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Executive Summary 

In an effort to provide leadership in planning, development and management of housing 
solutions, the Whittier Housing Corporation developed a project to evaluate the current 
housing situation in the Whittier Neighborhood. This information is used by the Whittier 
Housing Corporation to identify areas of the neighborhood that are deteriorating and in 
need of various forms of revitalization. The foundation of a central database with 
property information from the City Assessor's Office was already established, but 
required updating and further assessment. Much of the information regarding the 
demographics of Whittier along with property information was mapped and made 
presentable. There were many obstacles that made this project difficult and many of 
these obstacles were due to the hierarchy of several organizations outside the control of 
the Whittier Housing Corporation. Some of the problems were caused because of limited 
access to information, others from a lack of funding, and others were merely caused by 
disorganization of other agencies and methods of collecting data. 

Introduction 

The Whittier Housing Corporation (WHC) is a four-year-old nonprofit, 501(c)3 tax 
exempt organization whose mission is to provide leadership in the planning, development 
and management of housing solutions that serve the needs of the Whittier community. 
WHC owns 158 units ofleasehold cooperatives that house over 300 children under the 
age of 18 and over 200 adults. Two-thirds of these residents are working poor and one
third are affected by Welfare to Work. At any one time, 95% of these co-ops are 
occupied. These are also some of the only three and four bedroom bedrooms units 
located in South Minneapolis. As one can see, there is a need not only to preserve, but 
also to add to the affordable housing supply in Whittier. Due to this need, this research 



project began with the intent to embark on a plan that would evaluate more in depth the 
current housing stock, both owner-occupied and rental, in the Whittier Neighborhood. 

There were four primary goals that were to be accomplished at the start of this project. 
The first goal was to identify underutilized, vacant, and declining properties that present 
housing opportunities. This goal was accomplished in the form of a map which can be 
found at the end of this -paper. The second goal was to monitor and report on public 
investment in housing within the community, mainly through the Neighborhood 
Revitalization program, Minneapolis Community Development Agency programs, 
Historic Preservation programs, or any other type of housing programs. This goal was 
accomplished and can be seen in the form of a map which is located at the end of this 
paper. The third goal was to develop a community property and demographic database, 
along with training the WHC staff to maintain this database for future use and updates. 
This goal was completed with the help of the Minneapolis Institute on Race and Poverty. 
Some of this data is skeptical, but other attempts at locating data independently have been 
rather difficult which will be discussed in more detail later in this report. The fourth goal 
set forth for this project was a presentation to the Whittier community on property and 
demographic data with information as to the basis for planning and availability of 
community resources. This goal has yet to be accomplished, but is scheduled to go 
forward in the Whittier Housing Corporation's February Planning Meeting. 

Data Collection 

The first few steps that were taken to achieve some of these goals were to organize much 
of the data that the WHC currently had. There were disks that contained Parcel 
Identification Information or PID data that dated back to 1996. This information was in 
various different formats, many of which were unmarked and hard to identify. 
Organizing the data was a very confusing task because I was not familiar with any of the 
data. It was sometimes difficult to determine the date of the data and if it had been 
altered in some way. The process through which this information is collected will be 
explained later in this paper. 

There were several forms of data that the WHC was interested in due to the many factors 
that affect the quality and quantity of housing. After organizing the PID information that 
the WHC currently had, one of the next steps was to get the 1998 PID information. 
Collecting this information was something that the Whittier Housing Corporation wanted 
to do in an attempt to try to identify trends that may be taking place. In order to get this 
information, I wrote to the city council member for Whittier, Jim Niland. In this letter, I 
asked for PID information that is available through the City Assessor's office. This 
information contained parcel by parcel data such as property owner, address, property 
condition, land value, building value, and total value. As you can imagine, if the WHC 
continues to get this information, it would be possible to identify not only parcels that are 
dramatically increasing or decreasing in value, but also chart or monitor changing areas 
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of the neighborhood in general. Aside from value, there are also many other uses for this 
information. 

Aside from the property identification information that the WHC had, demographic 
information was also of interest. Identifying the major characteristics of who lives in the 
Whittier neighborhood is important in trying to improve the neighborhood. For instance, 
if there are a lot of Hispanic people living in the neighborhood, some of whom do not 
speak English, it is very important to translate information into Spanish so they can 
understand. 

There were many problems trying to collect data on demographics. Locating current 
information was a problem due to the fact that the U.S. Census information is nearly 10 
years old and quite outdated. One of the biggest problems encountered were 
discrepancies in much of the data that had been collected by various agencies. Statistics 
regarding the number of various minority children that attended school in the Whittier 
neighborhood were quite skeptical. One such study done by the Minneapolis Institute on 
Race and Poverty reported a very low number of Hispanic students attending school. 
Among this report, several other statistics regarding the number of single parent families 
also seemed to be quite controversial. These types of problems are hard to overcome due 
to the absence of a good measure to arrive at an accurate count. Since many of people 
whom this study is trying to account for are first generation American citizens or quite 
possibly not citizens yet, they are extremely hard to account for. 

In an attempt to reflect on the data that is available, much of it should be looked at 
skeptically and not taken for official census statistics. There are instances where data that 
is reported is accurate and up-to-date, but there is data that may have been manipulated 
for a particular purpose and not very accurate. It is important that any data used be as 
accurate as possible in an attempt to eliminate error. 

The Whittier Housing Corporation had done a survey of its own in December of 1997 
that surveyed rental property owners of Whittier. This survey was designed to try to get a 
more accurate count on the number of rental properties available in Whittier. In a 
neighborhood that consists of 90% renters, rental property should be a major concern for 
any neighborhood organizational group. In the survey that was distributed in 1997, the 
return was adequate at approximately 30% and it showed that there was a severelack of 
three and four bedroom rental properties in the neighborhood. This is an obvious 
problem for any family that may be looking for housing in the Whittier neighborhood. 
Another startling statistic from this survey showed that the occupancy rate was very high 
(approximately 98%) meaning that there were not many places where people could move 
into because they were occupied. This implies that there is a need for more rental 
property, preferably three and four bedroom rental property. The WHC thought about 
following up this survey again in 1998, but will probably conduct it every other year. 
This may be something that the WHC may want to continue to do each year to keep track 
of any changes that take place in the number of rental properties that are available in 
Whittier. 
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For any agency to be ultimately successful, there needs to be ample amounts of data from 
a variety of sources. Knowing as much as one can about the facts can improve 
efficiency. It is important to maintain current and useful information for any task or goal 
needed to be accomplished. The implications of the data that is collected can be very 
crucial to the success or failures of neighborhoods and community based organizations. 
If data is not accurate and representative, funding from the State or Federal government 
may or may not be received. The politics involved in the process of organizing and 
collecting data oftentimes plays a key role. As one can see, there are many implications 
that transpire from various forms of policy and legislation. 

The Whittier Housing Corporation had accumulated an excess of data over the past 
couple years. Some of this information was quite useful, some was not, and some of the 
data had been manipulated to a point that it was almost not recognizable. Sorting out this 
information and determining what information was relevant to the needs of the WHC was 
another task that needed to be accomplished. Prioritizing data became a very difficult 
task because of the wide scope of issues that faces trying to improve low-income 
affordable housing. 

Mapping 

Mapping much of the information that was collected was another goal that the Whittier 
Housing Corporation wanted to accomplish. A large portion of the material that was 
collected can be displayed visually to show trends or show where housing developments 
were taking place. Visually displaying data in the form of a map makes it very easy to 
see that there were certain areas of the neighborhood that were invested in and being 
developed, while other areas lacked any development. The areas of the neighborhood 
that were primarily invested in for development were located in the northeast quarter of 
the neighborhood. The Minneapolis Community Development Agency owns selected 
properties throughout the Whittier neighborhood. Many of these properties are run-down 
and even boarded-up or vacant land. Overwhelming portions of these properties are 
located in the southern portion of the neighborhood. Development of these sites has been 
spread out throughout the neighborhood, although the vast majority of these properties 
are located in the southern half of the neighborhood. 

There were several problems that were associated with trying to map much of the data 
that was collected. Many of the problems though did not lie in data itself, but more in the 
process and program that would be used to map this information. There are many 
different types of mapping programs that are available for mapping information, ranging 
from very complicated programs that take years of training to master to others which can 
be self-taught through manuals and textbooks. Many of these programs are quite 
expensive and there needs to be a large demand for a mapping program in order to justify 
a purchase. This was one of the major issues that staff members of the WHC dealt with 
for many months. One program, Maptitude, had previously been purchased, but this 
program is not widely used and many people questioned whether or not this program· 
would be able to serve many of the WHC's mapping needs. Many of the maps that are in 
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the office are produced annually by the City of Minneapolis GIS Print Room. The data 
that these maps contain include residential properties market value change, homesteaded 
properties and the condition of housing, zoning, and land use. The cost of these maps is 
approximately $30 and they are very presentable for any meeting or presentation. Based 
on this information, the WHC then concluded that it would be most economical~for them 
to continue purchasing city maps and map any more detailed information using the 
Maptitude program. If there was a need for a more complex and professional map to be 
completed, then the City of Minneapolis could be contacted and those maps would be 
purchased from them. 

Other data that the WHC wanted to see displayed on a map were some of the major 
features that the Whittier neighborhood had to offer to its residents in order to educate 
current residents and market to new ones. Included in this list of major features were 
things such as the Park Nicollet Medical Center, the Minneapolis Art Institute, the 
Whittier School, Whittier Park, various churches, and some of the most heavily 
frequented shopping places including a grocery store. Since many of the people who live 
in the Whittier neighborhood are renters, many may not know about all of these places 
which are all located within the neighborhood and it is helpful to point out these places 
for them. This map, along with several others, can be found at the conclusion of this 
report. 

A base map was one of the first things that needed to be developed in order for any of 
these maps to take place. A large portion of this mapping was done on the University of 
Minnesota campus at the John R. Borchert Map Library which is located in the Wilson 
Library. This library is equipped with several mapping programs and the technical 
support staff was very helpful in assisting with the completion of these maps. In the end 
though, it became apparent that the need to have a base map of the Whittier neighborhood 
was needed in the Whittier Housing Corporation office. 

With the help of a cartographer who works with the Whittier Housing Corporation, a base 
map that contains the most accurate block data of the Whittier neighborhood was 
established. This map was constructed with the use of an.other program and then 
exported into Maptitude. This map contains all the blocks and streets of Whittier and will 
enable the Whittier Housing Corporation to make maps to visually display information. 
This map is accurate and detailed enough, but yet was kept fairly simple so any 
information that is displayed will not seem cluttered by too much information. This map 
can also be found at the conclusion of this report. 

Recommendations 

Throughout the course of this project, several observations were made that may be 
hindering the performance of the Whittier Housing Corporation or may improve 
efficiency, both with the Whittier Housing Corporation and many other agencies. One of 
the first recommendations based on doing this project would be to gain more access to 
information for many community-based organizations. Throughout the search for 
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information and data, there were several obstacles encountered such as agencies charging 
a price for certain types of data or basically not having access to neighborhood 
information in general. Anyone who has done considerable amounts ofresearch knows 
that relevant information is crucial and in many cases it proves to be key to planning. 
This problem is improved with information regarding Minneapolis Building Better 
Futures neighborhoods, but that raises the question about the remainder of the 
neighborhoods that are not included. This is a problem and non-profit agencies that 
attempt to help people and improve various social conditions should have access to 
certain types of information. 

Another area of information management that could be improved is actually taking place 
in other areas of the country. While working on this project, I attended a meeting with a 
group from Milwaukee who work for an organization that maintains a central database 
for all the non-profits in Milwaukee. This organization, Nonprofit Center of Milwaukee, 
Inc., is able to reduce the workload of many non-profits and improve efficiency. This 
group does much of the mapping and data collection for any non-profit for the City of 
Milwaukee. This would eliminate a lot of the hassle that the WHC and many other non
profit organizations go through trying to acquire data. 

An agency to do much of the mapping needs of non-profits could also be incorporated to 
eliminate the cost of computers and mapping programs for non-profits with a tight 
budget. This was another aspect that the group from Milwaukee was able to provide and 
spread these benefits throughout all the non-profits in Milwaukee. As mentioned earlier, 
many of these mapping programs cost hundreds, even thousands of dollars and as most 
people are familiar with, many community based organizations don't have exceptionally 
large budgets to operate with on a daily basis. This idea or concept of a central agency to 
manage, organize, and collect data could be established for all non-profits, community 
based organizations, and possibly others who would be interested in updated accurate 
information. 

A large portion of data that is collected and documented by people who are not familiar 
with the selected area is another problem. This is often hard for people who do not have 
access to a certain area, but many times it is quite possible and people just choose to 
collect data over the phone or use older data. It is very important to actually go "into the 
field" to observe and observe what the existing conditions are in order to make policy 
implications that have a dramatic impact. Census data for example is nearly nine years 
old, but still being used. Data like this has changed over time and it is important to 
observe the current situation and not base inferences off of out of date information. 

In conclusion, city government can only improve existing conditions so much. With,the 
help of community based organizations working to improve existing conditions, a lot 
more can be accomplished. Organization of data and accessing the proper channels to 
locate data is crucial to getting results. This is an area where tremendous amounts of 
improvement could take place. 
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Appendix: Maps 

Map I: Whittier Base Map 

Map II: Places of Whittier 

Maps III and IV: MCDA Housing Projects Completed in Whittier 

Maps V and VI: MCDA Owned Property in Whittier: Boarded Up Property or Vacant 
Land 
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MCDA Housing Projects Completed in Whittier 
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MCDA Housing Projects Completed in Whittier 
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I MCDA Owned Property in Whittier 

Boarded Up Property or Vacant Land 
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