 FTE working on 
natural resource planning, and 13% 

had 0.5–1 FTE. The remaining 48% of 
communities indicated that they had 
less than one FTE or no dedicated plan-
ning staff of any kind. The assessment 
indicated that community staff change 
jobs somewhat regularly—for example, 
38% of respondents had worked for their 
community for three years or less—but a 
large number of respondents (31%) had 
a significant history with their commu-
nity (10 years or more). 

Analyzing Potential Community 
Differences in Local Government 
Capacity to Conserve Open 
Space and Natural Areas
Local communities are inherently 
unique, yet the abundance of data we 
collected for this assessment encourages 
the examination of our data to identify 
patterns of differences. We anticipated 
that potential differences might be 
observed between outlying communities 
and more fully developed communities, 
because the front edge of “greenfield” 
development growth pressures is now 
reaching outlying communities. To test 
whether the assessment revealed any 
differences, we analyzed the data using 
two approaches: a community classifica-
tion schema that separates communities 
that are almost fully developed from 
those that are currently developing, and 
an analysis of differences between the 
seven-county Twin Cities metro area 
and the four “collar” counties. 

Comparison of Communities 
Stratified by Community Type. One 
method to stratify communities by type 

What Is a Natural Resource Inventory? 
A natural resource inventory (NRI) is the information collected to identify 
the location and character of natural resources. It can include anything 
from a simple hand-drawn map to comprehensive geographic information 
systems-based land cover maps.

What Is a Natural Resource Assessment?
A natural resource assessment (NRA) is an analysis of the natural resource 
inventory to aid in decision-making and management efforts. An NRA can 
range from a simple visual analysis to detect patterns on a map to a complex 
rainwater runoff model. 

Source: Minnesota Department of natural resources, Protecting the Future: 
A Quick Guide to Using Natural Resource Information, 2004. available at 
www.dnr.state.mn.us/nrig/index.html.

Natural Resource Inventories and 
Assessments
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is described in Growth pressures on Sensi-
tive natural areas in Dnr’s central region 
(2006). This schema, shown in Figure 1, 
has five community classification types: 
central and stressed cities, developing job 
centers, bedroom developing communi-
ties, developed job centers, and affluent 
residential areas. These community clas-
sifications are determined by both the 
local government’s fiscal capacity and 
the costs it faces in providing services. 
For example, the two central cities of 
Minneapolis and St. Paul and many 
surrounding suburban communities 
show a lower than average fiscal capacity 
and greater than average cost factors, 
which together imply fiscal stress. 

For this assessment, the two devel-
oping community types—developing 
job centers and developing bedroom 
communities—are of particular interest 
because they face greater challenges 
related to development and conserva-
tion. Table 6 shows the distribution of 
the 183 responding communities in 
this study within these five community 
classifications. 

Questionnaire results were separated 
based on community classification 
type and reviewed to assess any differ-
ences between developing communi-
ties (both developing job centers and 
developing bedroom communities) and 
developed communities (central cities 
and stressed municipalities, developed 
job centers, and affluent residential 
areas). The comparative analysis, inter-
estingly, did not produce any notable 
differences in the results obtained using 
this questionnaire. This may suggest 
that many communities representing 
different classification types experience 
similar challenges related to growth and 
development. Also, our questionnaire 
may not have been precise enough to 
identify differences between developing 
and developed community types. Alter-
natively, this classification schema may 
not be effective in highlighting commu-
nity differences.

Comparison of the Seven-County 
Twin Cities Metro Area and the Four 
Collar Counties. We also analyzed 
the results to identify any differences 
between communities in the seven-
county metro area (Anoka, Carver, 
Dakota, Hennepin, Ramsey, Scott, and 
Washington) that are served by the 
Metropolitan Council1 and the commu-

1 The Metropolitan Council provides resources and 
planning assistance to communities throughout the 
seven-county Twin Cities metropolitan region to 
support coordinated, cost-effective growth. 

nities in the four northern collar coun-
ties (Chisago, Isanti, Sherburne, and 
Wright) that are outside of the Metro-
politan Council region. In this analysis, 
we did observe some differences:

Metropolitan communities had  .
adopted parks and/or open space 
plans more often than collar county 
communities. This difference is likely 
due to the fact that comprehensive 
plans are required by the Metropol-
itan Council for communities located 
in the seven-county metropolitan 
area. 
Metropolitan communities used  .
some ordinances more commonly 
than did collar county communi-
ties, including wetland and slope 
buffers and stormwater management 
ordinances. 
Metropolitan communities had  .
community development depart-
ments involved in implementing 
park and open space plans more 
often than did collar county 
communities. 
Collar county communities reported  .
open space or natural area protec-
tion was a topic on the agenda 
of city or county board meetings 
only “rarely” or “occasionally” 
more often than did metropolitan 
communities. 
Metropolitan communities have had  .
voter referenda on open space more 
often than collar county communi-
ties have. At the same time, however, 
of those communities that had not 
yet held voter referenda, metro-
politan and collar communities were 
as equally likely to consider holding 
them in the future. 
Metropolitan communities had  .
budgets for natural resource 

assessment, community participa-
tion, conservation easements, and 
restoration activities more often than 
collar county communities.
Metropolitan communities had  .
completed far more natural resources 
inventories than had collar county 
communities. In addition, these 
inventories have been used more 
often by metropolitan communities 
to prioritize natural resource and 
water quality protection than by 
collar county communities. 

Although each local community’s 
unique characteristics make it imprac-
tical to apply any single assessment 
model, our assessment does have the 
potential to provide a regional analysis. 
Understanding the factors that impact 
natural resource conservation and 
protection efforts can provide knowl-
edge applicable to longer-range local 
planning and policies. Repeating the 
assessment over time may reveal trends 
to help identify which factors are truly 
critical precursors to open space and 
natural area protection efforts. 

Potential Policy Implications 
of Our Assessment
Although our assessment was meant to 
provide baseline information for future 
research, our findings have potential 
policy implications for both communi-
ties and the nonprofits and agencies 
that support them. 

Natural Areas Planning. The region 
is doing well in terms of traditional 
park planning—73% of responding 
communities had an adopted parks or 
open space plan with park dedications 
as the primary means of implementa-
tion. However, the region is doing less 
well in terms of natural areas planning, 

Community 
Classification Type

Number 
of Cities

Number of 
Townships Total

Pct. of 
Total

Central cities and stressed 
municipalities

43 0 43 23%

Developed job centers 23 0 23 13%

Developing job centers 41 6 47 26%

Developing bedroom 
communities

22 40 62 34%

Affluent residential areas 8 0 8 4%

Total 137 46 183 100%

Table 6. Distribution of City and Township Respondents by Community Classifica-
tion Type



Fall/Winter 2008     35

Airport

GOODHUE

DAKOTA

RICE

PIERCE

LE SUEUR

SIBLEY

CARVER

SCOTT

ST. CROIX

HENNEPIN

RAMSEY

PINE

BURNETT

POLK

SHERBURNE

ISANTI

CHISAGO

ANOKA

WASHINGTON

KANABEC

MILLE 
LACS

STEARNS

MEEKER

WRIGHT

Figure 1. Municipalities in the Seven-County Twin Cities Metropolitan Area, by Community Classification Type

Data Source: Ameregis

Reprinted with permission from: Ameregis and Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, Growth Pressures on Sensitive Natural Areas in DNR’s Central Region (Minneapolis 
and St. Paul: Ameregis and MnDNR, 2006), p. 38.
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especially of upland areas; only 50% of 
communities included these areas in 
their plans with ordinances focused on 
floodplains and wetlands. The current 
status of natural areas planning in 
the region raises the question of how 
communities can be educated about the 
need to consider natural resources in 
addition to parks in their planning.

Connection Between Plan 
Objectives and Implementation Tools. 
As reflected in their comprehensive 
plans, communities valued open space 
and natural resources, but the imple-
mentation of comprehensive plan goals 
and policies through regulatory and 
nonregulatory tools is not always being 
undertaken. The connection between 
plan objectives and implementation 
tools should be clarified and strength-
ened. In addition, the barriers that exist 
to implementing open space plans, such 
as a lack of funding or lack of political 
will, should be investigated. Lastly, 
how can communities consider open 
space conservation in the context of 
development?

Park Dedications. Park dedications 
were the most commonly used tool to 
implement open space and natural area 
objectives, and communities appeared 
comfortable with this, as seen in their 
written responses. However, in actual 
practice, park dedication does not 
necessarily lead to high-quality, larger, 
connected parks and natural areas. One 
area for consideration is whether park 
dedication ordinances can be modified 
to better implement open space and 
natural area objectives (for example, by 
requiring dedication of land in identi-
fied greenways or priority natural areas).

PUD Ordinances. PUD ordinances 
were widely used, but they are effec-
tive as a land conservation tool only if 
they are used in conjunction with high-
quality natural resources information. 
Conservation design ordinances often 
utilize PUD-like flexibility and review 
processes to directly protect open space 
and natural areas. Communities should 
consider whether PUD ordinances could 
be improved or replaced with more 
innovative tools such as conservation 
design ordinances.

Tree Protection. Tree protection 
ordinances were frequently cited in 
support of open space conservation. 
However, these ordinances usually focus 
on tree replacement and landscaping, 
not on larger wooded area protection. 
Communities might investigate ways 
to modify tree protection ordinances to 
better protect trees from being removed 

prior to development, or to restore 
wooded areas rather than landscaped 
areas.

Natural Resource Protection 
Overlay Districts. Natural resource 
protection overlay districts were rarely 
utilized. The barriers that prevent or 
discourage local communities from 
implementing this tool, which inte-
grates the protection of multiple 
resources, should be investigated. Are 
there successful examples of natural 
resource protection ordinances in the 
Twin Cities metropolitan area that can 
be shared more broadly with other 
communities?

Nonregulatory Tools and 
Nontraditional Funding. Purchase 
of land and conservation easements 
are good alternatives to regulatory 
approaches, but require investments by 
the community. Local officials might 
benefit from tools that can help them 
identify which lands should be perma-
nently protected for public enjoyment. 
In addition, the funding side of the 
equation is important. Where are addi-
tional sources of funding available? Are 
communities aware of, and effectively 
leveraging, other sources of funding? 
Should communities more broadly 
consider voter referenda? 

Usage of Natural Resource 
Information. Natural resource informa-
tion and assessment of that informa-
tion were uneven throughout the Twin 
Cities metro area. Regional, state, and 

local agencies should help to address 
this disparity by deepening usage of 
high-quality natural resource informa-
tion and assessments.

Assistance for Townships. The 
capacity of smaller communities, such 
as townships, appeared to be more 
limited, as evidenced both by their 
lower response rate and by the number 
who responded that the capacity factors 
were often out of their hands and 
handled by the county or other juris-
dictions. In addition to a lack of staff 
and money, such communities often 
do not see the urgency of planning for 
open space until the wave of develop-
ment overtakes them and it is too late 
to respond. Specific assistance that takes 
into account smaller communities’ 
unique situations should be targeted to 
townships.

Agency and Nonprofit Assistance. 
Our assessment identified areas in 
which communities were seeking assis-
tance from state and local agencies and 
nonprofits. Responding communities 
most often requested assistance with 
education for elected officials (74%), 
followed by workshops (55%). Supple-
menting staff capacity is another oppor-
tunity, because 48% of respondents 
had less than one FTE staff planner. 
Only 48% of responding communities 
reported using natural resource inven-
tory information or other methods to 
prioritize natural resource protection 
efforts. In addition, a large percentage 
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Although a majority of communities that were surveyed had ordinances related 
to floodplains and shoreland, these ordinances often merely follow the model 
ordinances provided by the regulating state or federal agency, and are not adapted 
to the visions, objectives, or local conditions of the community. 
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(40%) responded that they wanted to 
increase awareness through local media. 
One area for future consideration is how 
education, technical assistance, natural 
resource information, and outreach can 
be increased for cities and townships.

Conclusion
Our intention with this qualitative 
assessment was to obtain baseline 
information; however, the assessment 
can also be used to reassess capacity for 
open space and natural area protection 
at regular intervals over time. As with 
all other research, the analysis of this 
data led to identification of a few areas 
where the assessment questionnaire 
and methodology could be improved. 
For example, by revising the wording 
of assessment questions in the future, 
the assessment could provide a better 
understanding of not just what imple-
mentation tools are used, but also what 
tools are working, as perceived by the 
communities. The methodology should 
also be adjusted to better analyze poten-
tial differences between community 
classifications, which may be accom-
plished by asking communities to self-
identify their community classification 
type. In addition, the assessment could 
explore relationships between commu-
nity capacity for planning and imple-
mentation, and citizens’ ratings of their 
quality of life within the community. 

Our results suggest that, at least to 
some degree, all communities in the 
11-county metro area face challenges 
related to their capacity to balance 
development and conservation. Most 
community leaders and staff currently 
do not have access to recognized best 
practices and processes, or even compre-
hensive training in how to balance 
growth and conservation. Twin Cities 
metropolitan communities should strive 
to develop a more holistic approach to 
concurrently manage and accommo-
date growth while protecting natural 
resources. The community of Thousand 
Oaks, California, serves as an example 
of such an approach. Thousand Oaks 
was able to preserve 31% of its land base 
while simultaneously accommodating 
114% growth over 25 years. Six factors 
contributed to the city’s successful open 
space conservation: community initia-
tive and support; open space conserva-
tion policies; diverse implementation 
techniques (including ordinances, 
zoning, land purchases, and land 
trades); creation of a local agency for 
open space stewardship; experience and 
commitment of staff; and interagency 

cooperation through a joint-powers 
agreement.2 

For communities to successfully 
implement their open space and natural 
areas objectives, a reinforcing set of 
factors that form a framework must 
exist in the community. The factors 
that create an effective framework 
should include planning for open space 
and natural areas, land-use and devel-
opment ordinances, (including those 
related to zoning and subdivision), 
nonregulatory tools such as incentives 
and purchase of land, conservation 
funding, active citizen interest creating 
urgency and reinforced by media 
coverage of open space topics, high-
quality natural resources information, 
and committed and seasoned planning 
and zoning staff. 

Our findings demonstrate that 
if our region wishes to continue the 
tradition of protecting open space and 
natural areas, communities need to be 
aware of, and align, many components 
of “community capacity.” In short, 
community capacity requires more 
than just a good comprehensive plan; it 
includes other components that ensure 
smooth implementation of the goals, 
policies, and objectives articulated in 
the comprehensive plan. 

The seven factors we assessed 
compose a framework for studying 
local governments’ efforts to conserve 

2 M.A. Towne, “Open Space Conservation in Urban 
Environments: Lessons from Thousand Oaks, 
California,” urban ecosystems 2 (1998): 85–101. 

open space and natural areas. Through 
regular assessment, the responses can, 
over time, potentially reveal trends 
and areas of emphasis for training, as 
well as inform agencies and nonprofit 
organizations in their work to support 
these communities. Introducing this 
framework through the study may in 
itself inspire communities to self-assess, 
as well as to compare their capacity to 
other similarly situated communities. 
We hope this regional assessment assists 
local communities in conserving open 
space and natural areas as they develop 
their communities. 

Jenna O. Fletcher is the program coordi-
nator for Embrace Open Space, a collabor-
ative of organizations working to further 
local communities’ conservation of parks 
and natural areas. She has previously 
worked as a policy analyst for the Minne-
sota Forest Resources Council, as a policy 
researcher on land conservation policies 
for the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s 
Forest Service, and as a smart growth 
research assistant for ICF Consulting, 
a national environmental public policy 
consulting firm.

The author would like to acknowl-
edge the Growing by Design Technical 
Resource Center at 1000 Friends of 
Minnesota for the major tasks of con-
ducting this study, including data collec-
tion, analysis, and creation of all graphs 
and tables. The author also thanks Jean 
Coleman of CR Planning for her sig-
nificant contributions to this article. In 
addition, the author thanks the advisors, 
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Communities should consider innovative tools such as conservation design ordinances 
which, when used with high-quality natural resources information, can be very 
effective at protecting natural areas and open space.
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reviewers, and testers for this work—the 
Land Use Advisory Committee of the 
Metropolitan Council, whose members 
affirmed that this information will be of 
significant value to communities; and the 
individuals representing the 194 commu-
nities that responded to the survey, who 

committed their valuable time to com-
plete the questionnaire. 

The research on which this article is 
based was supported by funding from the 
McKnight Foundation. CURA Associate 
Director William Craig served on the advi-
sory committee for the project.

For more information about this 
research project, contact the author at 
Jenna.Fletcher@tpl.org. For a copy of the 
full report, A Look at Community Capacity 
to Conserve Open Space in the Twin Cities 
Area, visit www.embraceopenspace.org. 

The Center for Urban and Regional 
Affairs celebrated its 40th birthday 
this past fall. The celebration 

included a gathering of staff, friends, 
and colleagues for a dinner and cruise 
on the Mississippi River aboard the 
Minneapolis Queen. Also planned for this 
spring are a conference on CURA and 
the University’s urban mission, and a 
special issue of the cura reporter on 
CURA’s past, present, and future.

CURA was formed in the crucible of 
the urban crisis that began to emerge 
in the mid-1960s. The University of 
Minnesota, like many other universi-
ties and colleges across the country at 
the time, faced considerable pressure 
from students, faculty, and communi-
ties to respond to the political and social 
upheavals that had left the nation in 
turmoil—tensions among the races, 
widespread poverty, uncertainty about 
economic growth, families in disarray, 
serious weaknesses in our educational 
and healthcare systems, poor housing 
for many, increasing drug use and crime, 
failures in our physical infrastructure, and 
confusion in government. No one could 
deny the evidence of serious cleavages in 
the nation provided by the almost daily 
television coverage of riots, shootings, 
fires, and lootings in many of our major 
urban centers, including Minneapolis. 

In response to these issues and pres-
sures, and consistent with the Univer-
sity of Minnesota’s land grant mission 
to serve the people of the state, the 
University administration, the Board 
of Regents, and the state legislature 
provided resources for creation of a 
new all-University “Center for Urban 
and Regional Affairs.” In March 1968, 
Professor Fred Lukermann, then assis-
tant academic vice president, outlined 
two broad aims for the new center: 
“work through organized agencies and 
community groups, not independently 
as a University competing agency; … 

and respond to requests to the Univer-
sity and try to match those requests 
with available University resources, to 
assure maximum community relevance 
[for] our pilot projects.”

Since CURA’s creation, our mission 
has been to help make the University of 
Minnesota more responsive to the needs 

of the larger community and to increase 
constructive interaction between 
faculty, students, and staff on one hand, 
and those dealing with urban issues 
and problems on the other hand. CURA 
encourages and helps support faculty 
and student research projects growing 
out of major issues of public concern to 
the citizens of Minnesota. In virtually all 
cases, this research is done in conjunc-
tion with persons, agencies, or commu-
nity groups outside of the University. In 
effect, CURA’s mission has been to do 
for urban issues and problems what the 
land grant university has done over the 
years in other areas such as agriculture 
and healthcare.

In substantive terms, CURA’s 
programs and projects are continuously 
redefined, but they remain consistent 
with the original concept for CURA in 
that they are all related to the urbanizing 
process and they all affect Minnesotans 
wherever they live and work. In the 

most recent decade, CURA’s emphases 
have been on communities and neigh-
borhoods, economic development and 
employment, education, energy and 
environment, housing, human and 
social services, health, land use and 
population, transportation, minorities 
and disadvantaged persons and groups, 
public policy, and governmental reform. 
In addition, CURA has special projects in 
geographic information systems (GIS), 
Twin Cities neighborhood revitalization 
and economic development, community 
organization capacity-building, develop-
ment pressures on the urban fringe, and 
survey research. 

In many ways, CURA’s work is more 
important now than it was when it 
began in 1968. The fundamental issues 
of poverty, racial/ethnic tension, poor 
education, crime, job creation, inad-
equate housing, economic develop-
ment, chemical abuse, environmental 
degradation, inadequate health care, 
and weakening family structures are 
as much with us today as they were 
then. And we know now that these 
problems are not confined to the older 
parts of our large core cities, but can be 
found in all communities in one form 
or another. We also know now that 
throwing dollars at urban-related prob-
lems, as we did in the 1960s and 1970s, 
does not make them go away, nor does 
ignoring them as we did in the 1980s. 
If we have learned anything in the past 
four decades, it is that better under-
standing and better knowledge are crit-
ical to make the kinds of fundamental 
changes necessary for lasting progress. 
This is what CURA has endeavored to 
help make happen at the University of 
Minnesota for the last 40 years.

Thomas M. Scott is director of the Center 
for Urban and Regional Affairs and 
professor of political science.

Happy 40th Birthday, CURA!

by thomas M. Scott
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The Center for Urban and Regional 
Affairs supports community-
based research projects through 

several different programs. If you 
represent a community organiza-
tion or agency and are unsure which 
program listed below is most suit-
able for your project proposal, simply 
complete a general Community-Based 
Research Program Application Form at 
www.cura.umn.edu/Programs 
/curaappform.html and we will route 
your request to the appropriate program.

The  ■ Community Assistantship 
Program (CAP) matches community-
based nonprofit organizations, citizen 
groups, and government agencies in 
Greater Minnesota with students who 
can provide research assistance. Eligible 
organizations define a research project, 
submit an application, and if accepted, are 
matched with a qualified student to carry 
out the research. The application deadline 
for summer semester 2009 assistantships 
(early June through August) is March 15, 
2009. For more information, to discuss 
potential projects, or for assistance with 
applications, contact CAP coordinator Will 
Craig at 612-625-3321 or wcraig@umn.
edu, or visit www.cura.umn.edu/cap.php.

Neighborhood Planning for Commu- ■

nity Revitalization (NPCR) provides 
student research assistance to community 
organizations in Minneapolis, St. Paul, 
and metro area suburbs that are involved 
in community-based revitalization. Proj-
ects may include any issue relevant to a 
neighborhood’s or community’s needs and 
interests, including planning, program 
development, or program evaluation. 
Priority is given to projects that support 
and involve residents of color. Applica-
tions from organizations collaborating 
on a project are encouraged. The applica-
tion deadline for summer semester 2009 
assistantships (early June through August) 
is March 15, 2009. For more informa-
tion, visit www.cura.umn.edu/npcr.php 
or contact NPCR program director Kris 
Nelson at 612-625-1020 or ksn@umn.edu.

The  ■ Communiversity Program 
funds quarter-time graduate student 
assistantships for one semester to help 
community-based nonprofit organiza-
tions or government agencies with a 
specific project. The application deadline 
for summer semester 2009 assistant-

ships (early June through August) is 
March 15, 2009. For more information, 
contact CURA community program 
assistant Jeff Corn at 612-625-0744 
or curacbr@umn.edu, or visit 
www.cura.umn.edu/communiversity.php.

Community Growth Options ■  
(U-CGO) provides land-use planning 
related research and technical assistance 
to help growing communities on the 
edge of the Twin Cities metropolitan 
area manage growth in ways that make 
development more sustainable, environ-
mentally responsive, and economically 
efficient. Eligible communities define 
a research project, submit an applica-
tion, and if accepted, are matched with 
appropriate graduate student or faculty 
resources to carry out the research. 
Applications for assistance are accepted 
on an ongoing basis. For more informa-
tion, to discuss potential projects, or 
for assistance with applications, contact 
U-CGO program coordinator Mike Greco 
at 612-625-7501 or mgreco@umn.edu, 
or visit www.cura.umn.edu/cgo.php.

The  ■ Minnesota Center for Neighbor-
hood Organizations (formerly known 
as the Twin Cities Training Program for 
Neighborhood Organizers) trains people 
to work effectively in organizing and 
staffing neighborhood organizations. 
It trains new organizers and increases 
the skills of existing neighborhood staff 
through internships, workshops, and 
other programs. For more information 
about the program and the training 
opportunities available, contact program 
director Jay Clark at 612-625-2513 or 
clark037@umn.edu.

Northside Seed Grants ■  support 
community organizations that operate 
programs serving residents of Minneap-
olis’ Northside community by providing 
student research assistants and faculty 
researchers to carry out neighborhood-
initiated and neighborhood-guided 
projects. The application deadline 
for summer semester 2009 assistant-
ships (early June through August) is 
March 15, 2009. For more information, 
visit www.cura.umn.edu/NSG.php or 
contact program director Kris Nelson at 
612-625-1020 or ksn@umn.edu.

The  ■ University-Neighborhood 
Network (UNN) links community 

organizations to course-based neighbor-
hood projects that students carry out as 
part of course requirements at a Twin 
Cities college or university. Organiza-
tions that participate in the program 
identify projects with which they need 
assistance. UNN then locates faculty who 
teach courses that meet the organiza-
tion’s needs, and students who have an 
interest in the proposed project. Partici-
pation in UNN is coordinated through a 
web database system. For more informa-
tion, visit www.cura.umn.edu/unn/, or 
contact UNN coordinator Jeff Corn at 
612-625-0744 or unn@umn.edu.

The  ■ Faculty Interactive Research 
Program is designed to encourage 
University of Minnesota faculty to 
carry out research projects that involve 
a significant issue of public policy for 
the state or its communities, and that 
include interaction with groups, agen-
cies, or organizations in Minnesota 
involved with the issue. Ideal projects 
will have an applied orientation, as 
well as serve the research interests of 
the faculty member. Awards cover the 
faculty member’s salary for one month 
during the summer, and support a half-
time graduate research assistant for one 
year. Application materials for the 2009–
2010 academic year competition will be 
mailed to eligible faculty in early spring 
semester. For more information, visit 
www.cura.umn.edu/FIRP.php or contact 
the CURA director at 612-625-1551.

The  ■ New Initiative Program accepts 
project proposals from community 
organizations, government agencies, 
and University of Minnesota faculty and 
students for projects that are inappro-
priate for or unrelated to other CURA 
programs. CURA is always looking for a 
good new idea, and supports many new 
projects outside of our existing program 
areas. The best approach is to call us 
to discuss the idea; if it looks worth-
while, we will encourage you to write a 
brief proposal. For projects supporting 
government agencies, we usually seek 
matching funds. Maximum support for 
a project is generally a half-time grad-
uate student research assistant for one 
academic year; support for one semester 
is more typical. For more information 
or to discuss a project idea, contact 
CURA associate director Will Craig at 
612-625-3321 or wcraig@umn.edu. 

Project Funding Available from CURA
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