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Minneapolis households face an
extremely challenging rental market:
rents have outpaced inflation since 2007,
rising by 28%, while vacancy hovers
around 4% (Lewis, 2018.) Rising rents
and income volatility are common in the
greater metropolitan region, where the
supply of affordable units is dwindling;
between 2011 and 2017, the
Minneapolis–Saint Paul area lost 70,000
homes that rented for less than $800 a
month (Urban Institute, 2020.) This lack
of affordability introduces various forms
of housing instability that harm mental
and physical health, hinder educational
attainment, and limit access to necessary
resources (Urban Institute, 2020.) While
housing stability has long been a public
policy priority of the U.S., most existing
government programs have been
designed to support higher-income
homeowners rather than lower-income
renters (USC PERE, 2018.)
 
Since the Great Recession, Minneapolis
has witnessed widespread conversion of
housing from owner to renter, with a
13% increase in renter-occupied
households between 2000 and 2016
(ACS.) While a majority (53%) of
households in Minneapolis are now
renter-occupied, renters are often
overlooked in quantitative analysis, in
part because of the lack of individualized
data from sources like the US Census
(Lewis et al, 2018.)  

INTRODUCTION
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78% - 83% 83% - 90% 90% - 95% 95% - 98%

1-4 Unit Active Rental Licenses
Minneapolis Communities, 2019

1-4 unit active rental licenses/all active rental licenses



This research aims to utilize an actionable
research model as defined by Dr. Brittany Lewis
at the University of Minnesota’s Center for
Urban and Regional Affairs (CURA,) because
there “is power in defining research questions
and in controlling the production of knowledge”
(2018). Community-engaged action research
values community knowledge and people’s lived
experiences in order to create and reflect
impactful collaboration between academics,
advocates, policymakers, service providers, and
impacted communities. When research is done
in communities of color and low resource
communities, a power imbalance often exists
between researchers and community-based
organizations that must be disrupted (2018).  In
an attempt to follow this model, this research
aims to center the voices of tenants and those
most impacted by housing insecurity.
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BACKGROUND +  RESEARCH QUESTIONS

W h o  o w n s  1 - 4  u n i t  r e n t a l
b u i l d i n g s  i n  M i n n e a p o l i s ?

 
W h a t  c o n d i t i o n  a r e  1 - 4  u n i t

r e n t a l s  i n ?
 

W h y  d o  t e n a n t s  c h o o s e  t h i s
r e n t a l  t y p e  o v e r  r e n t a l s  i n

l a r g e r  b u i l d i n g s ?
 

W h a t  c h a l l e n g e s  a r e  u n i q u e
t o  t h i s  r e n t a l  t y p e ,  f o r  b o t h

l a n d l o r d s  a n d  t e n a n t s ?

89% 
of active rental 

licenses belong to 1-4 unit
properties

The City of Minneapolis manages data on
the rental housing stock, but these datasets
lack critical demographic variables to assist
in rigorous analysis, leaving the City to rely
on anecdotal evidence. This data shortage is
especially glaring for 1-4 unit rentals, which
are not included in CoStar’s comprehensive
multifamily database. Without these robust
data for this rental type, the City currently
finds itself unable to identify key trends,
lacking empirically sound qualitative and
quantitative analysis. Moving forward, the
Department of Community Planning and
Economic Development (CPED) would like to
better understand the 1-4 unit rental type in
order to inform a program that seeks to
address challenges and stabilize tenants in
these units.

1-4 unit rentals account for
31% of all licensed rental

units in Minneapolis. 

Source: Minneapolis rental license data, as of 4/24/20



M e t h o d o l o gy
 

15 semi-structured interviews were conducted with 4
neighborhood organizations, 3 City employees, 7 non-
profits, and 1 peer city employee. While all participants
were asked the same initial set of questions, the semi-
structured format allowed for more open-ended
discussion when appropriate. The questions allowed
participants to discuss their organization’s mission and
current role; their relationship with tenants and
landlords/property owners; challenges unique to 1-4
unit rentals; ownership trends in Minneapolis; their
organization’s relationship with the City of Minneapolis;
and housing stabilization strategies. A thematic
analysis of the responses was done to identify, analyze
and organize key themes.
 
A matrix of existing housing stabilization policies and
programs illustrates how the City of Minneapolis
compares to other municipal governments. Policies are
included in the matrix if they are currently being
implemented by city governments in at least three
different municipalities. These criteria help to identify
policies that would be politically and financially feasible
to implement at the city scale.

Lastly, this research utilizes spatial analysis to
identify geographic, demographic, and ownership
trends, as they relate to 1-4 unit rental properties
in Minneapolis. More specifically, this analysis
examines the following variables at the census
tract level: rental location, rental condition, owner
location, housing violations, rent burden, vacancy
rates, median gross rent, and race. 
 
This spatial analysis draws mainly upon the City
of Minneapolis’ rental licensing and housing
violation data, published by the Regulatory
services department.   Additionally, this research
utilizes race data from the US census to analyze
how variables such as non-local ownership,
rental condition, and rental violations impact
different populations. This is an important
component of this research, as Minneapolis is
home to some of the most extreme racial and
housing disparities in the country (MHP, 2019.)
Local and national housing policies have long
been a product of structural racism, and research
in the field must acknowledge how historical and
current discriminatory practices contribute to
present disparities. This research aims to apply a
racial equity lens to its methodology and
recommendations as an acknowledgement that
one’s experience in the rental market is greatly
impacted by a host of demographic factors such
as race, family size, and economic status.
 

In an effort to conduct an empirically-sound,
tenant-centered analysis, this research relies on
spatial analysis, a matrix of existing housing
stability programs in cities across the country,
and 15 semi-structured interviews. These data
are used to create program recommendations
for the City of Minneapolis that are informed by
the community members and organizations
most closely connected to local tenant advocacy
and housing stability efforts. 
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F i n d i n g s :  s p a t i a l  a n a lys i s

 Tier 3 rentals are heavily concentrated
in census tracts that have larger Black
populations. These properties require
excessive city services, are poorly
maintained or managed, and may be
at a higher risk for fire damage.
 
North Minneapolis has the greatest raw
number of rental housing violations,
despite having relatively lower
proportions of renter-occupied
households.
 
North Minneapolis has the largest
proportions of non-Minneapolis owner
addresses.
 
In Central and North Minneapolis, a
relatively high percentage of residents
are rent burdened, despite relatively
low median gross rents.
 
 Concentrations of harmful living
conditions mirror patterns of
residential segregation in Minneapolis.
This is unsurprising when considering
the city's history of restrictive housing
covenants. While these covenants
were outlawed by the Supreme Court
in 1948, they established persistent
patterns which were reinforced by
redlining and infrastructure projects.
The lasting effects of these policies
dictate both residential location and
condition.
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1-4 Unit Tier 3 Rentals and Race,
Minneapolis Tracts, 2019

Percent Black

0% - 4% 5% - 13% 14%-26% 27%-66%

Tier 3 Active Rental License Proportions

1% - 4% 5% - 8% 9% - 12%
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F i n d i n g s :  Q u a l i t a t i v e  i n t e r v i ews

A majority of 1-4 unit rentals are single family
homes and duplexes. Tenants often choose to live
in this rental type due to the increased space they
provide for families. However, tenants in this rental
type can experience challenges such as deferred
maintenance, high utility costs, and physical and
social isolation, These challenges are deeply
intertwined and cannot be examined in a vacuum.
A lack of proper landlord education, for example,
can negatively impact owners, tenants, and local
housing organizations. Even more, the qualitative
interviews highlight some of the nuances of the
landlord-tenant relationship. Deferred maintenance
and high utility costs are some of the biggest
challenges experienced by tenants in 1-4 unit
rentals, which are often labeled as neglectful
property management. While abusive and
predatory behavior is very present in the rental
market, some owners are unable to cover the costs
of capital improvements due to increased property
taxes and an inability to spread costs over a large
number of units. While neglectful behavior may not
always be the intention, it has tangible impacts on
tenants in this unit type. 
 
The qualitative interviews also examine the concept
of proximity, challenging the commonly held
perception that smaller properties have better
landlords who are more present and more involved
in the community. With this unit type, it is more
common for owners to be living in or next to a
property, altering the living dynamic in a way which
can have both positive and negative impacts on
tenants.
 
 

Challenges Identified
According to HOME Line, small time landlords are
more likely to bend on application criteria; if a
tenant has a risk such as a felony or eviction in
their background, their odds of getting housing
are better when they can talk directly to the
decision maker. Conversely, these landlords can
have more control over a tenant’s domain, which
can lead to increased violations of privacy and
instances of harassment. These responses
demonstrate how landlord/owner location cannot
be evaluated in absolute terms as better or worse
for tenants, as varying levels of proximity can
have both negative and positive effects. 
 
Lastly, the interview responses draw attention
to the effects that varying levels of landlord
experience can have on tenants.  1-4 unit
rentals are more likely to have informal,
handshake agreements between landlords and
tenants. HOME Line reports that these
inexperienced landlords are less likely to file an
eviction right away because they don’t know
what to do or how to do it. These landlords
bend the rules because they don’t know them,
which can have both positive and negative
effects on tenants. Additionally, the increased
maintenance responsibility that more commonly
falls on tenants in this unit type often results
from ignorance, with both tenants and landlords
being unaware of their responsibilities. While
landlords can bend the rules to a tenant’s
benefit, the lack of owner/management training
appears to have an overall negative effect on
both tenants and landlords. 



With regard to ownership, the qualitative and anecdotal responses appear to align with the
quantitative data analyzed in this research. Participants working in North Minneapolis focused on the
increased presence of outside institutional investment, the tangible impacts this ownership type has on
tenants, and a lack of City response. Organizers emphasized a need for more legal and political
scaffolding to address institutional investment, and more analysis of how the City and local
organizations engage with these corporations. Most participants brought up Renters Warehouse and
its large presence across the metro, which is supported by quantitative data that show the company
having the largest portfolio of 1-4 unit rentals in Minneapolis. The qualitative data highlight the
difference between this company and other well-known investors such as Havenbrook and Blackstone;
Renters Warehouse is a property management company that acts as a landlord for individual owners,
rather than an institutional investor-owner.  Interview subjects emphasized the negative impacts of a
large corporation operating as a shadow landlord with poor management practices and abusive leases.
These impacts are felt by tenants, local housing organizations, and other landlords in the area. 
 
Geographic variation in ownership type is another major theme identified by the participants working
within specific neighborhoods. Organizations in North Minneapolis focused on the increased presence
of institutional investors, while those working in other parts of the city discussed more variation in
ownership patterns. 
 
 
 

F i n d i n g s :  Q u a l i t a t i v e  i n t e r v i ews

Table: Owners with the largest 1-4 unit rental portfolios (Source: Minneapolis Rental License Data)
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Ownership Trends

Listed Applicant Name Licensed 1-4 unit rentalsOrganization Location

Amanda Stinar, Branden
Nation, Jacob C Koch, Joshua M
Zupfer, Kellen C Harmon, Todd

Wermager

Renters Warehouse
 

364 Nationwide

Richard C Gendreau DRG Realty 299 Minneapolis

Havenbrook
 

Scott Beck 223 Nationwide

 
Scott Ficek, Scott M Ficek

 
Rental Management

Guys
149 Minneapolis

Minneapolis
My C Truong, Alfonso

Barreto, Richardo Tavares
2404 Blaisdell 138



The interview responses illustrate that
relationships with a large government body
such as the City of Minneapolis can be
complex and dynamic, producing both positive
and negative results for local organizations.
Each organization has a unique relationship
with the City, with varying degrees of
interaction and communication; the nature of
this relationship can be influenced by a
multitude of factors such as an organization’s
funding sources, its history with the City, and
its mission statement. 
 
Participants commonly highlighted limited
opportunities to engage with and influence
policy, while applauding the City as a whole for
supporting renter’s rights. Even so, many
organizations critiqued CPED's messaging
regarding homeownership that creates a
hierarchy  that places renters at the bottom.
While the City spends 3-4 times more on
rental programs than homeownership
programs, participants discussed a need for (1)
CPED to improve its messaging around renters
being important and valued members of the
community, and (2) more acknowledgement
that homeownership is not a desired or
possible outcome for every resident. Rather
than eliminating programs that support
homeownership, participants outlined a need
for improved focus on low-density rental
programs and more effective community
engagement and communication.
 
 
 

Participants identified new programs, policies,
and changes to City practices and perspective
that could address 1-4 unit rental challenges.
Many of the outlined strategies are capable of
concurrently improving the experience of
tenants, landlords, and local organizations in
the rental housing market. Changing policies
around rental conversions, for example, could
have a number of positive outcomes.
According to HOME Line, some landlords do
not license their building in order to avoid the
$1,000 fee required to convert a single family
home to a rental, leading to more unlicensed
units and a gap in licensing data. Removing
this fee may incentivize more owners to
license their units, creating a potentially safer
environment for tenants and more accurate
data for the City and local organizations.
Furthermore, requiring landlord training in
place of the fee would provide necessary
education that is currently missing from
existing programs that primarily have a crime
and drug-free agenda.
 
Some of the recommendations outlined
respond to specific challenges of 1-4 unit
rentals, such as a lack of licensing, while
others address broader issues in the rental
market, such as a lack of legal representation
for tenants and emergency rental assistance.
They vary in terms of scale, political and
financial feasibility, and required coordination. 
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F i n d i n g s :  Q u a l i t a t i v e  i n t e r v i ews

Relationship with the
City of Minneapolis

Housing Stabilization 
Strategies
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F i n d i n g s :  Ex i s t i n g  P o l i cy  M a t r ix
 

Policy City of Minneapolis?
 

Example Cities

Mandatory Renter
Relocation Assistance Portland, LA, West Hollywood

 
Yes

Minimum Lease
Terms

 
Redwood, Santa Barbara, Menlo Park No

Office of Housing
Stability

Sommerville, Denver, Boston No

Tenant/Landlord Mediation
Programs

 
Chicago, Phoenix, San Antonio, Boston No

Affordable Housing
Trust Fund

 
Chicago, LA, Louisville, Nashville

 
Yes

Right to Counsel NYC, Cleveland, Philadelphia No

Shared Equity
Homeownership

Pittsburgh, Oakland, Irvine, Flagstaff, Chicago No

Rent
Control/Stabilization

LA, Oakland, NYC, Cambridge No

The above matrix was designed to identify housing stabilization strategies that have been
implemented by other city governments across the country. While this is not a comprehensive list,
it does identify possible policies and programs that the City of Minneapolis could employ. These
strategies vary in terms of political and financial feasibility, with policies such as rent control and
right to counsel requiring more community engagement, financial resources, and political support.
While some of these tools, such as shared equity homeownership and tenant/landlord mediation,
are currently utilized within Minneapolis, they are not implemented by the city government. With
the exception of minimum lease terms and an office of housing stability, all of the matrix
strategies were identified by interview participants as possible components of a City-led housing
stability initiative.
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Recommendations
The following recommendations aim to address challenges specific to 1-4 unit rentals, for
tenants, property owners, local organizations and the City. While these strategies vary in
terms of scale and feasibility, they are all informed by individuals involved with existing
housing stabilization efforts in Minneapolis. 

New Policies:
 

Right to counsel
 

Safe harbor immunity and Right
to Return for tenants

 
Deferred maintenance/unpaid

utility policy

New Programs:
 

Landlord training and education program
 

Emergency rental assistance
 

HousingLink’s Beyond Backgrounds program
 

Tenant education and empowerment program
 

Shared equity homeownership program
 

Energy efficiency incentive program
 

Landlord/tenant mediation program

Regulatory Services Changes:
 

Increasing inspection frequency for Tier 1 and
Tier 2 rentals and requiring inspection of all

units
 

Removing $1,000 conversion fee
 

More avenues for reporting unlicensed units and
other violations

 
Internal cultural agility training

 
Changing the process for pulling rental licenses

as a form of punishment

Internal Changes:
 

Increased focus on low-density rentals
 

More opportunities for communities to
engage with and influence policy

 
Better analysis of institutional investment

and more avenues to discuss this ownership
type

 
More opportunities for cross-departmental

collaboration and communication



Participating Organizations
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Introduction 
 

Background and Project Context 
 
Minneapolis households face an extremely challenging rental market: rents have 
outpaced inflation since 2007, rising by 28%, while vacancy hovers around 4%.  Rising 1

rents and income volatility are common in the greater metropolitan region, where the 
supply of affordable units is dwindling; between 2011 and 2017, the Minneapolis–Saint 
Paul area lost 70,000 homes that rented for less than $800 a month.  This lack of 2

affordability introduces various forms of housing instability that harm mental and 
physical health, hinder educational attainment, and limit access to necessary resources. 
Housing stability is at the center of family stability, and is a crucial component of poverty 
reduction. A lack of stable housing for poor families can have dire consequences such as 
an inability to access basic necessities, worsening of mental illness, and domestic abuse 
and neglect.  Furthermore, housing instability can have particularly negative effects on 3

education, often causing frequent moves, high rates of absenteeism, and low test scores.
 Creating and preserving safe and affordable housing is therefore key to breaking the 4

cycle of multigenerational poverty and paramount to addressing the educational, 
homeownership and achievement gaps that Minnesota often ranks last in. While housing 
stability has long been a public policy priority of the U.S., most existing government 
programs have been designed to support higher- income homeowners rather than 
lower- income renters.   5

 
Since the Great Recession, Minneapolis has witnessed widespread conversion of 
housing from owner to renter, with a 13% increase in renter-occupied households 
between 2000 and 2016.  While a majority (53%) of households in Minneapolis are now 6

renter-occupied, renters are often overlooked in quantitative analysis, in part because of 
the lack of individualized data from sources such as the US Census.  The City of 7

1 Lewis, B. et al. 2019. The Illusion of Choice: Evictions and Profit in North Minneapolis. University of Minnesota 
Center for Urban and Regional Affairs.  
2 Brennan, M., Burrowes, K., Cohen, M., Sahli, E.. 2020. A Head Start for Eviction Prevention. Urban Institute. 
https://www.urban.org/features/head-start-eviction-prevention 
3 Cunningham, M. 2016. Reduce poverty by improving housing stability. Urban Institute. http://www. 
urban.org/urban-wire/reduce-poverty-improving-housingstability 
4Ibid 
5 Abood, M., Carte, V., Pastor, M. 2018. Rent Matters: What are the Impacts of Rent Stabilization Measures? USC 
PERE. 
6 Abramson, A., Guekguezian, L., Gunther, G., Noble, E., Raisz, A. 2017. Mapping the Community Context of the 
Northside Achievement Zone: Housing Stability. Macalester College. 
7 Lewis, B. et al. 2019. The Illusion of Choice: Evictions and Profit in North Minneapolis. University of Minnesota 
Center for Urban and Regional Affairs.  
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Minneapolis manages data on the rental housing stock, but these datasets lack critical 
demographic variables to assist in rigorous analysis, leaving the City to rely on anecdotal 
evidence. This data shortage is especially glaring for 1-4 unit rentals, which are not 
included in CoStar’s comprehensive multifamily database. This database, which covers 
multifamily properties of five or more units, communicates important information about 
multifamily-specific submarkets, building quality, effective rents, concessions, occupancy 
levels, ownership, unit sizes, and more. Without these robust data for this rental type, the 
City currently finds itself unable to identify key trends, lacking empirically sound 
qualitative and quantitative analysis. Moving forward, the Department of Community 
Planning and Economic Development (CPED) would like to better understand the 1-4 
unit rental type in order to inform a program that seeks to address challenges and 
stabilize tenants in these units. 
 
Key questions include:  

● who owns 1-4 unit rental buildings in the City;  
● what condition are these properties generally in;  
● what challenges are unique to 1-4 unit rentals; and 
● what policy or program interventions could be helpful to stabilize these units.  

 
These questions are answered through a mixed-methods approach that utilizes a review 
of existing literature, spatial analysis, a matrix of existing housing stability programs in 
other cities, and a narrative analysis of semi-structured interviews with local 
organizations. 
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Literature Review  
 
While there is a great deal of existing literature on housing stability, accessibility, and 
affordability, there is a relatively smaller body of work that focuses specifically on the 
Twin Cities as a study area. This research aims to utilize an actionable research model as 
defined by Dr. Brittany Lewis at the University of Minnesota’s Center for Urban and 
Regional Affairs (CURA,) because there “is power in defining research questions and in 
controlling the production of knowledge.”  When research is done in communities of 8

color and low resource communities, a power imbalance often exists between 
researchers and community-based organizations that must be disrupted.  9

Community-engaged action research values community knowledge and people’s lived 
experiences, in order to create and reflect impactful collaboration between academics, 
advocates, policymakers, service providers, and impacted communities. In an attempt to 
follow this model, this research aims to center the voices of tenants and those most 
negatively impacted by housing insecurity.  
 
Following Dr. Lewis’s actionable research model, this review of existing literature pays 
close attention to geographically-specific studies that adopt a community-centered 
approach. While cities across the country are experiencing a similar affordability crisis, 
Minneapolis has displayed unique trends in ownership, gentrification, and evictions that 
are best explained using literature that is specific to the Twin Cities. These authors 
acknowledge the importance of broader housing stability literature, while addressing the 
idea that the most effective solutions are informed by existing local grassroots efforts.  
 

Ownership  
 
Particularly since the Great Recession, the ownership of rental properties in low-income 
neighborhoods has changed the landscape of housing stability. For example, Raymond 
and colleagues from the Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta found that large corporate 
owners were 8% more likely to file eviction actions than small landlords for single-family 
homes, and that evictions as a whole were spatially located in primarily Black 
neighborhoods.  In a separate study, Travis outlines the role that the limited liability 10

company (LLC) has had on rental ownership. LLC ownership decreases the liability and 

8 Ibid 
9 Lewis, B. et al. 2019. The Illusion of Choice: Evictions and Profit in North Minneapolis. University of Minnesota 
Center for Urban and Regional Affairs.  
10 Raymond, E.L., Duckworth, R., Miller, B., Lucas, M., and Pokharel, S. 2016. Corporate landlords, institutional 
investors, and displacement: Eviction rates in single family rentals. Community & Economic Development Discussion 
Paper. 4-16. 
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personal risk for individual investors. In a study in Milwaukee, WI, LLC ownership was 
positively associated with housing disinvestment.   11

 
An unsettling trend over the past few years in Minneapolis has been the increasing 
movement of institutional investors into the residential housing market.  In the past ten 12

years, the presence of institutional investors in Minneapolis’s housing market has 
increased drastically, despite the puncturing of the housing bubble in the late 2000s.  13

This increased presence of institutional investors in the housing market has many known 
negative effects for extant and potential non-institutional homeowners and tenants.  14

Current residents who are trying to make the jump from renters to owners may find 
themselves priced out of the market, unable to compete with deep-pocketed companies 
who can offer a full cash payment upfront.  When institutions buy up property for the 15

purpose of future redevelopment, housing units suited to the current demographic profile 
of the neighborhood are taken off the market and replaced with units that are often 
unaffordable to current residents.  16

 
When institutional investors sit on the properties to wait for market appreciation, they 
tend to put as little as possible into the upkeep of property, and the neighborhood suffers 
from the lack of engaged homeowners; the inherently short-term nature of this housing 
arrangement also discourages long-term personal and monetary investment by residents 
and owners into the community.  In areas hit hard by the housing crisis, undervalued 17

housing stock represented a rare opportunity for community organizations to build a 
stock of affordable housing for the future; competition from institutional investors hurt 
these efforts. Previously, this trend had been a source of concern for engaged 
community members, with anecdotal evidence suggesting that companies such as 
Blackstone, HavenBrook, and Invitation Homes, often hedge fund vehicles, had been 
increasingly cornering the market on Northside properties.  The location of the property 18

owner is also a significant factor in predicting their engagement with and investment in 
the community. In other words, owners who actually live in the neighborhood tend to be 

11 Travis, A. 2019. The organization of neglect: Limited liability companies and housing disinvestment. American 
Sociological Review. 84(1):142-170. 
12 Fields, D. 2014. The rise of the corporate landlord: The institutionalization of the single-family rental market and 
potential impacts on renters. Right to the City Alliance: Homes for All.  
13 Abramson, A., Guekguezian, L., Gunther, G., Noble, E., Raisz, A. 2017. Mapping the Community Context of the 
Northside Achievement Zone: Housing Stability. Macalester College 
14 Fields, D., Kohli, R., & Schafran, A. 2016. The emerging economic geography of single-family rental securitization. 
Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco 
15 Edelman, S., Gordon, J., & Sanchez, D. 2014. When Wall Street buys Main Street. Center for American Progress.  
16 Call, R., Powell, D., & Heck, S. 2014. Blackstone: Atlanta’s newest landlord. Occupy Our Homes Atlanta.  
17 Abramson, A., Guekguezian, L., Gunther, G., Noble, E., Raisz, A. 2017. Mapping the Community Context of the 
Northside Achievement Zone: Housing Stability. Macalester College. 
18 Roper, E. 2014. Out-of-state investor targets North Side homes. Star Tribune. 
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more interested in the neighborhood’s success. On the other hand, closer proximity to 
tenants can lead to increased harassment. This variable as it pertains to 1-4 unit rentals 
is explored more in-depth through spatial and quantitative analysis.  
 
With increased competition from deep-pocketed investors, the strategy of purchasing 
housing stock to ensure its survival as affordable housing will become much more 
expensive and difficult.  This research aims to provide an empirically sound quantitative 19

and qualitative analysis of ownership trends in Minneapolis, paying close attention to the 
Northside. It is worth bearing in mind that many of these institutional investors are not 
usually interested in investing in the Northside over the long run. Given their motive to 
convert these assets to profit as quickly as possible, there is a chance that their interest 
in the Northside will wane over the next decade.  If this is the case, the Northside will 
face challenges and opportunities.  If institutional investors divest from their Northside 20

properties as quickly as they came, they might briefly depress the housing market. Such 
a depression would, however, represent an opportunity for affordability-minded groups 
to accumulate affordable housing stock. The Northside’s higher proportion of properties 
owned by corporations and out-of-town owners will make engaging property owners 
particularly difficult, yet extremely beneficial for the health and stability of the Northside 
communities.  These trends highlight the importance of accompanying anecdotal 21

evidence with quantitative analysis. This research shows the extent of institutional 
investment on the Northside and in Minneapolis more broadly, as identifying the 
prominence of this ownership type is a key component in forming geographically-specific 
housing stability programs.  
 

Evictions 
 
Lewis et al highlight the “social crisis” of evictions by emphasizing that housing is at the 
center of family stability. Currently,  the city of Minneapolis is experiencing a housing 
crisis with a 4% vacancy rate, causing families to confront a challenging housing market 
where rent has increased 28% across the Twin Cities since 2007, disproportionately 
impacting Black women and their families.  Like outside institutional investment, 22

evictions dispropotionatley impact households located in North Minneapolis, a 
“community manufactured to contain undesirable populations through housing 

19 Abramson, A., Guekguezian, L., Gunther, G., Noble, E., Raisz, A. 2017. Mapping the Community Context of the 
Northside Achievement Zone: Housing Stability. Macalester College. 
20 Abramson, A., Guekguezian, L., Gunther, G., Noble, E., Raisz, A. 2017. Mapping the Community Context of the 
Northside Achievement Zone: Housing Stability. Macalester College. 
21 Ibid 
22 Lewis, B. et al. 2019. The Illusion of Choice: Evictions and Profit in North Minneapolis. University of Minnesota 
Center for Urban and Regional Affairs. 
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discrimination, urban disinvestment, unfair lending practice, and disproportionate 
evictions,” which have been exacerbated by a rise in distressed property investment.  23

Single black women with children living below the poverty line head more than 60% of 
the households in North Minneapolis, and 67% of residents are on some kind of county 
and federal government assistance.  From 2013-2015, approximately 50% of renter 24

households in North Minneapolis experienced at least one eviction filing, a rate that is 
almost 25% higher than the zip code which experienced the next highest rate of filings.   25

 
North Minneapolis’ eviction trends “require us to consider different approaches and ask 
different questions to analyze the realities of renters.”  Because renters are often 26

overlooked in quantitative analysis, Dr. Lewis and her research team out of the University 
of Minnesota  cross-analyzed national Evictions Lab and Equifax Credit data, and made a 
distinction between non-mortgage holders and mortgage holders. This data illustrates a 
clear disparity between eviction filings by zip codes and shares of credit risk scores, 
alluding to disproportionate filing practices across low-wealth neighborhoods compared 
to nearby affluent neighborhoods. While this study provides the first comprehensive 
quantitative report on evictions in Minneapolis, an invaluable component of this study is 
the way in which the authors highlight the complexity of evictions through qualitative 
interviews. Evictions often elicit images of a sheriff knocking on a door with a writ of 
eviction and a group of workers removing and placing a family’s belongings on the curb, 
but evictions in the United States are often more complicated. The threat of eviction filing 
or repeated filings have become tools in the landlord-tenant power dynamic, even when 
they do not result in a tenant vacating the home.  Only 22% (15) of tenants interviewed 27

by Dr. Lewis and her team had a writ of removal issued (i.e., the sheriff coming to forcibly 
remove the tenant from the home). A more holistic definition of an eviction filing includes 
“any involuntary move that is a consequence of a landlord-generated change or threat of 
change in the conditions of occupancy of a housing unit.”  Forced evictions are 28

destabilizing, but having an eviction on record serves as a barrier to accessing future 
housing, especially when the stock of naturally occurring affordable housing (NOAH) is 
often of lower quality.  
 

23 Ibid 
24 Ibid 
25 Ibid 
26 Lewis, B. et al. 2019. The Illusion of Choice: Evictions and Profit in North Minneapolis. University of Minnesota 
Center for Urban and Regional Affairs. 
27 Immergluck, D., Ernsthausen, J., Earl, S., and Powell, A. 2019. Multifamily evictions, large  owners, and serial filings: 
Findings from metropolitan Atlanta. doi: 10.13140/RG.2.2.24976.05120. 
28 Hartman, C. and Robinson, D. 2003. Evictions: The hidden housing problem. Housing Policy Debate. 
14(4):461-501. 
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Like ownership, it is important to examine the landlord-tenant dynamic, and how this 
affects housing stability. Landlords are in a unique position to aid or disrupt the unequal 
power dynamics within a society that differentially values the voices of owners over 
renters in academic literature and public policy discourse.  Yet, the imbalance of power 29

between landlords and tenants in the rental market is a fairly understudied component of 
housing instability literature.  Homes represent investment properties for landlords, and 30

renting properties is a business proposition based on risk and reward within the housing 
market.  In the distressed property market, landlords buy low-value property but charge 31

market-value rent.  Landlords are left balancing their motivations for entering the 32

housing market with the risks that they associate with certain tenants and the regulation 
pressure of the state.  
 
Lewis et al highlight how policies at the federal and local levels have upheld this power 
imbalance between tenants and landlords. The US Department of Housing and Urban 
Development’s (HUD) “One Strike, You’re Out” policy for publicly subsidized residents, 
led and reinforced by both the Reagan and Clinton administrations and upheld by the 
Supreme Court, requires that tenants and/or their guests who engage in criminal activity 
are subject to a termination of housing benefits regardless of conviction.  In 3334

Minneapolis, many local municipalities have used the one-strike policy to build crime-free 
housing ordinances for all rental properties.  Rental housing regulation changes such as 35

these have created increased pressure on landlords to respond to nuisance calls as well 
as the misconduct of children, guests, and tenants and, in turn, put pressure on landlords 
to evict tenants or their guests who have been accused of participating in criminal 
activity, even if the tenant had no knowledge of the activity.  To make matters worse, 3637

housing courts across the nation provide little in the way of tenant protections and due 
process.  In a 2018 report entitled Legal Representation in Evictions, which examined 38

the Fourth Judicial District Housing Court of Hennepin County, Grundman and Kruger 

29 Ibid 
30 Rosen, E. 2014. Rigging the rules of the game: How landlords geographically sort low‐income renters. City & 
Community.13(4):310-340. 
31 Madden, D. and Marcuse, P. 2016. In defense of housing. The politics of crisis. New York, NY:  Verso. 
32 Desmond, M. and Wilmers, N. 2019. Do the poor pay more for housing? Exploitation, profit, and risk in rental 
markets. American Journal of Sociology.124(4):1090-1124. 
33 Johnson, B.T. 2001. The severest justice is not the best policy: The one-strike policy in public housing. Journal of 
Affordable Housing & Community Development Law. 234-284 
34 Lethabo King, T. 2010. One strike evictions, state space and the production of abject black female bodies. Critical 
Sociology. 36(1):45-64. 
35 Ramsey, K.V. 2018. One-strike 2.0: How local governments are distorting a flawed federal eviction law. UCLA L. 
Rev. 65:1146. 
36 Ibid 
37 Swan, S. 2015. Home rules. Duke LJ. 64:823. 
38 Bezdek, B. 1991. Silence in the court: Participation and subordination of poor tenants' voices in legal process. 
Hofstra L. Rev.20:533. 
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found that fully represented tenants won or settled their cases in 96% of these cases, 
while those without any legal services won or settled only 62% of these cases.  39

 
The study conducted by Lewis et al builds off the small body of existing literature on 
evictions, as well as a report produced by the City of Minneapolis Innovation team in 
2016. While this quantitative research was interesting, it did not answer critical 
questions of how and why eviction trends were taking place from the perspectives of 
tenants and landlords themselves. Dr. Lewis’s actionable model relies heavily on building 
reciprocal relationships across sectors that embrace an open process where the 
collective develops shared understandings for the purpose of creating social 
transformation. Dr. Lewis’ research team and its community partners co-developed an 
in-depth qualitative research project that included 100 tenant and landlord interviews in 
the 55411 and 55412 zip codes in North Minneapolis. In conjunction with a number of 
supportive, actionable research strategies and tools, the project not only created primary 
source data on evictions but also used that data as a tool of action to inform, influence, 
and transform public policy discussions and action across the state of Minnesota. 
 
The actionable research model adopted by Lewis et al provides the insight needed to 
make informed policy recommendations. These include: lengthening the evictions 
process, adopting a human-centered timely approach to social services, and ending 
self-pay at county shelters. This paper works to build off of these recommendations, 
tailoring them to the challenges specific to 1-4 unit rentals.  
 

Gentrification 
 
While no universal definition of gentrification exists, there are common elements that 
make up the general understanding of the phenomenon and are relevant to Minneapolis.

 Gentrification is often defined, particularly in the geographic context of the Twin Cities, 40

as the change of a neighborhood from majority lower-income people of color to 
higher-income white residents.  While the rapid nature of gentrification may be hard to 41

predict – all neighborhoods are in flux at some level – that is not to say that the potential 
negative impacts of gentrification including displacement, increased criminalization of 
people of color, local business closure, unaffordability, lack of historic preservation, and 

39 Grundman, L., and Kruger, M. 2018. Legal representation in evictions: Comparative study.  
40 Institute on Metropolitan Opportunity. 2016. Are Minneapolis and St. Paul gentrifying? Debunking myths about 
neighborhood change in the Twin Cities. Minneapolis: Institute on Metropolitan Opportunity 
41 Clark, E. 2005. The order and simplicity of gentrification: A political challenge. Gentrification in a Global Context: 
The New Urban Colonialism. New York: Routledge. 256-64. 
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lost social safety nets are an inevitable part of neighborhood change.  Ed Goetz’s 2017 42

study on gentrification in the Twin Cities utilizes statistical analysis  in order to identify 
areas of gentrification, and to characterize changes occurring. Qualitative methods were 
used to help understand how those most affected by neighborhood change experience 
transformations as they take place, and to compare this to how those in power view 
these changes. 88 interviews were conducted to see if the quantitative results match 
resident perception. This mixed methods research highlights the key idea that 
gentrification is a varied phenomenon that looks and feels different from one 
neighborhood to another.  
 
The findings documented by Goetz et al highlight the importance of using both 
qualitative and quantitative methods, as statistical analysis cannot fully document the 
various components of neighborhood change and displacement on its own. Almost ½ of 
census tracts in Minneapolis and 1/3 of tracts in Saint Paul met the threshold for 
gentrification vulnerability in 2000, with 32% of tracts experiencing gentrification from 
2000-2015.  A significant finding relates to type of neighborhood change: racial change 43

was inconsistent across gentrifying neighborhoods, but all of them saw large increases 
in populations with bachelor’s degrees. While gentrification is generally associated with 
an increase in income, the statistical analysis indicates that the median household 
income in all gentrifying neighborhoods declined during the study years. These 
surprising income and poverty findings can be explained by higher levels of inequality in 
gentrifying areas. Unsurprisingly, both rental and homeowner markets increased in price 
at higher rates in these neighborhoods.  
 
The variation identified by the quantitative analysis suggests that gentrification does not 
manifest in a particular type of neighborhood change. Goetz et al identify four 
distinguishable types of neighborhood change, two of which conform to classic models 
of gentrification in which incomes and housing prices rise. Two versions of this model are 
identified, with one being characterized by large reductions in the Black population. The 
remaining two models fall into a “Non-Classic” category, where median income declines, 
and poverty increases alongside housing costs and socio-economic status. Like the 
classic model, this non-traditional model has two versions that are distinct in terms of 
racial change. These findings highlight the idea that place-specific analysis is often 
necessary, since phenomena such as gentrification and displacement look different 

42 Freeman, L. 2005. Displacement or succession? Residential mobility in gentrifying neighborhoods. Urban Affairs 
Review. 40(4)463-491. 
43 Goetz, E.G., Lewis, B., Damiano, A., and Calhoun, M. 2019. The diversity of gentrification: Multiple forms of 
gentrification in Minneapolis and St. Paul. Minneapolis, MN: Center for Urban and Regional Affairs, University of 
Minnesota. 
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across different geographies. The 88 interviews conducted by the study’s authors 
produced four common themes relating to gentrification: the presence of whiteness, a 
lack of housing affordability, business turnover, and displacement fears. These qualitative 
interviews highlight the importance of documenting the experiences of different types of 
stakeholders, and align with the qualitative findings that gentrification is a varied 
phenomenon that requires geography-specific solutions. 
 
The policy approaches developed from these findings are extremely valuable, as they 
examine the work of local organizations rather than policy toolkits that have been 
developed for broader geographies. The authors acknowledge that reports produced by 
the Furman Center, the Urban Displacement Project, and the Housing Justice Center are 
useful, but may not best address the neighborhood change that is occurring across the 
Twin Cities. Instead, the authors identify ten organizations that have been critical to local 
grassroots efforts across Minneapolis and Saint Paul. The work of these organizations 
and the study findings highlight the need for more equitable development, a redirecting 
of resources, and a shifting of narratives in order to legitimize self-determination.  
 
The literature reviewed in this section places value on community-informed research and 
recommendations, and highlights the need for both quantitative and qualitative data to 
accompany anecdotal evidence. This study on 1-4 unit rentals pays close attention to 
ownership trends in Minneapolis, as well as dynamics between landlords and tenants. 
As previously mentioned, there are large gaps in data pertaining to these rentals, so the 
trends and patterns identified in existing literature are not specific to this housing type. 
This research seeks to add some specificity to discussions on housing stability in 
Minneapolis, in order to see if trends within these units follow the broader patterns 
identified by Lewis, Goetz, and other authors in the field. The following section provides 
an overview of methodology and data sources, which aim to build off existing 
scholarship and local grassroots efforts.  
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Methodology 
 

Overview 
 
This paper utilizes a mixed-methods approach to address the following questions: 
 

1. Who owns 1-4 unit rental properties in Minneapolis? 
2. What condition are 1-4 unit rentals in? 
3. Why do tenants choose this rental type over rentals in larger buildings? 
4. What challenges are unique to this rental type, for both landlords and tenants? 

 
In an effort to conduct an empirically-sound, tenant-centered analysis, this research 
relies on spatial analysis, a matrix of existing housing stability programs in cities across 
the country, and 15 semi-structured interviews. This qualitative and quantitative data is 
used to create program recommendations for the City of Minneapolis that are informed 
by the community members and organizations that are closely connected to local tenant 
advocacy and housing stability efforts. This section provides an overview of the 
methodology, while the following sections outline findings and recommendations.  

 
Spatial Analysis  
 
This research utilizes spatial analysis in order to identify geographic, demographic, and 
ownership trends, as they relate to 1-4 unit rental properties in Minneapolis. This 
analysis  draws mainly upon the City of Minneapolis’ rental licensing data, which is 
published by the Regulatory services department. To promote the health, safety, and 
welfare of the public and work toward eliminating substandard and deteriorating rental 
housing, the Minneapolis Code of Ordinances requires all rental property to be licensed. 
Regulatory Services oversees the licensing and inspection of rental housing to ensure 
safe living environments. This publicly accessible data is updated weekly, and 
communicates important information about ownership, rental tier, and rental type. An 
important caveat of the dataset is that it only represents active rental licenses, rendering 
this spatial analysis incomplete. Anecdotally, Minneapolis has a large number of 
unlicensed units, and it is challenging to understand the scale of the issue and accurately 
account for this gap in the data through the use of other sources.  Even so, this data set 
is extremely useful in highlighting key spatial patterns relating to 1-4 unit rental location, 
ownership, owner location, and rental condition.  
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This research also draws on the City of Minneapolis’ violations data published by the 
Regulatory services department. This publicly accessible data is updated daily, and 
communicates important information about housing violation type and location. An 
interactive database helps residents understand  the violation history of a specific 
property, owner, and whether violations remain open. The tool also provides information 
on the most common violations and where in the city they take place, providing a 
comprehensive look at the city’s trends. Unlike the rental licensing data, violations are 
reported and recorded for licensed and unlicensed units. This is a crucial component of 
this dataset, as it allows for spatial analysis of unlicensed units and violations within 
these units. While this provides some understanding about the geography of unlicensed 
rentals, it is by no means a comprehensive analysis. If an unlicensed unit has no recorded 
violations, it is challenging for the City to identify properties that are out of compliance.  
 
Lastly, this research draws on race data from the US census to analyze how variables 
such as non-local ownership, rental condition, and rental violations impact different 
populations. This is an important component of this research, as Minneapolis is home to 
some of the most extreme racial and housing disparities in the country. Even more, local 
and national housing policies have long been a product of structural racism, and it is 
crucial that research in the field acknowledges how historical and current discriminatory 
practices contribute to present disparities. Single family zoning, for example, was 
originally conceived as a legal way to keep certain neighborhoods as white as possible, 
and it still works today. Even now, south and southwest Minneapolis -- which have been 
dominated by racially restrictive covenants in the past -- are still overwhelmingly white.  44

This research aims to apply a racial equity lens to its methodology and 
recommendations, as an acknowledgement that one’s experience in the rental market is 
greatly impacted by a host of demographic factors such as race, family size, and 
economic status.  
 

Thematic Analysis of Semi-Structured Interviews 
 
This research employs a tenant-centered approach in order to form recommendations 
that are reflective of communities’ needs and the existing advocacy work in Minneapolis. 
15 semi-structured interviews were conducted with individuals from the following 
organizations: 
 

● Powderhorn Park Neighborhood Organization  
● Alliance Housing  

44 Jones, H. 2019. Minnesota still has some of the worst racial disparities in the nation. City Pages.  

12 



● Whittier Alliance 
● Urban Homeworks 
● Jewish Community Action 
● HomeLine 
● HousingLink 
● HOPE Community Inc. 
● Nokomis Neighborhood Organization 
● Inquilinxs Unidxs por Justicia 
● City of Minneapolis Regulatory Services (x3) 
● Corcoran Neighborhood Organization 
● City of Boston Office of Housing Stability 

 
These organizations were identified through existing literature, conversations with the 
City of Minneapolis, and online research. While the neighborhood organizations serve 
defined geographies, the remaining organizations work with tenants and residents 
throughout Minneapolis, the greater metropolitan area, and the state. This geographic 
diversity allows for a more comprehensive understanding of rental housing trends and 
identifies both city-wide and neighborhood-level patterns. An interview was conducted 
with one non-local organization, the City of Boston, in order to gain insight on creating 
and maintaining an office of housing stability, and stabilization strategies currently in 
place. It is important to note that this is by no means a comprehensive list of those 
working towards affordable and stable housing in Minneapolis, but is a compilation of 
contacted organizations who were willing to participate. While this research aims to 
adopt a tenant-centered approach, the timeline of this project made it more feasible to 
interview larger organizations that work with and represent tenants, as opposed to 
interviewing individual renters.   
 
Five interviews took place in-person and the remaining ten were conducted over the 
phone due to distance. While all participants were asked the same initial set of 
questions, the semi-structured format allowed for more open-ended discussion when 
appropriate. The questions required participants to discuss their organization’s mission 
and current role; their relationship with tenants and landlords/property owners; 
challenges unique to 1-4 unit rentals; ownership trends in Minneapolis; their 
organization’s relationship with the City of Minneapolis; and housing stabilization 
strategies. A thematic analysis of the responses was done to identify, analyze and 
organize key themes. Thematic analysis allows for more flexibility in interpreting large 
data sets, and enables better sorting and organization of key concepts. Responses are 
sorted first by the broad themes dictated by the main questions asked of each 
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participant, and then more specifically by key themes within each of these categories. 
While this methodology is appropriate for this data type, it does have limitations; 
thematic analysis is often quite subjective and relies on the researcher’s judgement, 
choices, and interpretations. The main goal of this research is to identify challenges of 
1-4 unit rentals, focusing on those that impact tenants. Consequently, the qualitative 
interview questions reflect this objective.  

 
Matrix of Existing Housing Stability Programs + Policies 
 
A matrix of existing housing stabilization policies and programs illustrates how the City 
of Minneapolis compares to other municipal governments. Policies are included in the 
matrix if they are currently being implemented by city governments in at least three 
different municipalities. These criteria are utilized to identify policies that would be 
politically and financially feasible to implement at the city scale. The table, which can be 
found in the findings section, outlines existing policies and programs, where they are 
currently being implemented, and if they are being implemented by the City of 
Minneapolis.  
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Findings 
 

Spatial Analysis 
 

Background 
 
Maps 1, 2, and 3 illustrate important trends in Minneapolis’ rental market at the tract 
level, analyzing variables such as renter-occupied households, rent burden, vacancy rate, 
and median gross rent. These maps provide important context for the spatial analysis of 
1-4 unit rentals, as they situate significant findings within the broader rental market. Map 
1 shows renter-occupied households and rent burden by census tract in Minneapolis, 
highlighting tracts that have a high percentage of households spending at least 30% of 
their income on rent. Central and parts of Northeast Minneapolis have the highest 
proportions of renter-occupied and rent-burdened households. While North Minneapolis 
has lower proportions of renter-occupied households, the map illustrates a concentration 
of rent-burdened households northwest of downtown.  

15 



 
Map 1: Renter Occupied Households and Rent Burden, Census Tracts, 2019 
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Map 2 shows vacancy rates and rent burden by census tract, highlighting a conflict that 
is commonly disputed within the broader housing movement. Parts of both North and 
Central Minneapolis show relatively high vacancy rates accompanied by high proportions 
of rent-burdened households; if there is a supply of vacant units, why are these areas not 
more affordable for residents? These patterns are often at the heart of housing crisis 
debates, with many activists arguing that these trends are more indicative of an 
affordability crisis and density supporters claiming that this is an issue of supply. In 
reality, vacancy rates are much more complex, as they are “a snapshot in time, and can 
describe a number of very distinct phenomena: there’s a big difference between a 
tax-delinquent, long-abandoned home in Toledo and a downtown Austin apartment 
that’s briefly languishing between tenants.”  With these caveats in mind, vacancy rates 45

can still be viewed as “the most vivid symbol of a housing market that doesn’t work for 
most people.”   Low vacancy rates push up rents, which can lead to rent-burden and a 46

lack of affordability. When looking at North and Central Minneapolis, it becomes clear 
that these housing markets may not be adequately serving their residents, with high 
levels of rent-burden despite relatively high vacancy rates.  
 
 
 

45 Schneider, B. 2019. Fix California's housing crisis, activists say. But which one? CityLab. 
46 Ibid 
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Map 2: Vacancy Rates and Rent Burden, Census Tracts, 2019 
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Map 3 shows median gross rent and rent-burdened households by census tract, further 
supporting the argument that Central and North Minneapolis residents are not 
adequately served by the current housing stock. These geographies have the lowest 
median gross rents in the city but the highest proportions of rent-burdened households, 
highlighting a need for targeted resources and affordability strategies. These maps 
provide important context for the following spatial analysis of 1-4 unit rentals, as they 
enhance the significance of the findings and draw attention to areas of need.  
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Map 3: Median Gross Rent and Rent Burden, Census Tracts, 2019 
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Location  
 
Maps 4 and 5 show the locations of active 1-4 unit rental licenses at the community and 
tract levels, respectively. The community scale allows for a broader analysis, while 
mapping locations at the tract level provides a more accurate and detailed look at what 
areas have the highest proportions of 1-4 unit rentals. When looking at Map 4, it is clear 
that the Camden and Northeast communities have the highest percentage of this 
building type, with 1-4 unit rentals making up 95% to 97% of the rental stock. While 
communities such as Calhoun Isle, Central, and University have the lowest percentage of 
these rentals, 1-4 unit rentals still make up 78% to 83% of the rental stock, indicating 
that all communities in Minneapolis have high proportions of 1-4 unit rentals. This 
building type is prominent throughout Minneapolis: 89% of active rental licenses belong 
to 1-4 unit properties, and these units make up 31% of all licensed units.  
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Map 4: 1-4 Unit Rental License Proportions, Communities, 2019 
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Looking at these proportions at the tract level allows for a more in-depth look at where 
these units are concentrated within communities. Map 5 shows more variation, and 
disaggregating the data to a smaller scale shows that the high percentages seen at the 
community level decrease in some areas at the tract level. For example, 1-4 unit rentals 
make up 95% to 98% of the Northeast community’s licensed rental stock, but some 
tracts within this community show proportions of 84% to 94%. The inverse is true with 
communities such as Southwest that show relatively lower percentages at the 
community scale, but higher ones at the tract level. These baseline maps are a crucial 
component of this spatial analysis and research more broadly, as they show how 
prominent 1-4 unit properties are in the Minneapolis rental market.  
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Map 5: 1-4 Unit Rental License Proportions, Census Tracts, 2019 
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Tier 
 
Map 6, map 7, and map 8 show the tier of all active 1-4 unit rental licenses in 
Minneapolis. Regulatory Services uses a set of thirteen elements to determine a 
property’s tier, focusing primarily on the condition and maintenance of the property itself, 
with a subset of the elements affecting quality of life and compliance. 24 months of data 
are used to determine a property’s tier, and tiering elements are equally applied to the 
City’s nearly 24,000 rental licenses. The following list outlines the inspection cycle and 
property conditions for Tier 1, Tier 2, and Tier 3 rentals: 
 

● Tier 1: Eight year cycle: Use very few city services, well-maintained, managed and 
meet minimum housing code. 

● Tier 2: Five year cycle: Use some city services, maintained to minimum housing 
code, may be at a higher risk for fire damage. 

● Tier 3: One year cycle: Require excessive city services, poorly maintained or 
managed, may be at a higher risk for fire damage. 

 
Map 6 shows Tier 1 proportions for 1-4 unit rentals at the census tract level, providing a 
look at the spatial distribution of the highest quality 1-4 unit rental properties in the City, 
and what areas are lacking these top tier rentals. Aside from North and Central 
Minneapolis, a majority of census tracts in the city show high percentages of Tier 1 
rentals, with numbers ranging from 88% to 100%.  
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Map 6: 1-4 Unit Rental License Proportions, Tier 1, Census Tracts, 2019 
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Maps 7 and 8 show Tier 2 and Tier 3 proportions, illustrating the spatial distribution of 
lower quality 1-4 unit rental properties at the census tract level. North and Central 
Minneapolis show high percentages of Tier 2 rentals, with some tracts having 
proportions as high as 44%. The same is true of Tier 3 rental locations, but the 
percentages decrease. This indicates that while the worst quality 1-4 unit rentals are 
more concentrated in certain parts of the city, they are less prevalent overall.  
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Map 7: 1-4 Unit Rental License Proportions, Tier 2, Census Tracts, 2019 
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Map 8: 1-4 Unit Rental License Proportions, Tier 3, Census Tracts, 2019 
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These rental condition patterns become more significant when they are observed in 
partnership with significant demographic variables such as race. Map 9 shows Tier 3 1-4 
unit rental proportions and the percentage of the population that identify as Black, at the 
census tract level. When looking at this map, it becomes clear that the highest 
proportions of Tier 3 rentals are disproportionately located in census tracts with higher 
“% Black” values.  Even more, both these variables are spatially concentrated in North 
and Central Minneapolis, highlighting the idea that the racial segregation present in 
Minneapolis is mirrored in its rental market. Rental tier and condition can greatly impact 
quality of life and resident safety, as high risk violations are a greater danger to the 
security and well-being of tenants and their neighbors.  
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Map 9: % Black and 1-4 Unit Rental License Proportions, Tier 3, Census Tracts, 2019 
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Violations 
 
Regulatory Services inspectors enforce fire and housing violations of the Minneapolis 
Code of Ordinances and State Fire Code. This helps protect residents and improve the 
livability of Minneapolis. Map 10 shows the percent of violations that occurred in 
unlicensed units, layered on top of the total number of housing violations over the course 
of a year. While not specific to 1-4 unit rentals, this map shows significant patterns at 
the council-ward level. Wards that had less total housing violations had a greater 
proportion of violations occurring in unlicensed units. Conversely, wards in North 
Minneapolis had the largest amount of housing violations, but relatively smaller 
percentages of unlicensed violations. While raw data on its own is not entirely useful and 
can be misleading, the high number of total housing violations in North Minneapolis is 
significant when looking at renter occupied data. Most census tracts in this geography 
are majority owner-occupied, indicating that this high number of violations is not due to a 
lack of data normalization.  
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Map 10: Total Housing Violations and % Unlicensed Violations, Council Wards, March 2019- March 2020 
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Ownership 
 
An unsettling trend over the past few years in Minneapolis has been the increasing 
movement of institutional investors into the residential housing market.  In the past ten 47

years, the presence of institutional investors in Minneapolis’s housing market has 
increased drastically, despite the puncturing of the housing bubble in the late 2000s.  48

Map 11 shows owner location of 1-4 unit rentals by census tract, based on addresses 
listed on a property’s license application. More specifically, this map shows the 
percentage of units per tract that have an owner located within Minneapolis. While this 
analysis does not show whether an owner is an institution or an individual, it does 
provide a broad overview of local ownership. Ideally, this analysis would identify the top 
institutional investors in Minneapolis, but this would not be entirely accurate due to data 
limitations.  

47 Fields, D. 2014. The rise of the corporate landlord: The institutionalization of the single-family rental market and 
potential impacts on renters. Right to the City Alliance: Homes for All. 
48 Abramson, A., Guekguezian, L., Gunther, G., Noble, E., Raisz, A. 2017. Mapping the Community Context of the 
Northside Achievement Zone: Housing Stability. Macalester College. 
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Map 11: 1-4 Unit Rental License Proportions: Owner City Minneapolis, Census Tracts, 2019 
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When looking at the rental license data, it becomes clear that large corporations like 
Blackstone operate under a variety of names and addresses, making it difficult to identify 
complete rental portfolios. However, an effort was made to identify owners with the 
largest 1-4 unit rental portfolios in the city, and to link various LLCs.  
 

Applicant Name  Organization  Licensed 1-4 unit 
rentals 

Location 

Amanda Stinar, Branden 
Nation, Jacob C Koch, 

Joshua M Zupfer, Kellen 
C Harmon, Todd 

Wermager 

Renters Warehouse  364  Nationwide 

Richard C Gendreau  DRG Realty  299  Minneapolis 

Scott Beck  Havenbrook  223  Nationwide 

Scott Ficek, Scott M 
Ficek 

Rental Management 
Guys 

149  Minneapolis 

My C Truong, Alfonso 
Barreto, Richardo 

Tavares 

2404 Blaisdell  138  Minneapolis 

Table: Owners with the largest 1-4 unit rental portfolios (Source: Minneapolis Rental License Data) 
 
As evidenced by the above table, outside institutional investors such as Renters and 
Warehouse and Havenbrook have some of the largest 1-4 unit rental portfolios in 
Minneapolis. With offices across the country, Renters Warehouse is a property 
management company that specializes in managing single-family rentals, and serves as 
a platform for investors to buy and sell single-family rentals. This sector of the property 
management industry barely existed more than a decade ago but grew to accommodate 
a tsunami of accidental landlords who couldn’t sell their homes after house values 
plummeted.  The industry is now dominated by national real estate investment trusts 49

that own and manage thousands of single-family houses — most of them former 
foreclosures — that are scattered across the country. A chief strategy officer for the 
company stated: “Investors in the housing market are independent, patriotic people who 
use real estate investing to create long-term financial security for the people they care 
about.”  The qualitative interviews conducted for this research paint a much different 50

picture of Renters Warehouse, and will be outlined in the following section.  

49 Buchta, J. 2015. Renters Warehouse bought by investment group. Star Tribune.  
50 Ibid 
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HavenBrook Homes, a Georgia-based investment company, now owns more rental 
properties in north Minneapolis than any other private entity. Following the foreclosure 
crisis, HaveBrook purchased over 400 homes throughout the metro, mostly in 
low-income areas. Real estate agent Jean Bain said it appeared the company zeroed in 
on the Twin Cities as an undervalued area, then set metrics for which homes to buy.  51

HavenBrook’s average Minneapolis purchase price was just $102,000, and only half the 
properties had active rental licenses. Investors from Wall Street and other places have 
poured money into single-family rental property across the country in the wake of the 
housing crisis, said Daren Blomquist, senior vice president at California-based Attom 
Data Solutions, which tracks the industry. They typically buy up the distressed 
properties, he said, and then “rent them out to this growing group of people who are 
now renters who used to be homeowners.”  HavenBrook, which advertises properties in 52

four states, has invested almost exclusively in a handful of poorer urban core 
neighborhoods in the Twin Cities. HavenBrook’s buying has trailed off, but the purchases 
were swift and paid in cash during the prime period in 2014. As with Renters 
Warehouse, interviews with local organizations identify tenant challenges associated 
with properties that are managed by large institutional investors. As previously 
mentioned, this data needs to be analyzed with limitations in mind. Even after using 
multiple different fields to connect owners, it is impossible to connect entities if there is 
no common address, phone number, name etc.  
 
Spatial analysis is a crucial method for understanding geographic patterns and trends at 
various scales, which have very real implications for residents. As evidenced by the maps 
in this section, North and Central Minneapolis have a lower quality rental stock, the 
highest rates of outside ownership, and the greatest amount of yearly housing violations. 
More specifically, these geographies have the most “life safety” violations, indicating that 
residents in these areas are at a greater risk due to the condition of their housing.  
 
These concentrations of harmful variables mirror patterns of residential segregation in 
Minneapolis, which is not surprising when considering the city’s history of racial housing 
covenants. As was the case in many U.S. cities, racially restrictive covenants on property 
deeds prevented African Americans and other minorities from buying homes in many 
areas throughout the city.  While these covenants were outlawed by the Supreme Court 53

in 1948, they established persistent patterns which were reinforced by redlining and 
infrastructure projects. The lasting effects of these policies dictate both residential 

51 Roper, E. 2014. Out-of-state investor targets North Side homes. Star Tribune. 
52 Buchta, J. 2015. Renters Warehouse bought by investment group. Star Tribune.  
53 Miller, G. 2020. When Minneapolis segregated. CityLab.  
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location and condition, as evidenced by the maps in this section. In recent years, greater 
attention has been paid to Minneapolis’ homeownership disparities, as these gaps 
continue to grow: the city now has the lowest rate of homeownership among African 
American households of any U.S. city. Disparities in the rental market garner less 
attention, in part because renters are often overlooked in quantitative analysis and some 
variables are more difficult to measure.  While the maps in this section illustrate some of 54

these disparities, they are more powerful and comprehensive when examined in 
partnership with qualitative data from local tenants and housing organizations.  
 

Semi-Structured Interviews 
 

Overview 
 
As outlined in the methods section, 15 semi-structured interviews were conducted to 
identify challenges unique to 1-4 rental properties, for both tenants and owners. The 
following table outlines characteristics of the interview subjects and their organizations: 
 

Organization  Role & Responsibilities  Location 

Inquilinxs Unidxs 
Por Justicia 

Organizer: Organizes with tenants on the northside against 
negligent and abusive landlords. They help residents with court 
procedures, addressing repairs, and issues that come up in 
everyday life. They live in a house previously owned by predatory 
landlord Mahmood Khan, and fought for ownership of the property.  

MPLS 

Jewish 
Community 
Action 

Organizer: Organizes homeowners in the suburbs and encourages 
residents to use their power to support affordable housing. There is 
an ideological crisis happening in Twin Cities suburbs, and big 
challenges of gentrification and displacement. 

Metro/Sta
te 

HOPE 
Community Inc.  

Leader of real estate team: focuses on development and asset 
management. works a lot with property management, some 
residents, and is involved in a lot of policy spaces (often with 
CPED.) HOPE is a part of the Make Homes Happen Coalition and 
has its own organizing work that focuses on racial equity in the 
parks system. HOPE partners with Aeon and Common Bond who 
do property management within their communities. HOPE owns 
and manages 25 1-4 unit rental properties 

MPLS 

Urban 
Homeworks 

Equity & engagement director: came in during the struggle with 
Mahmood Khan to help tenants transition to ownership roles. Some 
tenants were placed in CPED homes, and Urban Homeworks does 
property management for these rentals. They have had some issues 

N. MPLS 

54 Ibid 
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trying to figure out the process of having a home that is owned by 
the City, but rapidly fixed up and managed by a non profit. With 
funding coming from a lot of different avenues, there has been a 
learning curve trying to figure out how to best handle repairs for 
residents.  

Powderhorn Park 
Neighborhood 
Org.  

Community Coordinator: works on three advocacy issues: 
equitable development, housing justice, and public safety. Tries to 
advance advocacy work in those areas largely by interacting with 
coalitions. Some of the things PPNA is focused on is policy change 
within the City, and getting tenants the opportunity to purchase.  

Central 
MPLS 

HOMELINE  Executive Director, Staff Attorney, & Tenant Hotline Operator: 
the main program at HOMELINE is the tenant hotline. They take 
15,000 calls annually from all over the state, and 3,500 annually 
from Minneapolis alone. There are seven attorneys on staff. 
HOMELINE has relationships with most tenant rights groups, but 
are not adversarial in terms of their relationship with landlords. They 
do monthly educational workshops for landlords in Minneapolis, and 
wrote a book on landlord law. They have quite a bit of contact with 
both tenants and landlords, and tenants will often follow up after an 
initial hotline call. HOMELINE still has an organizing director, but 
their capacity goes up and down with this. They have organized 
mostly around larger units because they are easier, but a campaign 
is more difficult with scattered sites.  

State 

Nokomis East 
Neighborhood 
Organization 

Executive Director & Community Organizer: Nokomis East serves 
four neighborhoods and 1,400 residents, 20% of which are renters. 
Most of the renters are not cost-burdened and live in well-managed 
apartments. Most of the vulnerable tenants Nokomis East works 
with are located in 50 apartment units right off the highway. The 
organizer on staff works mostly with this community, and works as 
an intermediary between tenants and Regulatory 
services/landlords.  

S. MPLS 

HousingLink  President: oversees all of the operations of HousingLink, which is 
an organization that provides neutral information and data to 
people across the state of Minnesota. As an organization, they try 
not to make judgements on what is right or wrong, but strive to 
make accurate data on the current state of housing accessible. 
However, the organization was funded out of a lawsuit on 
concentration of race and poverty in North Minneapolis. 
HousingLink also does presentations for landlords at social service 
agencies, focusing on topics like fair housing.  

State 

Whittier Alliance  Staff member: has been organizing to change the board and 
representation of Whittier Alliance for 7 years. The board is now 
majority renter, but they are still mostly white. Recently, they have 
stopped evictions in some apartments, which has been a catalyst 
for people seeing change happening at the neighborhood level. This 

Central/ 
South 
MPLS 
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action helped to spawn the housing issues committee, which is 
renter driven and a little more diverse (though still not 
representative of the community.) Most homeowners in the area are 
allies of Whittier Alliance and community organizing work. They are 
getting funding to hire a spanish-speaking organizer, and are 
working on a scorecard for developers. 

City of 
Minneapolis: Reg 
Services 

Fire inspector/tenant navigator: As an inspector, they were 
noticing predatory behavior towards renters, especially towards 
folks in transition. As a fire inspector, they are always looking for 
ways to better protect renters and hold landlords and owners 
accountable while not re-victimizing tenants. Tenant navigators 
hold a workshop called RPOW: renters & property owner 
workshop, where they talk about the impact of building 
relationships with residents and try to humanize the process.  

MPLS 

City of 
Minneapolis: Reg 
Services 

Deputy Director: Manages the finance & analytical piece of all the 
work done in housing & fire inspections. Manages emergency board 
action when a landlord cannot afford to make a repair so that 
tenants don’t go without heat or water. They also link people to 
HOMELINE and Legal Aid to try to help tenants not be victims to 
landlords. The department looks at rental portfolios to tier 
properties, & keeps tier 3 properties on their radar. On the policy 
side, they get stakeholders together when ordinances are coming 
down the pipeline & look at policies through a racial equity lens. 
Internally, they do project management & equity training, and try to 
embed that into work expectations & culture.  

 

City of 
Minneapolis: Reg 
Services 

Interagency Coordinator: this role is located within Operations & 
Engagement, the division which provides department-wide 
leadership and support for internal City services. They also work on 
internal development and with policy, both council-driven and 
internal. They work with diverse stakeholders and try to include a 
wide range of participants in ordinance creation.  

MPLS 

Alliance Housing  Executive Director, Property Manager & Housing Operations 
Assistant: Own & manage 96 units of housing in scattered site 
properties. There is a lot of interaction with tenants, which is really 
important with this rental type. Alliance utilizes relational property 
management where they keep up with maintenance while offering 
flexible options for tenants like month to month leases & deferred 
rent payments. They cover 95% of costs with rents, and raise the 
other funds charitably.   

MPLS 

Corcoran 
Neighborhood 
Organization 

Executive Director: this is an interdisciplinary role that involves 
direct service with neighborhood residents, and creating 
opportunities for people to get together in fellowship to have 
conversations about how they would like to see the neighborhood 
change. The organization acts as a buffer between government 
entities and residents. They interact with tenants daily, which has 

S. MPLS 
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been heavy in recent months due to the Steve Frenz evictions and 
trials in the neighborhood.  

City of Boston 
Office of Housing 
Stability  

Deputy Director: Manages a team of 8 people. There are housing 
crisis coordinators who answer calls and take walk-ins from people 
who are homeless, looking for housing etc. There is also a program 
which informs tenants of rights and responsibilities. The office also 
directs people to the inspections services department, & uses case 
information to provide and suggest policies to the Mayor’s office. 
The office was created in 2016 and was the first of its kind in the 
country.  

Boston 

 
As evidenced by the above table, this research documents a wide array of voices, in 
terms of roles, interactions with tenants and owners, and geographies served. This 
section serves as a thematic analysis of the 15 qualitative interviews to identify topics, 
ideas and patterns that come up repeatedly. Tables are used to help organize responses 
and highlight key themes.  
 
Challenges Identified - Tenants 
 

Key Themes  Details 

Harmful landlord 
behavior 

● Tenants experience retaliation for reporting repairs 
● Undocumented tenants are exploited  
● Tentants experience sexual harassment or exchange of sexual services in 

place of rent 
● lockouts 

Maintenance issues   ● Responsibility for maintenance often falls on tenants 
● Deferred maintenance is a huge issue, and can lead to health problems, 

especially for children 
● Issues around trash and recycling since it is managed by the City and not 

a contracted vendor 
● People are afraid to report deferred maintenance due to immigration 

status 
● This building type often requires more repairs because they are less 

energy efficient and older.  
● Units are much more likely to be unlicensed, which can impact livability 

and maintenance  
● Tenants are often penalized or forced to move due to maintenance issues 

that are not their fault 

High Utility Costs  ● Number one issue received by HOMELINE’s tenant hotline 
● People choose this unit type because they provide more space, but they 

have much higher utility costs 
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● These units are often older, and less energy efficient/not properly 
insulated 

● Shared metering issues are more common 
● More common for landlords to require yard and snow work 

Isolation  ● Scattered site rentals can make tenants feel extremely isolated 
● Tenants are unaware of help that is available, and that other tenants may 

be experiencing similar challenges 

Increased landlord 
presence 

● This can have both positive and negative effects for tenants 
● Local small time landlords are more willing to bend on application criteria 
● More egregious policy violations with scattered sites; landlords will use 

their key to enter when it’s handy for them 
● When landlords live in the same building, they have more control over a 

tenant’s domain but this can also allow for more community connection 
● Closer proximity can lead to increased tenant harassment 
● Lockouts are most common when landlord lives in or around building 

Legal System 
Challenges  

● The legal system can be challenging for tenants to navigate 
● Without right to counsel, tenants are not always educated on their rights 
● The unlawful detainer process is aggressive: once a landlord has filed a 

UD, that follows a person around instantly. Even if that person goes to 
court and wins the case, the UD will show up on their record unless it is 
expunged 

Inexperienced and 
uneducated landlords 

● Can have positive and negative effects for tenants 
● These units are more likely to have handshake deals with inexperienced 

landlords who don’t know what they are doing; word is treated as bond 
● Some owners who convert to rentals may not know they need to apply 

for a license, which can impact tenants 
● Some landlords require yard and snow work because they don’t know 

protocol 
● These landlords are less likely to file an eviction right away because they 

don’t know how to do it. They bend the rules because they don’t know 
them 

 
 
Challenges Identified - Property Owners/Managers 
 

Key Themes  Details 

Economies of scale  ● More difficult to spread the costs of repairs over multiple units, which can 
lead to maintenance issues 

Tenant Behavior  ● Certain tenant behaviors can affect rental license tier, which can create 
more costs and problems 

● Some landlords want to be flexible with rent and evictions, but cannot 
afford it 
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● If trash and recycle bins are not used by tenants correctly, the City takes 
them away. 

Utility Issues  ● These units are often poorly insulated. There is no incentive for landlords 
to invest in changes if they are not paying the bill 

● Some owners have switched to individual meters if they can’t afford the 
costs 

High Property Taxes  ● Owners have to raise rents to keep up with increasing property taxes. 
They don’t have a way to keep these units affordable 

● Any assessments/tax increases can really put constraints on an owner’s 
budget and ability to make capital improvements 

Lack of landlord 
education/training 

● There is not good quality education around how to be a landlord and how 
to establish healthy relationships with tenants 

● Most trainings focus on crime and drug use, but not on relationship 
building 

● Some people are accidental landlords. They don’t know what they don’t 
know 

● It can be difficult for owners and landlords to navigate city ordinances, 
especially when it is not their full time job 

 
 
Challenges Identified - Organizations 
 

Key Themes  Details 

Geography/Isolation  ● Difficult to identify where tenants live and where the abusive landlords 
are located. 

● Because sites are more scattered, it is more difficult to organize with 
tenants 

● When properties are identified, people are hesitant to admit problems 
with their landlord 

Licensing  ● Anecdotally, Minneapolis has a large concentration of unlicensed units, 
which can create challenges for tenants and gaps in data 

Predatory Landlords  ● Non-profit organizations/property owners are impacted when there are 
predatory landlords in the area 

● It can be difficult to navigate tenant transitions out of neglected property 
● Good landlords can pay the price with increased regulations  
● Fighting abusive landlords can be tiring and expensive 

 
A majority of 1-4 unit rentals are single family homes and duplexes, and tenants often 
choose to live in this rental type due to the increased space for families. However, 
tenants in 1-4 units can experience challenges such as deferred maintenance, high utility 
costs, and physical and social isolation. While these challenges are organized by theme 
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and type, they are deeply intertwined and cannot be examined in a vacuum. A lack of 
proper landlord education, for example, can  negatively impact owners, tenants, and local 
housing organizations. Even more, these qualitative interviews highlight some of the 
nuances of the landlord-tenant relationship. Deferred maintenance and high utility costs 
are some of the biggest challenges experienced by tenants in 1-4 unit rentals, which is 
often labeled as neglectful property management. While abusive and predatory behavior 
is very present in the rental market, some owners are unable to cover the costs of capital 
improvements due to increased property taxes and an inability to spread costs over a 
large number of units. Neglectful behavior may not always be the intention, but has 
tangible impacts on tenants in these units, regardless of the reasoning behind it. 
 
These qualitative interviews also examine the concept of proximity, challenging the 
commonly held perception that smaller properties have better landlords that are more 
present and more involved in the community. With this unit type, it is more common for 
owners to be living in or next to a property, which carries with it a completely different 
set of issues that can have both positive and negative effects for tenants. Alliance 
Housing, a non-profit property owner and manager,  believes that close relationships 
with tenants is an extremely important component of successful property management, 
when these relationships are amicable and mutually respectful. According to HOME Line, 
small time landlords are more likely to bend on application criteria; if a tenant has a risk 
such as a felony or eviction in their background, the odds of getting housing are better 
when they can talk directly to the decision maker.  Conversely, these landlords can have 
more control over a tenant’s domain, which can mean increased violations of privacy and 
instances of harassment. HOME Line reports that tenant lockouts documented by their 
hotline operators  are most common when an owner lives in or next to a unit. These 
responses highlight the idea that landlord/owner location cannot be evaluated in 
absolute terms as better or worse for tenants, as varying levels of proximity can have 
both negative and positive effects.  
 
Lastly, the interview responses draw attention to the effects that varying levels of 
landlord experience can have on tenants.  1-4 unit rentals are more likely to have 
informal, handshake deals between landlords and tenants, who both think their word is 
bond. Inexperienced landlords are less likely to file an eviction right away because they 
don’t know what to do or how to do it; these landlords bend the rules because they don’t 
know them, which can have both positive and negative effects on tenants. The increased 
maintenance responsibility that more commonly falls on tenants in this unit type is often 
a result of ignorance, as both tenants and landlords are unaware of their responsibilities. 
While inexperienced landlords can bend the rules to a tenant’s benefit, a lack of 
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owner/management training seems to have an overall negative effect on both tenants 
and landlords.  
 
Ownership 
 

Key Themes  Details 

Outside Institutional 
Investment 

● There are a number of entities that own large parts of North Minneapolis. 
They create subcultures of poorly managed housing. 

● Investor-owned properties often do not do the necessary maintenance. 
This affects how tenants behave, creating an ugly dynamic.  

● With investor-owned properties, it can be difficult for tenants to navigate 
who to contact for what.  

● It is easier to organize around small time landlords but it is much harder to 
take action against larger corporations.  

● Some owners who are out of state or outside of the Twin Cities have an 
office address in Minneapolis 

● Uptown and South Minneapolis also have institutional investment, but 
this takes on the form of luxury developments.  

● To get into these properties, renters often have to pay up to three months 
rent in security deposits.  

● Most large investors are not willing to invest in the community. The cycle 
of buying up properties in economic downturns will continue to happen 
unless this is addressed by the City.  

Large Presence of 
Renter’s Warehouse 

● Renter’s Warehouse is a property management company that came 
about during the foreclosure crisis, and convinced people to rent out 
homes instead of selling them. They act as shadow landlords. 

● They have claimed that they have over 5,000 single family homes in the 
metro. 

● They claim to take care of duties for owners, but rarely get rental licenses 
or do proper maintenance.  

● They are a massive corporation in a league of their own, but they are lazy 
and do the bare minimum. They will only be as good a landlord as the 
owner wants them to be 

● They have abusive lease practices 
● Reports that they discriminate against tenants who have been evicted by 

predatory landlords like Khan and Frenz.  

Geographic Variation  ● Large presence of institutional investment in North Minneapolis 
● Most of the landlords on the Northside that Urban Homeworks work with 

live in the Twin Cities, but in wealthier communities where they can hide 
who they are and what they do.  

● In South Minneapolis, ownership seems to be a lot more mixed. Some 
landlords are out there everyday interacting with tenants and some 
landlords live outside of the City. There has not been a large presence of 

45 



outside institutional investment in South the same way there has been in 
North.  

● The landlords in Nokomis are unique in the sense that they are mostly 
local and are not big players or investors.  

 
With regard to ownership, the qualitative and anecdotal responses appear to align with 
the quantitative data displayed in the spatial analysis portion of this paper. Subjects 
working in North Minneapolis focused on the increased presence of outside institutional 
investment, the tangible impacts this ownership type has on tenants, and a lack of City 
response. Organizers emphasized a need for more legal and political scaffolding to 
address institutional investment, and more analysis of how the City and local 
organizations engage with these corporations. Most participants brought up Renters 
Warehouse and their large presence across the metro, which is supported by the 
quantitative data that show they have the largest portfolio of 1-4 unit rentals in 
Minneapolis. The qualitative data highlight the difference between this company and 
other well-known investors such as Havenbrook and Blackstone; Renters Warehouse is 
a property management company that acts as a landlord for individual owners. However, 
interview subjects emphasize the negative impacts of a large corporation operating as a 
shadow landlord with poor management practices and abusive leases.  These impacts 
are felt by tenants, local housing organizations, and other landlords in the area.  
 
Geographic variation in ownership type is another major theme identified by the 
participants working within specific neighborhoods. Organizations in North Minneapolis 
focused on the increased presence of institutional investors, while those working in other 
parts of the city discussed more variation in ownership patterns. These nuances highlight 
the importance of using both quantitative and qualitative data; while the spatial analysis 
identifies a large presence of outside ownership on the Northside, the interviews 
illustrate how this ownership type can negatively impact those living and working in that 
geography.  
 
Relationship with and Views of the City of Minneapolis: 
 

Key Themes  Details 

Positive Actions  ● The City has changed the timeline for when landlords need to make 
repairs, which is good. They now have 14 days.  

● Organizations appreciate the data the City has made available, especially 
the rental license data.  

● CPED has added language to contracts that require people to list their 
vacancies on HousinLink’s website if they have received City funds.  
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● The current council is doing some good things like limiting security 
deposits, looking back on backgrounds, inclusionary zoning, and 
eliminating late fees 

Negative Actions  ● The City bought up property in North to help deal with some of the 
abusive landlords, but they didn’t stay up on repairs needed in these 
properties. 

● The City has proved they could house people when the Superbowl came 
to Minneapolis, but people are still experiencing houselessness  

● CPED bought one of Khan’s homes very quickly, but a lot of these repairs 
were not standard, and that fell on a local organization. These were not 
immediate health and safety issues, but were nagging issues. 

● With landlords like Frenz, this is a prime  example of how the City has 
been implicit in allowing this fight to get to the point that it's at.  

Positive + Negative 
Relationship 

● At times, there have been positive relationships with the City, and at 
other times, organizations have taken action against things the City is 
doing. This is the nature of the relationship between a government body 
and a non-profit.  

● The relationship with the City can be 50/50, as they can be both good 
and bad actors.  

● When organizations are funded by the City, this can create a weird 
dynamic; sometimes the interests of the community may align with City 
leadership but sometimes they don’t.  

● Some neighborhood organizations, Whittier Alliance in particular, have 
had historically negative relationships with the City. This was in part due 
to Whittier Alliance being a bad organization that was not representative 
of the community. As Whittier Alliance’s board and staff have started to 
change, more people are getting involved who have relationships with 
the City. Things have been improving with this relationship, which has 
been a goal of the organization.  

● The City has been fairly supportive of neighborhood organizations, but 
could stand to be a better partner. This would require the City to 
restructure how it does its work.  

 
Limited Opportunities 

for Communities to 
Engage with and 
Influence Policy 

● In the last few years, there has been a renewed interest in affordable 
housing through the Make Homes Happen Coalition, but CPED has 
seemed to have an arm’s length response 

● It seems the department wants to do things their way and is not always 
open to feedback.  

● Some organizations grapple with how to best work with CPED. Most of 
the problems come with navigating the bureaucracy 

● It seems like policy that is proposed by council is often slowed down or 
pushed back against by CPED. There are questions over whether CPED 
is the best department for certain policies to be implemented by. For 
example, a committee for renter protections was formed in this 
department, but there was some concern over how the committee was 
elected and if it was representative. 
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●  A lot of agitation is often necessary for people at the City to understand 
why what they are doing is problematic. The organizing around the 
appointment of a new CPED director was a moment of accountability 

● There seems to be a tension within CPED to get things built. There is too 
much money going into properties that house middle income residents, 
and not enough into low income. The BIGGEST need is people making 
under 40% AMI. 

Strong support for 
tenant rights 

● The City has been very vocal about renter rights, which makes it easier to 
work on these issues 

● Minneapolis has been aggressive in tenant protection rights, and is a 
leader in many ways when it comes to working with and for tenants. 

Good relationship with 
inspectors 

● Inspectors used to work a lot more closely with landlords, but now it 
seems like people in Regulatory services see that their primary role is to 
ensure that renters have safe and dignified housing to live in.  

● Minneapolis inspectors seem like the best in the metro, but they can still 
be a little difficult to deal with at times 

● Inspectors are easy to work with, and let neighborhood organizations 
know about complaints.  

Internal Issues  ● City government works in silowed spaces, with little cross communication 
and little ability to deal with complex issues 

● People do not intersect to share information, but this needs to happen to 
help people gain access to resources 

● The City needs to shift the culture surrounding community work and have 
more internal conversations about how they are falling short.  

Views on 
Homeownership 

● The City puts too much value on homeownership, to the point where 
renters are looked down upon.  

● Renting is often viewed as a choice, but the reality is that some people 
will never be able to exit the rental market due to a variety of factors. 

● A lot of folks do not have any desire to own their property, but would like 
some sense of ownership over the space they are renting 

● There needs to be more recognition at the City level that economic status 
plays a huge role in someone’s experience in the rental market.  

● The City needs to devote more efforts and funding to stabilizing renters in 
their current units, instead of forcing the path of homeownership on them 

 
The interview responses illustrate that relationships with a large government body such 
as the City of Minneapolis can be complex and dynamic, producing both positive and 
negative results for local organizations. Each organization has a unique relationship with 
the City, with varying degrees of interaction and communication; the nature of this 
relationship can be influenced by a multitude of factors such as an organization’s 
funding, its history with the City, and its mission statement. Participants commonly 
highlighted tensions within CPED around development, while applauding the City as a 
whole for supporting renter’s rights. Even so, many organizations critiqued the City for 
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placing more value on homeownership, creating a hierarchy that places renters at the 
bottom. While the there are typically $3-5 dollars for rental production budgeted for 
every $1 of homeownership programming through the City budget process, interview 
subjects discussed a need for (1) CPED to improve its messaging around renters being 
important and valued members of the community, and (2) more acknowledgement that 
homeownership is not a desired or possible outcome for every resident. Rather than 
eliminating programs that support homeownership, participants outlined a need for 
improved focus on low-density rental programs and more effective community 
engagement and communication. 
 
The qualitative interviews outline how internal actions by the City can create challenges 
for its employees, as well as local organizations. A lack of coordination and 
communication can create a bureaucracy that is difficult to navigate, while contributing to 
tension between different departments. This tension can create red tape for bureaucratic 
workers that makes it difficult to fulfill the City’s mission, as well as an administrative 
burden that may make it more challenging to serve residents.  
 
Housing Stabilization Strategies: 
 

Key Themes  Details 

New Policies  ● rent control or anti-rent gouging policy 
● people have to pay $1000 dollars to convert a single family home to a 

rental, which is a very high rate that came around during the foreclosure 
crisis. The public policy behind this was to prevent the conversion of 
homes to rentals. The fee DOES not prevent conversions, but can lead to 
more unlicensed units and gaps in the data 

○ It would be an improvement to require classes if you are doing a 
conversion 

● If a landlord doesn’t pay utilities, tenants should be able to take a part of 
their rent and pay that bill, and the same goes for paying a licensing fee.  

● The City needs Right to counsel to combat displacement and retaliation 
by landlords. 

● If a tenant is paying utilities, there is not much incentive for property 
owners to improve efficiency. There should be a policy that requires or 
incentivizes  landlords to improve energy efficiency 

● There should be protection against tenants who report domestic abuse 
● HousingLink’s Beyond Backgrounds program: launched in 2018 as a 

landlord risk mitigation fund. A renter who has a risk in their background 
can apply, and if they meet the criteria, they can get a $2,000 insurance 
fund when they go searching for housing. If there are damages to a unit 
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or missed rent, this fund becomes available to landlords. HousingLink 
follows the renters for a whole year and checks in with them monthly 

○ There is currently no partnership with the City of Minneapolis, so 
this geography is not currently covered.  

● When  rental licenses are pulled as punishment, this also penalizes the 
renters. Instead of condemning properties, the City should bring in 
contractors to fix problems and add the cost to a property’s taxes.  

● There is resistance at the city level to interfere with someone’s livelihood 
by taking away their rental license. Instead of threatening rental licenses, 
the city could appoint a receiver like they have done in some cases. 

● Safe harbor immunity should be applied to tenants. Sometimes the City 
will force tenants out for repairs or if they are unlicensed. The problem is 
that tenants have no way of knowing this, and usually tenants are given 
very little time to find somewhere new.  

Changes to City 
perspective 

● The City needs to recognize that pathways to homeownership programs 
are not a solution for everyone. Some people do not want to be 
homeowners or cannot access this opportunity for various reasons.  

● There needs to be a shift in how the City analyzes its interactions with 
different communities, and increased cultural agility here 

● Changing the perspective on how work is done internally at the City. 
There needs to be more opportunity and encouragement of 
cross-departemental partnerships and communication.  

More financial 
resources 

● There needs to be more assistance and resources for tenants that are on 
the cusp of homelessness 

● The City has discussed cutting funding for mostly white neighborhood 
organizations, but it would be great to have targeted funds for areas that 
require more attention and resources 

● The City doesn’t have focused resources right now when it comes to 
funding, and most of their funds favor single-family homeownership and 
large multifamily rentals. The City should prioritize giving money to 1-4 
unit rentals 

● Robust emergency rental assistance managed by the City 
○ Vast majority of evictions are due to non-payment of rent 

● There should be more funding for HOME Line, as many organization’s 
talk about this being an extremely valuable resource.  

● Increased funding for landlord/tenant mediation 

Addressing Institutional 
Investment 

● Supporting a tenants union for those living in institution-owned 
properties 

● The City needs to have more legal and political scaffolding, and needs to 
hold more space for discussions on institutional investors.  

● There needs to be an analysis of how the City engages with institutional 
investors.  

● The City needs to better support grassroots organizing efforts, and 
provide legal support for a big collective challenge against these big 
companies and landlords 
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● There needs to be better management and awareness of large rental 
portfolios 

○ There is a lot of focus on bad ownership, but there also needs to 
be more of a focus on bad management.  

Addressing predatory 
landlord behavior 

● Strategies need to be in place to alleviate landlord intimidation.  
○ Are there legal grounds for a collective complaint system, so it 

cannot be traced back to tenants at one address? 
● Landlords who have maintenance problems will do the bare minimum, 

which often temporarily solves a recurring issue. There should be more 
stringent requirements for landlords, especially when these issues have 
long-term health effects. 

● Landlords should be required to give out certain information such as 
hotline numbers, violation history.  

More support for social 
housing models 

● So much existing City-owned property is sitting empty. This could be 
invested in and turned into affordable housing or shared housing 
models.  

● There could be more money and effort devoted to supporting land trusts.  

Addressing Tenant 
Isolation/Abuse 

● There needs to be more avenues for people to share their stories about 
abusive landlords...people are more comfortable talking about bad 
situations when they hear about people in similar boats.  

● There needs to be mental health support for tenants who have been in 
abusive relationships with landlords, as there can be a lot of trauma 
here. 

● Tenants need to have some sort of protection when they want to report 
their landlords.  

● Landlords threaten calling ICE as a silencing technique, so there needs to 
be more support for tenants so they can feel more empowered.  

○ Right now, tenants need a lot of evidence to prove retaliation, 
but there should be more protection against this sort of 
behavior.  

● There should be a program that helps renters understand their rights, 
and connects them with each other to mitigate the effects of retaliation. 
This could also include providing tenants with training for skill building, 
carpentry, electricity, and other skills to help them feel empowered.  

More avenues for 
feedback + reporting 

● There should be a way to report unlicensed units back to the City.  
● Regulatory services has built some useful tools, but they are missing a 

way for tenants to report questions or issues 

Changing the 
inspection system 

● A quarter of repair calls are for mold and water related issues. It would 
be great if the City bought 3-4 mold testing machines. 

○ If a tenant calls out an inspector and they say there is no 
violation, this becomes a much harder case; City inspectors are 
pretty powerful, and can tell tenants to move out or not. 

● There needs to be more cultural agility and competency with regard to 
inspections.  
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● Tier 1 and Tier 2 properties have extended inspection cycles of every 10 
and 8 years, respectively. This cycle is currently too long, as a lot could 
change during that time, and this can have real impacts on renters. 
When a Tier 1 unit is inspected, only a certain percentage of units are 
looked at, but this could be an inaccurate picture of what is happening in 
a property. The timelines need to be adjusted 

 
While the recommendations outlined above are divided into categories based on theme, 
it is important to note that many of them are capable of concurrently improving the 
experience of tenants, landlords, and local organizations in the rental housing market. 
Changing policies around rental conversions, for example, could have a number of 
positive outcomes. According to HOME Line, the $1,000 fee required to convert a single 
family home to a rental does not prevent conversations as intended, but leads to more 
unlicensed units and a gap in licensing data. Removing this fee may incentivize more 
owners to license their units, creating a potentially safer environment for tenants and 
more accurate data for the City and local organizations. Furthermore, requiring training in 
place of the fee would provide necessary landlord education that is currently missing 
from existing programs that primarily have a crime and drug-free agenda, possibly 
improving tenant experience in the rental market.  
 
Some of the recommendations outlined respond to specific challenges of 1-4 unit 
rentals, such as a lack of licensing, while others address broader issues in the rental 
market, such as right to counsel and emergency rental assistance. They vary in terms of 
scale, political and financial feasibility, and required coordination. These factors are 
further explored in the “Recommendations” section.  
 

Existing Housing Policy Matrix 
 

Policy  Example Cities  City of Minneapolis? 

Mandatory Renter Relocation 
Assistance 

Portland, LA, West Hollywood  Yes 

Minimum Lease Terms  Redwood, Santa Barbara, 
Menlo Park 

No 

Office of Housing Stability  Sommerville, Denver, Boston  No 

Tenant/Landlord Mediation Programs  Chicago, Phoenix, San 
Antonio, Boston 

No 
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Affordable Housing Trust Fund  Chicago, LA, Louisville, 
Nashville 

Yes 

Right to Counsel  NYC, Cleveland, Philadelphia  No 

Social Housing Models  Pittsburgh, Baltimore, Jackson, 
Seattle 

No 

Rent Control/Stabilization  LA, Oakland, NYC, Cambridge  No 

The above matrix was designed to identify housing stabilization strategies that have 
been implemented by other city governments around the country. While this is not a 
comprehensive list, it does identify possible policies and programs that the City of 
Minneapolis could employ. These strategies vary in terms of political and financial 
feasibility, with policies such as rent control and right to counsel requiring more 
community engagement, financial resources, and political support. While some of these 
tools such as shared equity homeownership and tenant/landlord mediation are currently 
utilized within Minneapolis, they are not implemented by the city government. With the 
exception of minimum lease terms and an office of housing stability, all of the matrix 
strategies were identified by interview participants as possible components of a City-led 
housing stability initiative. The following table provides a more in-depth description of 
these strategies: 
 

Policy  Description 

Tenant/Landlord 
Mediation Programs 

Mediation is a voluntary process in which people with a disagreement 
meet together with a trained, impartial mediator. The mediator listens to 
both sides and guides the parties in clarifying and discussing the issues, 
identifying areas of agreement, developing possible solutions, and writing 
their own mutually satisfying agreement. Mediation is often more 
affordable, more inclusive, and more confidential than going to small 
claims court. Many cities that currently implement this tool partner with a 
local organization to provide this service.  While the Regulatory Services 55

division currenly refers renters and property owners to the Conflict 
Resolution Center, a more explicit partnership may make these services 
more accessible.  

Right to Counsel  Tenants who lack access to legal representation have very little chance of 
winning a case in housing court, even when the facts are on their side. 
Tenants frequently face eviction when they’ve paid rent but landlords 
claim that they haven’t, for example.  On their own, tenants can’t 56

establish that the rent is unlawful, that conditions are violations, or that 

55  Culver City. Landlord Tenant Mediation Board. 
https://www.culvercity.org/live/home-property/housing-services/landlord-tenant-mediation-board 
56 Capps, K. 2019. In NYC and beyond, renters are getting legal help to avoid eviction. CityLab 
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the rent was actually paid; for low-income families, coming up with proof 
that passes court muster may be a challenge.  Right to Counsel is 57

guaranteed legal counsel for tenants, provided by the City. Traditionally, 
landlords have been represented by attorneys at a rate of 6 to 1 as 
compared to the number of tenants who have been represented by 
counsel, and studies have shown that having an attorney in an eviction 
case increases a family’s chance of avoiding homelessness by over 70%.

  58

Shared Equity 
Homeownership/Social 

Housing models.  

Cities are expanding alternative models for housing ownership, 
recognizing the limits of what the private market can do to create housing 
that is affordable to all. Cities such as Pittsburgh, Baltimore, Seattle, New 
York City, and Jackson, Mississippi, are all experimenting with various 
forms of “social housing,” such as shared-equity cooperatives, 
limited-equity resident-owned communities, community land trusts, and 
deed-restricted/below market-rate programs.  Since shared-equity 59

homes remain affordable in perpetuity, this housing stock is not lost over 
time like most affordable housing. In fact, it advances integration by 
ensuring that affordable homes remain in neighborhoods that are 
experiencing gentrification or that are rich in community assets. Shared 
equity provides greater access to homeownership by offering far more 
affordable purchase options than typical down payment or closing-cost 
assistance programs, using public dollars more prudently for a larger 
impact.  60

Rent Regulations  Rent regulation laws, which are typically passed on a local level, set 
maximum rates for annual rent increases and prohibit landlords from 
evicting tenants without just cause. While rent regulations and tenant 
protections vary from city to city and ordinance to ordinance, most U.S. 
rent ordinances are moderate in that they allow for landlords to maintain a 
return on investment, while preventing tenants from excessive price 
gouging.  Rent regulations tend to arise in a situation of imbalance in the 61

rental market in which skyrocketing rents tend to threaten deeply held 
social priorities like maintaining neighborhood stability and preventing 
landlords from profiting excessively from passive ownership of land. 
Regulations are not perfect instruments: they may protect incumbent 
renters who are not low-income and they must be accompanied by 
programs to increase supply, particularly of affordable housing, in the 
longer-run.  This strategy was brought up by multiple participants, but a 62

State Statute prohibits the City from interfering in rent amounts. This 
policy change would require lobbying throughout the state. 

57  Capps, K. 2019. In NYC and beyond, renters are getting legal help to avoid eviction. CityLab 
58 Ibid 
59 Thaden, E. 2018. The state of shared-equity homeownership. Shelterforce. 
60 Ibid 
61 Abood, M., Carte, V., Pastor, M. 2018. Rent Matters: What are the Impacts of Rent Stabilization Measures? USC 
PERE. 
62 Ibid 
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Recommendations  
 
The following recommendations aim to address challenges specific to 1-4 unit rentals, 
for tenants, property owners, local organizations and the City. While these strategies 
vary in terms of scale and feasibility, they are all informed by individuals involved with 
existing housing stabilization efforts in Minneapolis. The following tables organize 
recommendations by type and assign a feasibility score, with 1 being the most feasible 
and 3 being the least feasible. This score takes into account: community response and 
opposition, required funding, required internal labor, and level of coordination with 
outside organizations.  
 
New Policies: 
 

Policy  Description  Feasibility  

Deferred 
Maintenance/Unpaid 

utility policy 

Regulatory Services pulls rental licenses as one form of 
punishing neglectful property management and to negate 
safety concerns, but this process can also penalize 
renters who may be forced to find a new unit. Instead of 
pulling licenses, the City could bring in contractors to fix a 
unit instead of condemning it, with the cost being added 
on to an owner’s property taxes. Additionally, if a landlord 
does not pay utility fees, a tenant should be allowed to 
pay the costs and then remove that amount from their 
rent payment. However, it is important to keep in mind 
that an assessment can take multiple years to collect, so 
this policy still requires upfront funds. This policy allows 
owners to keep operating, while improving living 
conditions and helping tenants stay in place. An 
Emergency Repair Board Ordinance was introduced by 
Regulatory Services this year, so parts of this strategy are 
already in place.  

1 

Right to Return, Safe 
Harbor Immunity, and 

Improved Renter 
Relocation Assistance 

Interview participants discussed that action taken by the 
City to address housing violations can subsequently 
displace tenants in untenable units. Tenants may be less 
likely to report health and safety issues if they fear 
displacement without any accompanying support. 
Additionally, the City has not stated a consistent timeline 
or procedure around this process, so there is no way for 
tenants to know if they will be forced to move when they 

3 
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are reporting an issue. According to HOME Line, tenants 
usually have very little time to move and find a new place 
to live. Adopting a safe harbor policy would allow tenants 
to know how long they would have to move at the time of 
reporting, and would allow for enough time to relocate.  
 
This new policy would be most effective when paired 
with other strategies like renter relocation assistance and 
right to return. While the City recently passed a tenant 
relocation ordinance, this only applies to situations where 
a license was revoked or condemned. However, renters 
in unlicensed units are not eligible, and face penalties 
without support if they report violations. This policy could 
be improved if it was extended to licensed and 
unlicensed units that are untenable. The City will soon be 
passing an amendment that will include unlicensed units 
and cases in which a property owner decided to move in 
people after they’ve had their rental license revoked.  
 
Right to Return, or community preference policies, can 
help ensure that residents who were displaced due to 
government action (code enforcement, urban renewal 
activities, redlining, gentrification) or no fault evictions 
receive priority in accessing affordable housing in their 
neighborhoods or cities.  Regulatory Services could 63

implement a form of this policy to better address the 
negative impacts that removing a rental license or 
declaring units uninhabitable have on tenants. This policy 
does not solve immediate displacement challenges, and 
can be a drawn out process depending on the condition 
of the property and the available rental stock in an area. 
The City could partner with local housing organizations to 
ensure that displaced tenants are presented with viable 
and affordable options in their current community. All 
together, these policies could help improve housing 
stability for renters in Minneapolis, but would require 
time, additional funding, and coordination with local 
housing organizations.  

Right to Counsel  A 2018 report by Mid-Minnesota Legal Aid found that 
represented tenants were twice as likely to stay in their 
homes, received twice as long to move if necessary, and 
were four times less likely to use a homeless shelter.  64

While the City has passed a two-year service agreement 
with Mid-Minnesota Legal Aid for up to $650,000 for 
tenants facing eviction, this funding could be more 

3 

63 Policy Agenda. 2019. Equity in Place  
64 Grundman, L., and Kruger, M. 2018. Legal representation in evictions: Comparative study.  
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effective if counsel was guaranteed for all tenants. 
Passing Right to Counsel legislation would provide this, 
and could concurrently benefit tenants, landlords, and the 
larger city as a whole. For example, NYC's Office of Civil 
Justice analysis of the first several years of right to 
counsel shows that 84% of represented tenants are 
remaining in their homes, and the eviction rate has 
declined by over 30% since implementation began.  65

Moreover, eviction filings dropped 6% from 2018 to 
2019, and have dropped 15% since the City started 
funding expanded representation in 2013.  Stable 66

housing should be viewed as a human right, but 
illustrating its cost effectiveness may lead to increased 
community support for legislation. Evictions touch every 
corner of a local economy, from social services to 
productivity to healthcare, so increased housing stability 
can have wide-reaching effects on spending.  While this 67

strategy could have long-standing positive impacts, it 
may be more challenging to pass due to potential 
pushback from landlords, and the burden it would place 
on the existing legal system that is not capable of 
supporting more cases.  

 
New Programs: 
 

Program  Description  Feasibility  

Shared Equity 
Homeownership 

Program 

People of color and indigenous people have been denied 
equitable access to own land and property and secure a 
permanent place in the communities they have lived in, 
contributed to, and called home.  This research identifies 68

problems that arise from both local and non-local 
ownership, when landlords are more invested in profit 
than housing stability. Community ownership strategies 
remove land from the speculative real estate market in 
which shareholders extract value from community assets, 
and ensure community members experience the full 
benefits of economic growth and development in their 
neighborhood.  A shared-equity homeownership 69

program can: actively promote local control of land and 
community assets, fight community wealth-stripping and 
extraction, and combat resident displacement and 
gentrification. While community ownership requires a 

Will be 
implemented 

June 3rd 

65 Capps, K. 2019. In NYC and beyond, renters are getting legal help to avoid eviction. CityLab.  
66 Capps, K. 2019. In NYC and beyond, renters are getting legal help to avoid eviction. CityLab.  
67 Ibid 
68 Policy Agenda. 2019. Equity in Place  
69 Ibid 
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great deal of coordination, funding, and research, this 
strategy is being labeled as very feasible since the City is 
introducing a program starting June 3rd.   

HousingLink’s Beyond 
Background Program 

HousingLink’s Beyond Backgrounds program was 
launched in 2018 as a landlord risk mitigation fund. A 
renter who has a risk in their background can apply, and 
if they meet the criteria, they can get a $2,000 insurance 
fund when they go searching for housing. If there are 
damages to a unit or missed rent, this fund becomes 
available to landlords. HousingLink follows the renters for 
a whole year and checks in with them monthly to track 
program impact. The program has supported 126 renters 
to date, and was designed for partnership with local 
organizations and public agencies. Landlords expressed 
frustration in dealing with different Section 8 operators 
with inconsistent practices, and Beyond Backgrounds 
provides uniformity for owners and managers. With 
seven different funding sources, the program serves 
seven different populations and will soon be 
implemented in the City of Saint Paul with a focus on 
renters who are re-entering society. There is currently no 
coverage in Minneapolis, but the program could be an 
effective partnership for the City since it is up and 
running across most of the metro.  

1 

Tenant Education and 
empowerment program 

Tenants in 1-4 unit rentals experience social and physical 
isolation because they have less opportunities to interact 
with other tenants. Organizations found that this isolation 
can prevent feelings of empowerment and can contribute 
to a lack of awareness about available help and 
resources. Tenants who do not know their rights may be 
subject to neglectful property management, harmful 
behavior, and abusive lease practices. An empowerment 
and education program would help renters understand 
their rights, while connecting them with each other to 
mitigate the effects of isolations. This could also include 
providing tenants with training for skill building, 
carpentry, electricity, and other skills to help them feel 
empowered. The City could partner with local housing 
organizations to create a program based on observed 
challenges. This strategy is relatively feasible, as it aligns 
with the City’s goals of working to empower renters, and 
doesn’t directly affect landlords and owners.  

1 

Landlord/Tenant 
mediation program 

Participants discussed various levels of tension within the 
landlord-tenant relationship, ranging from disagreements 
about maintenance responsibility to verbal abuse. While 
more serious violations require more serious action, the 

1 
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City could offer mediation services for more mild 
disputes. This program has the potential to: improve 
communication between landlords and tenants, educate 
both parties on their rights and responsibilities, and help 
solve disputes related to rent raises, maintenance etc. 
The City could establish a board consisting of tenant 
representatives, landlord representatives, and at-large 
representatives who would all receive professional 
training in mediation and arbitration. The City can make 
decisions regarding certain actions that justify a request 
for mediation, and if mediation will be voluntary or 
mandatory.   70

Landlord training and 
education program 

While the City hosts monthly voluntary Rental Property 
Owners Workshops (RPOW,) participants commented 
that this training has a crime-free and drug-free agenda 
that lacks focus on relational property management . This 
training should be mandatory, more comprehensive, and 
not administered by the police. These workshops should 
be conducted by organizations like HOME Line, who 
understand challenges in this property type and have 
experience working with both landlords and tenants. 
There are existing organizations that already conduct 
useful training for landlords, which allows for easy 
partnership. However, mandatory training would most 
likely receive pushback from property owners.  

2 

Energy efficiency 
incentive program 

The number one issue received by HOME Line’s tenant 
hotline is the higher utility costs associated with this unit 
type. Currently, there are no existing incentives for 
owners to make buildings more energy efficient, since 
they are not responsible for the higher costs. There will 
be an ordinance going into effect in 2022 that requires an 
energy rating system for rental properties, but the City 
has faced challenges in coordinating with utility 
companies. Few building sectors face higher hurdles to 
energy efficiency than rental housing, with barriers such 
as split incentives and high transaction costs.   Existing 71

policies and efficiency programs do not adequately 
address most of these barriers, but efforts at the local 
level have targeted rental housing efficiency perhaps 
more precisely than any other measure to date.  No 72

single policy or program is sufficient to overcome all 
barriers, and effective policy packages are likely to entail 

2 

70 Culver City. Landlord Tenant Mediation Board. 
https://www.culvercity.org/live/home-property/housing-services/landlord-tenant-mediation-board 
71 Williams, B. 2008. Overcoming Barriers to Energy Efficiency for Rental Housing. MIT.  
72 Ibid 
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a combination of voluntary and regulation-based 
approaches. Other cities have found success with 
well-orchestrated community-based social marketing 
campaigns: financial incentives, a variety of means of 
providing information, and marketing through various 
media types, all built upon a foundation of previous 
sociological research in the community.  In addition to 73

the size of the financial incentive, the form of that 
assistance determines its impact, with grants and rebates 
leading to the highest levels of energy efficiency 
investments. Lastly, one type of information that may 
prove useful for renters is a rating system that would 
allow potential renters to compare the relative efficiency 
of various apartments, making it easier for them to factor 
energy efficiency into their selection. Based upon the 
barriers identified, the size and scope of market failures 
affecting rental housing seem to more than justify the 
intervention of the government.  Developing a 74

successful program would take both monetary and time 
incentive from the City, and would require coordination 
with local organizations and property owners.  

Emergency Rental 
Assistance 

Prior to Covid-19, the City had no emergency rental 
assistance program in place. A vast majority of evictions 
in Minneapolis are due to non-payment of rent, 
emphasizing a huge need for greater assistance. Dr. 
Brittany Lewis’s research on evictions in Minneapolis 
found that of the 50 court filings examined, 41 were for 
nonpayment of rent, and the average amount owed by 
tenants was $2,160.   75

 
While Hennepin County currently operates an emergency 
rental assistance service, both landlords and tenants 
interviewed by Dr. Lewis and her team described 
difficulty dealing with the current system. Almost all 
landlords interviewed expressed a need for the Hennepin 
County emergency assistance process to become more 
efficient both in the length of time it takes to receive 
notification and in its ability to work directly with social 
workers and share information.  When tenants were 76

interviewed, it was quite common for them to describe 
their experience of applying for Hennepin County 
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73 Ibid 
74 Williams, B. 2008. Overcoming Barriers to Energy Efficiency for Rental Housing. MIT.  
75 Lewis, B. et al. 2019. The Illusion of Choice: Evictions and Profit in North Minneapolis. University of Minnesota 
Center for Urban and Regional Affairs. 
76 Ibid 
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emergency assistance as “dehumanizing” and show 
emotional anguish or often cry.  Interviewees would go 77

further and state that when they were in the process of 
applying and seeking support, they felt they were given 
the “runaround.”  These interviews show that the only 78

government-run emergency assistance available to 
Minneapolis tenants is relatively inefficient, ineffective, 
and dehumanizing. There is an opportunity for the City of 
Minneapolis to spearhead a program that incorporates 
recommendations outlined by Dr. Lewis, such as 
adopting a model that is robust, culturally relevant, 
time-sensitive, and adequately financed and staffed. 
While this program may require relatively more funding, 
coordination, and time to implement, it is an extremely 
crucial component of maintaining housing stability in 
Minneapolis. Even more, formulating a model based on 
Hennepin County’s challenges would create an effective 
program that fills an existing gap in social services.  

 
 
 
Regulatory Services Changes: 
 

Strategy  Description  Feasibility 
Score 

Internal cultural agility 
training  

As Minneapolis becomes more diverse, it is important 
that the City and its employees work to improve cultural 
agility internally, and better analyze how they interact 
with different communities. Increased cultural 
competency and racial equity training is especially 
important for inspectors who are working to establish 
trusting relationships with tenants, owners, and local 
organizations. Inspectors play a powerful role in rental 
housing and can have large impacts on living conditions 
for tenants. Most participants from outside organizations 
reported positive relationships with their inspectors, but a 
City employee highlighted a need for increased training 
and analysis. Regulatory Services has developed a 
requirement that each staff member have an 
individualized workplan to address cultrual agility, but 
keeping this work consistent is crucial.  

1 

77 Ibid 
78 Ibid 
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Removing $1,000 rental 
conversion fee 

This fee was implemented during the foreclosure crisis to 
prevent rental conversions. According to HOME Line, the 
$1,000 fee required to convert a single family home to a 
rental does not prevent conversations as intended, but 
leads to more unlicensed units and a gap in licensing 
data. Removing this fee may incentivize more owners to 
license their units, creating a potentially safer 
environment for tenants and more accurate data for the 
City and local organizations. Requiring landlord training in 
place of the fee would provide necessary education that 
is currently missing from existing programs that primarily 
have a crime and drug-free agenda. Removing this fee 
would lead to a decrease in funding for the regulatory 
services department, and this would have to be analyzed 
before implementation.  

1 

More avenues for 
reporting unlicensed 

units and other violations 

Regulatory Services provides very useful tools 
showcasing rental license and violation data over time. 
However, these tools and the City website are missing 
means for reporting unlicensed units and other violations. 
Living in an unlicensed unit or in a property with 
unreported violations can impact the health and safety of 
residents. Implementing a tool that allows residents to 
anonymously report these may improve safety, protect 
against retaliation, and create a database for Regulatory 
Services moving forward. While renters can report 
anonymously using 311, no interview participants 
brought up this service, which indicated a need for 
increased communication on reporting methods available 
to renters. 

1 

Increasing inspection 
frequency and requiring 

inspection of all units 

Tier 1 and Tier 2 properties have extended inspection 
cycles of every 10 and 8 years, respectively. This timeline 
needs to be adjusted to increase the frequency of 
inspections for properties, as living conditions can change 
drastically in the current time frame. Additionally, the 
current inspection process allows Tier 1 property 
managers to show only a certain percentage of units, 
which can oftentimes be an inaccurate representation of 
a property’s overall condition. Increased inspections 
should be viewed as a preventative measure for all units, 
rather than as a consequence for Tier 2 and Tier 3 units. 
To ensure the health and safety of all residents, all rental 
units should be inspected every year. This policy may 
receive pushback from property owners and managers, 
and would create an increased workload for existing City 
inspectors. However, increasing inspections may increase 
accountability and property condition, which would be 

3 
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more cost-effective for the City and owners in the 
long-run.  

 
CPED Changes: 
 

Strategy  Description  Feasibility  

Increased focus on 
low-density rentals 

This research was conducted in order to address a need 
for programs and stabilization efforts that focus on 
low-density rentals. This gap was identified by the City, 
and by local organizations and tenants who outlined that 
existing programs primarily serve homeowners, 
pathways to homeownership, and higher density rentals. 
Through improved messaging, increased community 
engagement opportunities, and adopting the strategies 
identified by participants in this research, the City could 
provide more targeted solutions for scattered site, 
low-density rentals. While the strategies outlined in this 
report vary with regard to feasibility, improving 
messaging and increasing opportunities for communities 
to engage with policy are very feasible.  

1 

More opportunities for 
cross-departmental 

collaboration and 
communication 

Participants who worked within the City described work 
being done in silowed spaces, with limited opportunities 
for knowledge sharing and cross-departmental 
collaboration and communication. A lack of information 
sharing can make it difficult to address complex problems 
and can create an administrative burden that makes it 
more challenging to serve residents. This is especially 
true for residents trying to maneuver through a complex 
web of social services. Some of the other strategies 
identified in this research, such as increased analysis of 
institutional investment, require coordination between 
CPED and Regulatory Services, so it is imperative that 
these departments create space for information sharing. 

1 

More opportunities for 
communities to engage 

with and influence policy 

Interview participants discussed a lack of transparency 
and limited opportunities to engage with and influence 
CPED policies and programs. Participants also described 
a tension within the department over development, and 
what strategies are best for creating a more livable and 
affordable city for all residents. Organizations identified 
strategies that could make CPED more accessible, such 
as improved analysis of how the department engages 
with historically marginalized communities, more 
transparency regarding program funding, and more 
consistent messaging about the department’s goals and 

2 
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values. These strategies could be more feasible and 
effective if CPED concurrently worked to improve 
cross-departmental communication and collaboration. 
The work done by the department is crucial in addressing 
past injustices and inequities created by the City and 
other government agencies through discriminatory 
policies and infrastructure projects. It is important that 
organizations who work and represent vulnerable and 
historically marginalized populations feel that CPED is 
effectively and respectfully engaging with these 
communities, analyzing this engagement, and 
communicating in a way that is consistent and 
transparent. This will require increased coordination 
between departments and more opportunities for 
community engagement.  

Better analysis of 
institutional investment 

and more avenues to 
discuss this ownership 

type 

Almost all interview participants discussed the increasing 
presence of institutional investment and the associated 
challenges for renters, local organizations, and proximate 
property owners. However, the interview process did not 
produce many concrete suggestions for addressing these 
challenges, due to the scale of the issue and the 
resources possessed by these investors. There are few 
existing strategies in place around the country that work 
to address this, as it is difficult to regulate the purchasing 
and ownership of private property, especially when firms 
have a large amount of capital. Even more, it is 
challenging to identify the true scale of outside 
investment in an area, as many companies operate under 
shadow names, have multiple addresses, or use other 
strategies to mask the size of their portfolios. To address 
this, the City could form a task force that is responsible 
for (1) using data analysis to identify the true scale of 
investment, and (2) identifying feasible policy initiatives 
that could be implemented at various levels. While the 
effects of institutional investment are felt more strongly at 
the local level, housing policy expert Mike Lens believes 
that strategies may be most effective if they are 
implemented through the tax code at the state or federal 
level. While this is one possible policy, a City-led task 
force would require coordination across different levels of 
government and sectors. 

3 
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Conclusion 
 
In cities across the country, wages are stagnant as the cost for living continues to rise, 
worsening disparities between white residents and residents of color.  Consequently, 79

the demand for affordable housing units has drastically increased, while the number of 
available affordable units has declined. Even when affordable units become available, 
low-income communities of color are finding that the metrics for determining housing 
assistance eligibility, measured by HUD’s Area Median Income (AMI), includes large 
metropolitan higher-income geographies that do not reflect the affordability needs of the 
lowest-income households.  As a result, more people than ever are paying more than 80

30% of their income in rent, risking higher debt while trying to sustain their families. This 
“hidden housing,” problem, as well as a myriad of other factors like racial discrimination, 
gentrification pressure, a diminishing welfare state, and low wages are causing a historic 
rise in housing instability and evictions.  In CURA’s The Diversity of Gentrification report, 81

historic residents across the Twin Cities noted a fear of displacement, including cultural 
and political displacement, highlighting a heightened precarious reality due to increased 
costs of living in once affordable neighborhoods. Historically low-income communities of 
color have always faced housing instability due to a political economy that is not 
grounded in the provision of affordable, accessible, and quality housing to all residents 
but rather to a capitalist, profit-driven market for investment.  8283

 
While housing stability has long been an important public policy priority for the U.S., 
almost all programs to support stability are aimed at higher-income homeowners rather 
than lower-income renters. In “The Ownership Society, or, Bourgeois Publicity Revisited,” 
Robert Asen argues that we live in a society that values engaged participation from 
homeowners via property ownership, privileging their experiences in social and political 
reforms. An ownership society then resists meaningful participation from non owners 
(i.e., renters.)  For landlords, they are then in a unique position to aid or disrupt the 84

unequal power dynamics within a society that differentially values whose lived 

79 Lewis, B. et al. 2019. The Illusion of Choice: Evictions and Profit in North Minneapolis. University of Minnesota 
Center for Urban and Regional Affairs.  
80 Lewis, B. et al. 2019. The Illusion of Choice: Evictions and Profit in North Minneapolis. University of Minnesota 
Center for Urban and Regional Affairs.  
81 Elliott-Cooper, A., Hubbard, P., and Lees, L. 2019. Moving beyond Marcuse: Gentrification, displacement and the 
violence of un-homing. Progress in Human Geography. doi: 0309132519830511. 
82 Bratt, R.G., Stone, M.E., and Hartman, C.W. (eds.). 2006. A right to housing: Foundation for a new social agenda. 
Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press. 
83 Madden, D. and Marcuse, P. 2016. In defense of housing. The politics of crisis. New York, NY:  Verso. 
84 Asen, R. 2010. The ownership society, or bourgeois publicity revisited. In Brouwer, D.C, and Asen, R. (eds.) Public 
modalities: Rhetoric, culture, media, and the shape of public life. Tuscaloosa, AL: University of Alabama Press, 
122-123. 
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experiences frame our understanding of what a safe, dignified, stable, and healthy 
community looks and feels like, thereby guiding policy imperatives. Yet, the imbalance of 
power between landlords and tenants in the rental market is a fairly understudied 
component of housing instability literature.  While tenants are seeking a home for 85

themselves and/or their families, these homes also represent investment properties for 
landlords.  Although not all landlords enter into the market for the same reason, renting 86

properties is a business proposition based on risk and reward within the housing market. 
In the distressed property market, landlords buy low-value property but charge 
market-value rent.  Additionally, landlords are left balancing their motivations for 87

entering the housing market with the risks that they associate with certain tenants and 
the regulation pressure of the state. 
 
This difference in motivation can make supporting housing stability a difficult task for 
public agencies and officials who are required to represent the well-being of both 
property owners and tenants. Increased rental protections are often viewed as a 
detriment to the operational and financial success of property owners, which can make it 
challenging to pass new legislation that can effectively support housing stability. A lack 
of qualitative and quantitative data can further contribute to this difficulty, as city 
governments are unable to identify challenges that require targeted resources. In 
Minneapolis, this gap in data is especially significant for 1-4 unit rental properties, which 
make up a large percentage of the city’s housing stock but have historically not been the 
focus of housing stability initiatives. These properties are not included in CoStar’s 
comprehensive multifamily database and community engagement regarding this rental 
type has been limited, leaving the City unable to identify key housing stability trends.  
 
The methodology utilized in this research identifies challenges that are unique to 1-4 unit 
rental properties, as well as key trends regarding spatial distribution, ownership, rental 
condition, and how these variables impact different populations. Spatial analysis reveals 
that while 1-4 unit rentals are prevalent throughout Minneapolis, the largest proportions 
of these properties are in the Camden, Near North, and Northeast communities. This 
spatial distribution becomes more significant when looking at other variables, which 
indicate that census tracts in this geography have the highest percentages of Black 
residents, tier 3 rentals, and outside ownership. These findings support the idea that 
one’s experience in the rental market is greatly impacted by a host of demographic 
factors and that historic discriminatory housing policies have enduring effects.  

85 Rosen, E. 2014. Rigging the rules of the game: How landlords geographically sort low‐income renters. City & 
Community.13(4):310-340. 
86  Madden, D. and Marcuse, P. 2016. In defense of housing. The politics of crisis. New York, NY:  Verso. 
87 Desmond, M. and Wilmers, N. 2019. Do the poor pay more for housing? Exploitation, profit, and risk in rental 
markets. American Journal of Sociology.124(4):1090-1124. 
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The qualitative interviews conducted with local organizations most involved with 
housing stability work reveal challenges and identify stabilization strategies that cannot 
be captured by quantitative analysis on its own. The responses outline challenges for 
tenants such as deferred maintenance and social isolation, challenges for property 
owners such as an inability to spread costs over a larger number of units, and the burden 
that housing instability places on local organizations. Participants acknowledged that 
while local organizations and individuals have long been committed to supporting 
housing stability in Minneapolis, the City plays a crucial role in the work due to its political 
power, funding capacity, and geographic reach. As such, it is crucial that CPED and the 
larger City government strive to support this existing work, while working to adopt the 
recommendations outlined in this research. Informed by qualitative interviews and an 
existing policy matrix, these strategies seek to mitigate the harm caused by historic 
discriminatory policies and current sources of housing instability by addressing 
challenges from multiple perspectives.  
 
This research was greatly inspired by the work done by Dr. Brittany Lewis at the 
University of Minnesota, who emphasizes that “it is critical that we center the voices of 
those most impacted by our discriminatory housing practices, because they are the 
experts on housing injustice in this country...researchers committed to 
community-engaged action research must fundamentally believe that the communities 
they work with are the experts on their own realities.”  This research that was 88

conducted out of an academic institution in Los Angeles would not have been possible 
without the knowledge shared by local organizations and individuals who are deeply 
committed to furthering housing stability in their communities. Lastly, it would be 
irresponsible to disregard the impact that Covid-19 will have on housing instability, as it 
continues to affect wages, one’s ability to pay rent, access to necessary services, and the 
ability to organize and perform outreach.  Moving forward, it is crucial that the City of 
Minneapolis works to support tenants facing immediate instability, while implementing 
policies and programs that will improve rental housing stability and affordability in the 
long-term.  

 

 

 

88 Lewis, B. et al. 2019. The Illusion of Choice: Evictions and Profit in North Minneapolis. University of Minnesota 
Center for Urban and Regional Affairs. 
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