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1: INTRODUCTION 

Housing is a basic human need, second only to food 

and water. The housing in our communities has a 

tremendous bearing on residents’ quality of life and 

how they—as well as visitors—view their 

community, and themselves. We know that there 

are people hurting with high housing costs, 

inadequate or unsafe conditions, and a lack of 

availability and options in housing. We also know 

that Howard County’s communities are full of 

potential and housing needs waiting to be met. 

BACKGROUND 

In 2014, Howard County Business and Tourism 

partnered with Upper Explorerland Regional Planning 

Commission (UERPC) to conduct a detailed housing 

study for Howard County. The 2014 study is based on 

data from the United States Census Bureau and 

Howard County Assessor, and considers a host of 

topics affecting housing: demographics; cost of living; 

workforce trends; population projections; value, age, 

and condition of housing; and more. In addition to 

looking at the county overall, the 2014 study also 

highlighted the communities of Cresco, Elma, and 

Lime Springs. The study is available for review on 

Howard County Business and Tourism’s website 

(www.howard-county.com), or in person at the 

Cresco Welcome Center.  

The 2014 study identified critical challenges and 

opportunities as well as trends that are still ongoing 

and hold true some five years later. Howard County’s 

population has decreased by 25% over the past 50 

years, a trend that is projected to continue into the 

future. Despite the overall decrease in the population 

of the county, that of Cresco has remained fairly 

stable. In addition to being a shrinking population, 

we are increasingly an aging population—something 

that will have significant implications for Howard 

County well into the future. From 1990 to 2010, the 

population group aged 45-65 years grew from 20% of 

the overall county population to 27%, while the 

group aged under 20 years fell from 32% to 27% 

during the same period. 

The 2014 study also identified a housing mismatch in 

supply and demand. There is an overabundance of 

houses assessed in the $50,000-$99,999 value range 

and rentals in the $400-$799/month rent range. This 

housing stock is too expensive for lower-income 

residents and prospective buyers, and lacking in 

amenities or square-footage for those with higher 

incomes. 
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Finally, the study found that some 20% of 

homeowners and a significantly higher percentage of 

renters are potentially cost-burdened and struggling 

with unaffordable housing costs. The United States 

Department of Housing and Urban Development 

(HUD) defines a cost-burdened household as one 

where greater than 30% of household income goes 

toward housing costs, including utilities. 

Howard County is a wonderful place to live, and 

housing will continue to play a primary role in 

encouraging and improving upon the things that 

make it such a wonderful place. The challenges of 

responding to our communities’ changing needs will 

be great, but these changes also bring tremendous 

opportunities for improving and capitalizing on our 

local economies, our quality of life, and the quality of 

our places. 

WHAT NEXT? 

In 2018, Howard County Business and Tourism once 

again partnered with UERPC to examine the housing 

situation in Howard County. This time, the idea was 

to pick up where the 2014 study left off. The 2014 

study provided a valuable portrait of what the data 

tell us about housing in Howard County. The goal of 

this new assessment—a sort of Housing Study V2.0—

was to identify actions and strategies that 

community leaders, stakeholders, and individuals can 

take toward improving housing in Howard County. 

This was accomplished through a robust public 

outreach process that aimed to really get the “pulse” 

of those who live and work in Howard County when 

it comes to their housing needs and experiences. 

This new study looks at the county as a whole as well 

as the communities of Cresco, Lime Springs, Elma, 

Protivin, and Chester. Riceville was not specifically 

looked at in this study as it was part of a 2017 

housing study done for Mitchell County, in which 

Riceville partially sits. Nonetheless, residents of 

Riceville were welcomed and encouraged to 

participate in public engagement activities for the 

study. A summary of Riceville’s information from the 

Mitchell County study is included in Chapter 3. 

The linchpin of the public outreach process was a 

community housing survey custom designed for 

Howard County, with two distinct versions: one for 

those who live in Howard County, and one for those 

who work in the county but live outside its 

boundaries. The surveys were made available online 

throughout much of 2018. Paper surveys were 

available upon request. Throughout that time, a 

series of press releases and social media posts 

promoted the survey and encouraged people to 

participate. 
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UERPC also coordinated and facilitated community 

workshops focused on housing needs in each of the 

five communities. Participants in the workshops were 

guided through a “SLOT” activity which looked at the 

strengths, limitations, opportunities, and threats with 

regards to housing in Howard County and its 

communities. At these workshops, participants were 

also encouraged to provide any and all feedback or 

comments they wished, and were informed of the 

survey opportunity and encouraged to share it with 

friends and relatives who live or work in Howard 

County. 

Some 150 people responded to the community 

housing survey, representing Howard County 

residents and workers of all walks of life, living in 

rural areas and in towns. Approximately 30 

community members took time out of their busy 

lives to attend housing workshops where they voiced 

their concerns and ideas for improving housing in 

Howard County.  

The survey response rate is not presented, nor is it 

intended to be interpreted, as being a statistically 

significant sample of our population—but that was 

not the goal. The goal was to collect as much 

feedback from Howard County residents and workers 

as they were willing to give us. The results of the 

survey and community workshops provide a 

meaningful glimpse at the issues on people’s minds 

when it comes to housing in Howard County. They 

also present us with possible opportunities for 

creative and strategic investments and 

improvements that have the potential to not only 

respond to Howard County’s housing needs, but to 

bolster our local economy and jobs market as well. 

Consisting of city and county officials, realtors, 

lenders, regional housing experts and others, the 

pre-existing Howard County Housing Committee 

served as the steering committee for this study and 

helped guide the effort. Throughout the study 

process, the steering committee met to receive 

progress updates from UERPC, to review data and 

survey results, and to provide critical feedback in the 

development of the final study document. 

The results of these community outreach efforts are 

the primary source for this study and are featured 

throughout the following sections. The complete, 

raw survey results are included in the Appendices. 

HOW TO USE THIS STUDY 

The following sections and pages contain information 

about our communities’ characteristics, housing 

perceptions, housing demand and needs, as well as 

what we’ve learned regarding the issues and 

challenges we face when it comes to housing in 

Howard County. Readers will also find a discussion of 
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our communities’ assets and quality-of-life resources 

as well as an inventory of various housing resources 

that are available to local governments, individuals, 

and businesses. 

Finally, readers will find a summarization of 

opportunities identified accompanied by potential 

strategies that can aid in improving our housing 

situation in Howard County. When we start to solve 

challenges and reach our housing goals, we are also 

bettering life for those who live and work in Howard 

County, making our communities healthier, more 

resilient, more prosperous places to live. 
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2: OVERALL COUNTY 

CHARACTERISTICS & 

SURVEY PROFILE 

In 2017—the most recent year for which the United 

States Census Bureau provides county population 

estimates—Howard County had an estimated total 

population of 9,321 people (margin of error: +/- 122). 

This would be a slight decrease from its population of 

9,566 at the 2010 census. This continues the long-

standing trend of gradual population decline in 

Howard County. This trend has been typical of rural 

areas in the United States as rural economies have 

evolved and changed in recent decades. Table 1 

provides a summary of the 2010 census, 2017 

estimates, and margins of error for the overall 

county, each of the towns, as well as for the 

rural/unincorporated portion of the county. 

As previously noted, Howard County lost 

approximately 25% of its population over the past 

five decades. At the same time, the county is 

contending with a worker shortage as low 

Figure 1: Overview map of Howard County 
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0%

unemployment and lack of housing options have 

meant that employers struggle to recruit new 

workers because would-be workers cannot find 

acceptable places to live. 

Rural America is experiencing a well-documented 

housing shortage, as reported by the Wall Street 

Journal (Raice, Shayndi. “Housing shortage shadows 

rural areas.” 31 May 2018.) and other national news 

media. Howard County is not alone in this 

predicament, but it is up to Howard County’s 

residents and leaders to find and implement 

solutions—there is no external entity that can do this 

for us. 

Table 1: County & City population, 2010 census & 2017 estimate 
 

2010 

census 

2017 

estimate 

2017 

margin of 

error (+/-) 

Total County 9,566 9,321 122 

Chester 127 242 85 

Cresco 3,868 3,793 27 

Elma 546 609 124 

Lime Springs 505 477 80 

Protivin 283 270 59 

Riceville1 318 313 57 

Rural2 3,919 3,617 47 

1Howard County portion of Riceville’s total population; 2017 estimate and margin of error 

are based on the proportionality of the population of the Howard County portion of 

Riceville to Riceville’s total population. 

2Total county population minus population of incorporated areas; margin of error is based 

on the proportionality of the rural population to the total county population. 

Residents from all areas of the county responded to 

the survey. Figure 2 shows the proportional 

breakdown of where respondents live. Cresco had 

the largest number of respondents at 56%, followed 

by Elma and rural Howard County at 18% each. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 shows the breakdown of respondents’ age 

for both the resident and non-resident worker 

surveys. The largest response rate was among those 

aged 20-44 years at almost half of all respondents 

(48.28%); those with a goal of owning their own 

home may make their first house purchase during 

this age span—some will “upsize” with a second 

purchase to accommodate growing families. The 

second highest response rate was among those aged 

45-64 at over a third of all respondents (36.55%); 

Figure 2: Percentage of resident survey respondents by location 
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this is an age group where people may begin 

planning for retirement and may be looking to 

downsize considerably. Finally, those aged 65 and 

older accounted for 15.17% of all respondents; this 

is an age where many people will find themselves 

either retiring or planning to do so, with many 

considering downsizing (if they haven’t already), 

looking for low- or no-maintenance housing options, 

and considering or transitioning into senior or 

assisted living arrangements. 

Figure 3: Age of survey respondents 

 

Figure 4 shows respondents’ current living 

arrangement (rent, own, etc.) by age group and by 

resident versus non-resident worker survey 

respondents. Figure 5 displays respondents’ 

preferences to rent or own by age group and by 

resident versus non-resident worker survey 

respondents. 

Figure 4: Living arrangement (rent, own, etc.) of survey 
respondents 
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Figure 5: Preferred living arrangement (rent or own) of survey 

respondents

The majority of Howard County resident survey 

respondents own homes and are paying off a 

mortgage (59%). A quarter of respondents own their 

homes outright and about 16% are renters.  

We often talk and hear about the “American dream” 

of homeownership, and this can mean that the need 

for rentals is often forgotten, or even deliberately 

ignored due to prejudices some have about “those 

people” (renters) or the misconception that renters 

detract from the quality of a neighborhood. In fact, 

having a mix of rental and purchasing options is 

critical and healthy for every community. How many 

of us can say we’ve never rented housing in our 

lifetimes? We often talk about the want or need to 

attract new workers and young families to our 

communities, but making the transition to a new 

community can be very difficult without a mix of 

rental opportunities and adequate vacancy levels. 
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Some may be surprised that 22% of survey 

respondents, or approximately one out of five, 

affirmed that they would prefer to rent rather than 

own a house. This expression of preference is not 

tied to an individual’s or family’s ability to afford to 

purchase or own a house. Survey results indicate 

that the preference to rent increases with age;  

42% of those aged 65 or older indicated a 

preference to rent, compared with 15% and 17% 

among those aged 20-44 and 45-64, respectively. 

This is a reminder that, although there is a great 

emphasis on home-ownership, there are still many 

in our communities who would prefer other options. 

The amount respondents said they could afford each 

month for housing varied greatly, with a few 

differences based on age and preference to either 

rent or own. Figures 6 and 7 show a comparison of 

respondents’ self-identified buying- and renting-

power based on these two important factors. 

Age also had a clear bearing on respondents’ 

willingness or desire to move or sell their home. Of 

those aged 20-44, 85% are at least open to moving 

or selling if housing that better suited their needs 

and budget became available. Almost half of 

respondents in this age group (46%) said they would 

definitely move or sell under such circumstances. 

Only 15% said they have no desire to move or sell. 

By contrast, those aged 65 and older were much 

more likely to want to stay where they currently live; 

63% of respondents in this age group said they have 

no desire to move or sell. 

Respondents’ age continued to be a key indicator 

with regard to their preferences for certain housing 

characteristics. Some characteristics, such as energy 

efficiency (preferred by 87%, 85%, and 89% for age 

groups 20-44, 45-64, and 65+, respectively), were 

highly preferable across all age groups. 

The number of bedrooms and bathrooms is an 

important consideration in people’s housing 

decisions. Among respondents aged 20-44, the 

highest preference was for four bedrooms and two 

Survey Snapshot: 

26.4% of survey 

respondents aged 20-44—

about one out of four—

cannot afford to live on 

their own; they are sharing 

housing because they have 

to in order to afford it. 
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Figure 6: How much respondents can afford by preference to rent/own 

 

 

Figure 7: How much respondents can afford by age group 
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bathrooms at 38%; the second highest preference 

was for three bedrooms and two bathrooms at 19%. 

For those in the 45-64 age group, preferences for 

the number of bedrooms begins to inch downward; 

homes with three bedrooms and two bathrooms 

were tied with those with two bedrooms and two 

bathrooms (both at 28%). For those aged 65 and 

older, there is a marked preference for two 

bedrooms and two bathrooms (58%), followed by 

two bedrooms and one bathroom and three 

bedrooms and two bathrooms, tied as the second 

highest preference at 16% each. 

There is a general desire for one-story housing 

among all age groups. Half of respondents aged 20-

44 prefer a one-story house. Preference seems to 

increase with age, approaching 70% among those 

Survey Snapshot: 

More than a quarter (27%) 

of survey respondents 

aged 20-44 prefer a 

“character” home.3 

3A “character” home was defined in the survey as an older home with original and/or 

authentic features and aesthetics. 
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aged 45-64 and those aged 65 and over (69% and 

68%, respectively). 

Desire for low- and no-maintenance housing was 

fairly high among all age groups: 37% of respondents 

aged 20-44; 56% of those aged 45-64; and 63% of 

those aged 65 and older. People tend to begin to 

prefer low- and no-maintenance housing as they 

age, but it may surprise some that more than a third 

of 20-to-44-year-olds and more than half of 45-to-

64-year-olds also look for this feature when making 

housing decisions. 

Awareness of the concept of universal design—

defined as housing that is accessible and 

comfortable for people of all ages and abilities—is 

also growing. Among all age groups, nearly one in 

four expressed a preference for universal design 

when it comes to housing (21-23%). 

Many people who live in Howard County or who 

wish to relocate here do so for the rural lifestyle and 

country living that it offers. The survey bears out this 

preference, but reveals a sharp decline in preference 

for country living as people age. Similarly, many 

people who live in town enjoy and prefer having a 

large yard. This preference, too, shows a sharp drop-

off with increased age. Figure 8 illustrates the 

decreasing preference for country living and larger 

yards as people age—something which is also 

consistent with the aforementioned preference for 

low- and no-maintenance housing as people age. 

An increasing preference for low-maintenance, in-

town living as people age is clearly made evident by 

the survey results. One final preference that seems 

to fit that trendline is the preference for living in a 

walkable neighborhood.4 Preference for walkable 

Survey Snapshot: 

79% of survey 

respondents aged 65 

and older prefer 

handicap-accessible 

housing. 
5%

36%

83%

5%

28%

65%

Aged 65+

Aged 45-64

Aged 20-44

Preference to live in the country

Preference for large yard

Figure 8: Preference for country living and large yards by age 

4A walkable neighborhood was defined in the survey as that which features quality 

sidewalks, safe street crossings, and close proximity to services and amenities. 
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neighborhoods increases from nearly a quarter of 

respondents aged 20-44 (23%), to nearly a third of 

respondents aged 45-64 (31%), to well over a third 

of respondents aged 65 and older (37%). Along with 

convenient, comfortable transit services, walkable 

neighborhoods contribute to people’s ability to 

maintain freedom and independence as they age, as 

well as contributing to better mental health 

outcomes and a decrease in feelings of isolation 

among the elderly. One study by the University of 

Illinois at Urbana-Champaign looked at older Latinos 

living in the U.S. and found that residents who 

perceive their neighborhood as more walkable are 

less likely to develop severe depressive symptoms, 

and that the effect may be long-term.5  

Survey Snapshot: 

More than a third of 

survey respondents aged 

20-44 (35%) prefer to 

live closer to work so 

that they have a shorter 

commute. 

5 Hernandez, Rosalba, et al. “The cross-sectional and longitudinal association between 

perceived neighborhood walkability characteristics and depressive symptoms in older 
Latinos.” Journal of Aging and Health. 16 October 2014. 
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Figure 9: Housing perceptions “word cloud” 

3: HOUSING PERCEPTIONS 
& INDIVIDUAL 

COMMUNITY PROFILES 

The following individual community profiles are 

based on the results of the resident and non-

resident worker surveys, as well as the five 

community housing workshops that were held in 

Chester, Cresco, Elma, Lime Springs, 

and Protivin. They also 

include data 

from 

the U.S. Census Bureau and the Howard County 

Assessor. 

Figure 9 below is a “word cloud” illustrating general 

perceptions of housing in Howard County overall 

from county resident survey respondents. The word 

cloud is based on respondents’ answers to an open-

ended survey question that asked, “What is your 

general impression of housing in your community?” 

Words or phrases that appear larger in the word 

cloud were used more frequently in respondents’ 

answers, while smaller words 

appeared less 

frequently.   
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Some words are hyphenated to more accurately 

capture a sentiment such as “there need to be 

more/better transit services” (“need-transit” in the 

word cloud) or “there is a great need for 

more/better housing options for seniors and the 

elderly” (“need-elderly” in the word cloud), and so 

on. 

At the community housing workshops, attendees 

participated in a “SLOT” activity considering housing 

in Howard County—“SLOT” standing for strengths, 

limitation, opportunities, and threats. The feedback 

received from the SLOT analyses, as well as certain 

survey data, helps assess the “pulse” of the 

community in terms of how residents and workers 

feel about housing in Howard County. Some aspects 

of the feedback may be viewed through the lens of 

“perception is reality”; people’s perceptions are just 

as valuable to understand as more “hard” data. The 

following individual community profiles are intended 

to be useful to community residents, leaders, and 

prospective housing developers in understanding 

the unique housing needs and perceptions of 

Howard County’s communities. 
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RURAL HOWARD COUNTY 

Rural Howard County—the areas of the county 

outside of incorporated city limits—accounts for 

about 41% of the county’s overall population, with a 

population of 3,919 at the 2010 census and an 

estimated population of 3,617 in 2017 (margin of 

error: +/- 47). As of 2018, rural Howard County has 

1,600 assessed residential structures. Figure 10, 

Figure 11, and Figure 12 show the assessed value, 

assessed condition, and year built by percentage of 

total housing for rural Howard County. 

Figure 10: Housing by assessed value – rural Howard County 

Figure 11: Housing by assessed condition – rural Howard County 

 

Figure 12: Housing by year built – rural Howard County 
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there is a very limited supply of housing to rent or 

purchase. 

Respondents from rural Howard County by and large 

plan to remain in their community, with 74% 

planning to be in the same community after 15 years. 

Roughly a quarter (26%) plan on downsizing in 10-15 

years. At present time, about half of respondents 

from rural Howard County (52%) would at least 

consider moving if the right housing were available. 

Desirable characteristics for respondents from rural 

Howard County included energy efficiency, large 

yards, attached garages, and one-story housing. 

Respondents also expressed openness to 

townhouse- and duplex-living, seniors-only living, as 

well as building a new house.  
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CHESTER 

Chester accounts for about 1.3% of the county’s 

overall population, with a population of 127 at the 

2010 census and an estimated population of 242 in 

2017 (margin of error: +/- 85). Chester has 66 

assessed residential structures. Figure 13, Figure 14, 

and Figure 15 show the assessed value, assessed 

condition, and year built by percentage of total 

housing for Chester. 

Figure 13: Housing by assessed value - Chester 

 

Figure 14: Housing by assessed condition - Chester 

 

Figure 15: Housing by year built - Chester 
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KEY TAKE-AWAYS 

Survey respondents cited a need for more rental 

opportunities in town, as well as more options for 

senior housing. Respondents generally consider their 

community to be an affordable place to live within 

the region. They also expressed a demand for newer, 

larger housing options. Proximity to Rochester and 

the commuter bus to Mayo Clinic, again, are 

considered major assets. 
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CRESCO 

Cresco accounts for about 40% of the county’s 

overall population, with a population of 3,868 at the 

2010 census and an estimated population of 3,793 

in 2017 (margin of error: +/- 27). As of 2018, Cresco 

has 1,532 assessed residential structures. Figure 16, 

Figure 17, and Figure 18 show the assessed value, 

assessed condition, and year built by percentage of 

total housing for Cresco. 

Figure 16: Housing by assessed value - Cresco 

 

Figure 17: Housing by assessed condition - Cresco 

 

Figure 18: Housing by year built - Cresco 

 

IMPRESSIONS / PROBLEMS / WHAT IS NEEDED 

Perceptions of housing in Cresco ranged widely—

from “great,” “good,” “well-kept,” “OK,” and “nice” 

to “average,” “below-average,” “not good,” “needs 

improvement,” and “run down.” Some survey 

respondents feel that housing is generally high-

priced compared to quality and prevailing local 

wages. Many respondents felt that there is a great 

need for rehabilitation of existing housing. A 

shortage of housing options in general—especially 

with regard to quality rentals, opportunities for 

seniors, and newer housing options—was also cited 

by many respondents. 

Concerns about affordability were expressed time 

and again, especially in reference to options for aging 

residents and those seeking rentals. Some feel that 

even housing for low-income residents is 

unaffordable. A significant percentage of 
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respondents from Cresco (18.75%) are sharing 

housing because they can’t afford housing otherwise. 

As the largest town in the county, Cresco is also 

where the effects of the housing mismatch identified 

in the 2014 housing study is perhaps most 

pronounced. There is an abundance of housing in the 

$50,000-$99,999 value range and $400-$799 

monthly rent range which is still too expensive for 

many, and lacks amenities and characteristics that 

those with higher incomes may be seeking. 

STRENGTHS 

Cresco already has tax rebatement in place for new 

and substantially improved housing and will take 

opportunities to reassess that program’s 

effectiveness. Cresco benefits from the stability of its 

population and the continuity of long-time residents. 

A strong majority of respondents (64%) plan to be in 

Cresco after 15 years. Respondents from Cresco 

indicated that they feel the area has a strong job 

market and good quality of life, pointing to 

community amenities and assets such as the 

hospital, good schools, childcare opportunities, and 

recreational facilities. Some respondents made 

reference to the availability of lots and space to 

accommodate new housing being an important 

asset, as well.  

Some respondents identified Cresco’s relative 

isolation as an asset because Cresco has its own 

niche in the region and tends to form its own market. 

This supported a sense of Cresco as the “master of its 

own destiny”—that if residents and leaders set out to 

accomplish a goal or resolve a problem, they can find 

a way to make it happen. 

KEY TAKE-AWAYS 

Cresco had the highest rate of responses to the 

community housing survey, contributing over half of 

the total responses (56%). As such, responses from 

Cresco residents provide the greatest diversity of 

preferences and housing situations, which 

contributes to a clearer, more complete profile of 

the community’s wants and needs when it comes to 

housing. 

The housing difficulties most commonly cited by 

survey respondents were a shortage of affordable 

rental housing; limited number of affordable homes 

for sale (which was top overall for Cresco 

respondents); and a shortage of larger, higher 

quality rental housing. 

There is a wide range of housing wants, needs, 

interests, and preferences among Cresco residents, 

making it potentially a hotbed of opportunities for 

developers and where there is a high likelihood of 
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success with new or innovative housing products 

and concepts. A large majority of survey 

respondents (62.9%) are at least willing to consider 

moving or selling their house if options that better 

fit their needs and/or budget were available; more 

than a third (35.48%) of respondents would 

definitely move or sell under those circumstances. 

By far, the top reason given by respondents for not 

moving or selling their house if they want to is a lack 

of quality, affordable housing options, especially for 

aging residents. A lack of quality rental options, 

including those that allow pets, as well as a lack of 

quality smaller homes (under 1,000 square feet) 

were also among reasons specified. 

Many residents—fully one in four respondents—

would prefer to rent, and a considerable number of 

respondents expressed openness to renting in a 

duplex (15.87%, including 9.52% who were unsure). 

Interest drops off precipitously for renting in a tri-

plex or larger multi-unit housing. 

A majority of respondents see themselves living in 

the same house in five years, but in a larger house 

within 10 years. It’s worth noting, though, that 

respondents are generally satisfied with the size of 

their living space—only 1.56% classified the size of 

their living space as “poor.” 

The top desired housing characteristics among 

respondents from Cresco were energy efficiency, 

attached garage, and single-story housing. There are 

also some amenities and opportunities that Cresco 

respondents prefer to live very near to, especially 

retail/grocery opportunities and walking/bicycling 

trails, with many people not willing to live more than 

a mile away from those opportunities (15.87% for 

retail/grocery and 20.31% for walking/bicycling 

trails). 
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ELMA 

The second largest town fully located in Howard 

County, Elma accounts for about 6% of the county’s 

overall population, with a population of 546 at the 

2010 census and an estimated population of 609 in 

2017 (margin of error: +/- 124). As of 2018, Elma has 

234 assessed residential structures. Figure 19, Figure 

20, and Figure 21 show the assessed value, assessed 

condition, and year built by percentage of total 

housing for Elma. 

Figure 19: Housing by assessed value - Elma 

 

Figure 20: Housing by assessed condition - Elma 

 

Figure 21: Housing by year built - Elma 

 

IMPRESSIONS / PROBLEMS / WHAT IS NEEDED 

Survey respondents from Elma generally view the 

housing in their community as “decent,” “OK,” and 

“fair,” to “poor” and note that there are properties 

that need rehabilitation. They find that the 

availability of housing for purchase is limited and 

lacking and that there are very few rentals. Along 

with a need for greater inventory and availability of 

housing, respondents from Elma also identified a 

need for more affordable properties for purchase 

and rent. Additionally, Elma respondents pointed to 

problems and limitations in finding home-sale 

comparables in the region for homeowners to be 

able to sell at desired price points. 

STRENGTHS 

Respondents from Elma find their community to be 

safe—the kind of place where people know each 
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other. Many residents own their homes outright 

(42.86% of respondents), with many longtime 

residents in town. Residents of Elma generally plan to 

stay in their community, with 83.33% of respondents 

indicating that they plan to be in Elma after 15 years. 

The community’s greatest strength, according to 

feedback from Elma residents, is that community 

leaders are motivated to make changes and find 

creative solutions for solving local housing 

challenges. There are local champions in the 

community who will carry efforts forward. 

Elma residents see their location in the southwest 

part of the county as an asset because developers 

who might come to Elma can find success in the 

broader four-corner region that includes Mitchell, 

Floyd, and Chickasaw Counties as well. Residents are 

open to new and different types of housing options; 

almost half of respondents are open to living in a 

townhome or condo (47.61%, including those who 

are not sure). Residents indicated that there are 

currently sites in town that present good 

opportunities to build new housing. 

KEY TAKE-AWAYS 

Elma already has tax rebatement in place for new 

housing construction and will take opportunities to 

reassess that program’s effectiveness. 

Survey respondents cited a need for more options 

for seniors; 15% of respondents plan to be in senior 

housing within the next 10 years. In general, 

respondents from Elma would like to see more 

options to purchase newer homes, as well as better 

quality homes—which includes new construction 

and rehabilitation of existing housing. Nearly one 

fifth of respondents from Elma (19.05%) would 

prefer to rent. Respondents also identified a lack of, 

and high desire for, handicap-accessible housing in. 

Like many other communities in the region, housing 

affordability is also a concern. Almost half of 

respondents (47.62%) can’t afford more than 

$400/month on rent or a mortgage payment. 

Affordability was the number one hardship that 

Elma respondents have experienced in the local 

housing market, as well as the top reason that 

people who want to move or sell their house haven’t 

done so. 

Respondents from Elma value and appreciate the 

amenities that are very close and accessible to them 

right in town. Roughly a quarter of respondents per 

category said they are not willing to live more than 

one mile from walking/bicycling trails; parks, open 

space, and playgrounds; a fitness center or gym; and 

a golf course. 



Housing in Howard County: Actions for Our Future                 26 

LIME SPRINGS 

Lime Springs accounts for about 5% of the county’s 

overall population, with a population of 505 at the 

2010 census and an estimated population of 477 in 

2017 (margin of error: +/- 80). As of 2018, Lime 

Springs has 208 assessed residential structures. 

Figure 22, Figure 23, and Figure 24 show the 

assessed value, assessed condition, and year built by 

percentage of total housing for Lime Springs. 

Figure 22: Housing by assessed value - Lime Springs 

 

Figure 23: Housing by assessed condition - Lime Springs 

 

Figure 24: Housing by year built - Lime Springs 

 

IMPRESSIONS / PROBLEMS / WHAT IS NEEDED 

Survey respondents from Lime Springs generally view 

the housing in their community as “OK,” “small,” and 

“very old.” They feel that the housing supply is 

limited—specifically a shortage of larger homes (3+ 

bedrooms)—and expressed that houses very 

infrequently go up for sale. Affordability was also a 

concern; survey respondents in Lime Springs have 

experienced very limited availability of affordable 

houses for sale. 

STRENGTHS 

Respondents from Lime Springs find their town to 

offer a nice, rural community. Similar to Chester, 

respondents from Lime Springs find their proximity 

to Rochester, Minnesota to be a benefit. Easy access 

to US Highway 63, a key transportation corridor in 

the region, was also identified as a strength. 
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KEY TAKE-AWAYS 

Survey respondents from Lime Springs expressed a 

desire for new development. Like many, residents of 

Lime Springs want to “have it all” in terms of housing: 

they want newer, larger, more affordable housing 

options. 100% of respondents would at least 

consider moving or selling their house if housing that 

better suited their needs and budget were available; 

two thirds of respondents (66.67%) would like to 

move or sell their house, or would definitely move or 

sell their house under those circumstances. 

Respondents from Lime Springs cited a lack of 

quality, affordable housing specifically in the country. 

The top characteristic that respondents look for in 

housing are energy-efficiency and single-level 

housing. Respondents from Lime Springs did not 

value certain housing options as highly, including 

duplexes, townhouses, condominiums, or rentals, 

but they are open to building new houses. 
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PROTIVIN 

Protivin accounts for about 3% of the county’s overall 

population, with a population of 283 at the 2010 

census and an estimated population of 270 in 2017 

(margin of error: +/- 59). As of 2018, Protivin has 135 

assessed residential structures. Figure 25, Figure 26, 

and Figure 27 show the assessed value, assessed 

condition, and year built by percentage of total 

housing for Protivin. 

Figure 25: Housing by assessed value - Protivin 

 

Figure 26: Housing by assessed condition - Protivin 

 

Figure 27: Housing by year built - Protivin 

 

IMPRESSIONS / PROBLEMS / WHAT IS NEEDED 

Community Housing Workshop participants from 

Protivin expressed that the local housing market is 

extremely tight. There are very few rental 

opportunities, and, at the time of the workshop, no 

homes were listed for sale in Protivin. In general, the 

condition of housing in Protivin was not a major 

concern among workshop participants. Neither was 

affordability. Workshop participants expressed that, 

although local wages tend to be low, housing costs 

are also low. 

STRENGTHS 

Workshop participants from Protivin described their 

town as a nice, neighborly community. They feel that 

their cost of living is low—particularly because of 

lower taxes—and that this gives them a competitive 

advantage, especially compared to larger towns in 
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the region such as Decorah and Cresco, and even 

larger cities in the broader region such as Rochester, 

Minnesota. Participants appreciate the small-town 

lifestyle and lack of traffic. 

Workshop participants see Protivin’s central location 

within the region as a strength, with access to many 

destinations and activities. They enjoy that Protivin 

has restaurants, bars, and a good meat 

locker/grocery and feel that the town has a good 

number of businesses, relative to its size. 

KEY TAKE-AWAYS 

Workshop participants stressed Protivin’s very 

limited housing market for both rentals and homes 

to purchase, reporting that there is very little 

movement. Affordability is not a pressing concern at 

this time, according to participant feedback. The 

area’s low wages may mean Protivin will be 

vulnerable to increasing issues of affordability if 

housing costs begin to rise. Protivin residents are also 

concerned about flooding and want to be cognizant 

of flood risk with regard to the location of any new 

housing. 
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RICEVILLE 

The City of Riceville straddles the Howard-Mitchell 

county line. It had a total population of 785 at the 

2010 census and an estimated population of 783 in 

2017 (margin of error: +/- 142). The Howard County 

portion of Riceville’s population was 318 in 2010 and 

accounts for about 3.3% of Howard County’s overall 

population.  

Riceville was not specifically profiled in this study 

because it was included in a 2017 Mitchell County 

Housing Study done by RDG Planning and Design. 

However, residents of Riceville were still directly 

engaged in this study process and invited to 

participate in the community housing survey and 

attend any of the five community workshops 

throughout the county. This feedback is included in 

the county characteristics and survey profile in 

Chapter 2.  

The 2017 Mitchell County Housing Study completed 

by RDG Planning and Design noted Riceville’s 

population fluctuation since the 1960s, ultimately 

dropping from 898 to 785 in 2010. That study noted 

community assets that include a strong school 

district and employment base in the construction 

industry. 

The RDG study found that Riceville has an 

abundance of housing considered affordable for 

households with incomes of $25,000-$49,999. It 

notes that Riceville, like most communities in the 

region, will contend with an aging population in 

coming decades and will need to attract younger 

families in order to offset potential population 

decline. It was also noted that household incomes in 

Riceville are lower than other communities in 

Mitchell County. The study states that the lower 

incomes can leave property owners without enough 

funds for maintenance and that incentives for 

rehabilitation may be needed. 

As in other Howard County communities, housing 

availability in Riceville is very limited and there are 

frequently zero vacancies for rental units, according 

to the RDG study. It was noted that new employees 

to the area often choose to live in other 

communities in the region because there are so few 

rental options in Riceville.  
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NON-RESIDENT WORKERS 

According to the United States Census Bureau’s 

Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynamics (LEHD) 

program, in 2015—the most recent year for which 

data is available—there are 4,115 people employed 

in Howard County. Of those, 2,333 workers also live 

in Howard County. 1,782 people live outside of 

Howard County and travel to the county for their job. 

Another 2,241 residents of Howard County leave the 

county for employment in surrounding areas. Figure 

28 displays a Venn diagram representation of this in- 

and out-flow of workers. 

Figure 28: In-flow and out-flow of workers in Howard County 

 

IMPRESSIONS / PROBLEMS / WHAT IS NEEDED 

Thirty-two people responded to the customized non-

resident worker survey. Respondents’ perceptions of 

housing in Howard County ranged widely—from 

“really nice,” “good,” and “fair,” to “need rehab,” 

and “poor.” They see the availability of housing 

options as being very limited, specifically citing a lack 

of “starter homes,” lack of rentals, and a lack of 

affordable and low-income housing options. 

Respondents see housing in Howard County as 

affordable for some, but in many cases too 

expensive, saying that housing costs are greater than 

local wages allow. Some feel that there is a good 

mixture of affordable and higher-end options. 

KEY TAKE-AWAYS 

Approximately 78% of non-resident workers in 

Howard County work in Cresco. Overall, non-resident 

workers may have comparatively higher household 

incomes than some areas of Howard County; almost 

half of respondents (46.88%) earn $50,000-$99,999 

per year and almost a third (31.25%) earn $100,000-

$149,999. Combined, these two categories equate to 

more than three quarters of non-resident-worker 

survey respondents earning household incomes of 

$50,000 or greater. 

Approximately 10% of non-resident-worker 

respondents intend to move to Howard County at 

some point in the next five to 15 years. Three out of 

four respondents have no desire to move or sell their 

house, even if comparable, affordable housing were 
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available closer to their Howard County workplace. A 

quarter of respondents would at least consider 

moving or selling their house. In a majority of cases 

(68.75%), respondents are simply happy living where 

they are. Family considerations and lack of housing 

options in Howard County largely account for the 

rest of the reasons that might prevent a non-resident 

worker from moving closer to their Howard County 

workplace. 

Almost one in 10 respondents (9.38%) would prefer 

to rent; the remaining 90.62% would prefer to own 

their home. 57.14% of respondents are open to 

building a new house (including 17.86% that are not 

sure). In general, however, there is a strong 

perception among respondents that housing costs in 

Howard County are high compared to wages and 

that there is a need for more affordable housing 

options, especially in Cresco. 
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4: ISSUES & CHALLENGES 

Throughout the study process, participants who 

gave feedback made it clear that there are many 

things that make Howard County a nice place to live. 

Those positive attributes and assets are the focus of 

the section that immediately follows this one.  

Like any community, as much as we may love our 

home or our town, Howard County and its 

communities still contend with many challenges and 

unmet needs when it comes to housing. Many of 

these challenges and needs have far-reaching 

implications for our quality of life and local 

economies. This section summarizes the housing 

issues and challenges that pose a threat to our 

quality of life as identified by study participants and 

steering committee members. The previous section 

includes detailed information on the results of 

community feedback initiatives and a later section of 

this document focuses on opportunities and 

strategies to solve and/or mitigate the housing 

challenges and threats we face as we look to and 

plan for the future. 

It is important to note that all of these challenges 

are interconnected and can contribute to a stagnant 

or “stuck” housing situation—that is, not much 

movement in terms of sales and among renters. As 

any of these issues are addressed or improved, this 

begins to “open things up” and creates additional 

opportunities for movement and investment in our 

housing market. 

DEMOGRAPHIC 

Our population is changing. As noted previously, 

Howard County’s population has decreased by 25% 

over the course of the last five decades—a trend 

that is projected to continue. Even as the overall 

county population declines, however, individual 

towns may remain stable or even add population. At 

the same time as our population is decreasing, it is 

also increasingly an aging population. Between 1990 

and 2010, the population group aged 45-65 years 

grew from 20% of the overall population to 27%. 

These trends are not negative in and of themselves, 

but they present challenges—and opportunities—

when we look at the housing stock we currently 

have compared with the housing we will need to 

respond to the demands of our aging population. 

Opportunity exists here because when we respond 

to the demand for more housing options—emphasis 

on options—for older populations, we create 

possibilities for first-time homebuyers and 

rehabilitation of our existing housing as retired 
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people and seniors move into housing that better 

suits their needs. 

HOUSING CONDITION & AVAILABILITY 

Even as our population has slowly decreased over 

the years, we are still paradoxically faced with a 

shortage of housing, potentially exacerbated by an 

overabundance of middle-range housing that may 

be too expensive for some and lacks amenities and 

desired square-footage for others. One factor 

contributing to our housing shortage, even as our 

population has declined, is that family size has 

gotten smaller in recent decades. People are not 

having as many children, but the need for housing 

remains. 

Many survey respondents and workshop 

participants expressed concern for the lack of 

housing options. This sentiment took on many 

forms: lack of quality rentals; lack of newer, larger 

houses to purchase; lack of quality smaller houses to 

purchase; lack of affordable housing options; lack of 

senior living options, and more. Many cited very low 

vacancy rates for rentals and very limited inventory 

for home sales in general. Community feedback 

reveals that residents of our communities are 

looking for and are open to a broad range of housing 

options, and many have indicated that they are not 

finding what they need or want in our market. 

The condition of housing was also a top concern, 

and seen as a challenge to neighborhood property 

values and a barrier to revitalization efforts. The 

perceived poor condition of some of the housing in 

our communities may also contribute to people’s 

sense of there being a housing shortage, as many 

respondents specifically cited a lack of quality 

housing options. Individual assessments of housing 

condition and quality are subjective, of course, but 

as previously noted, “perception is reality”; we must 

consider these perceptions as well as the hard data 

available to us in responding to our housing 

challenges. 

Some respondents expressed regret that there are 

not more options for addressing run-down or 

dilapidated properties in their communities that may 

be seen as nuisances and may pose safety and 

security risks. These are issues that can stem from a 

lack of funding for rehabilitation (both private, 

individual funds and various assistance programs) as 

well as local ordinances and lack of enforcement 

thereof. 

SOCIETAL 

Our communities also face challenges that are 

rooted in much broader societal contexts. These are 

larger issues that cannot necessarily be solved at a 

local level, or with root causes that extend far 
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beyond the boundaries of Howard County—but 

which have an impact on our housing market and 

quality of life, nonetheless. 

Related to the aforementioned problems of 

affordability experienced by some community 

members, quite a few respondents pointed to the 

area’s low wages as one contributing factor. In some 

cases, respondents felt that lower wages seemed to 

be matched by appropriate housing costs. However, 

many respondents were emphatic in their belief that 

local wages don’t support local housing costs. 

Another factor contributing to affordability 

challenges is the student loan crisis affecting many 

in our country. Student loan payments are so 

burdensome for some that they feel stuck in housing 

that doesn’t meet their needs or they are sharing 

housing out of necessity when they don’t wish to be. 

Student loans and other forms of debt combined 

with low wages are likely key factors preventing 

those who wish to purchase a house from saving 

adequate down-payment funds and qualifying for 

mortgages. Though the crisis may be seen as 

primarily affecting younger adults, it is an issue that 

can have implications and effects that stick with 

people into their 30s, 40s, and beyond. 

Another potential problem that was brought up at a 

community meeting is that of the unique challenges 

and needs of military veterans upon leaving the 

service and entering the jobs and housing market. 

There may be a lack of services tailored to their 

housing needs, or missed opportunities for the 

community to help veterans with their unique 

needs. 

There are people suffering in our communities. 

People may be cost-burdened, spending 30% or 

more of their household income on housing costs. 

People may be living in sub-standard or unsanitary 

conditions, feeling helpless to improve their 

situation. Many people with disabilities or 

anticipated needs struggle to find housing that 

accommodates their needs. The list goes on. A 

pervasive societal problem that can touch upon all 

of these scenarios is the stigma that may be 

attached to asking for help or seeking social 

assistance. This can be a major barrier to improving 

housing conditions and quality of life for those in our 

communities who are struggling. 

Concerns and perceptions about illegal drugs in our 

communities were also expressed by many survey 

respondents and workshop attendees. Although this 

is a broad societal problem with complex origins, its 

effects are felt by many in our local communities. 

Some aspects of the drug problem—or, in some 

cases, perceived drug problem—stem from negative 

stereotypes or prejudices that may be based on 
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inaccurate or false information. Other aspects 

present legitimate concerns for safety and property 

values, and can strongly influence how we feel about 

the neighborhoods and communities in which we 

live. 

ECONOMIC 

Howard County has maintained a relatively low 

unemployment rate of around 2-4% according to 

Iowa Workforce Development. As noted previously, 

however, communities and employers have had 

trouble attracting and retaining new workers to fill 

vacancies because workers cannot find adequate 

housing. Another jobs-related issue that was 

expressed in workshops and in survey responses is 

that our communities, being rather small in 

population, are vulnerable to volatility in the job 

market; one major employer that leaves the 

community, downsizes, or closes can have a 

negative ripple effect through the local economy 

and community. 

High costs for construction materials and labor 

present another significant economic challenge 

facing our housing market. An average new house 

can cost around $180,000, not including the 

property. This can prevent developers from 

speculatively building houses if they think the 

market can’t support the price-points necessary to 

make their investment worthwhile. The same is true 

for the development of rental housing with regards 

to the rents necessary to support the investment. 

Outside of non-profit organizations that may be 

involved in the development of housing, prospective 

developers’ top concern is their bottom line. 

Those that participated in this housing study have 

expressed demand for many different types of new 

housing, and it is clear that we have residents who 

are ready and willing to build or purchase a new-

construction home. This study provides insight and a 

basis for what some residents would be able to 

afford. A prime challenge for our residents and 

community leaders will be convincing developers 

that they can find success in Howard County and in 

our region. Spurring initial investment may require 

creative incentives from city and county 

governments and/or private sector businesses—

especially those employers in most need of housing 

for their workforce. 
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5: COMMUNITY ASSETS 

Throughout the study process, community members 

who participated in the housing workshops and 

responded to the community housing survey 

expressed many positive aspects of living in Howard 

County. They also came up with a host of ideas and 

opportunities for addressing Howard County’s 

housing challenges—many of them quite creative 

and innovative for our region.  

The following subsections summarize Howard 

County’s assets and positive attributes as identified 

by study participants and steering committee 

members. Opportunities for creative actions and 

strategies, as well as potential resources available to 

help communities and individuals turn those 

opportunities into reality, are featured in 

subsequent sections. 

It is clear from respondents’ and participants’ 

feedback during the study process that many people 

love living in Howard County. They appreciate the 

rural and small-town lifestyles we have here. They 

feel that our communities are safe and that they 

have good neighbors—that people know and look 

out for each other. They feel that our communities 

are great for families, that we have great schools 

and healthcare facilities. Access to regional 

employment centers and the availability of regional 

transit services were also seen as great strengths 

and assets of our community. 

In responding to the survey question regarding how 

far away they are willing to live from certain 

features, respondents expressed strong values for 

the things we have in Howard County that most 

enrich their quality of life. Among facilities and 

amenities that many residents are not willing to live 

more than a mile away from are features like 

walking/bicycling trails; parks, open space, and 

playgrounds; a fitness and/or community center; 

restaurants, retail stores, and grocery stores; and 

places of worship. 

Some respondents see our relative isolation as an 

asset and strength. They see this as creating our own 

market where we can be the “masters of our own 

destiny,” where our communities can accomplish 

what we put our minds to. Residents at one housing 

workshop pointed out that, even though it may 

seem obvious, simply that we have an awareness 

within our communities of the housing problems we 

are facing, and a collective desire to find solutions 

and do something about it, is a major, positive asset 

that should not be taken for granted. We have 

residents who are capable and motivated to make a 

difference in improving housing in Howard County. 
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6: OPPORTUNITIES & 
STRATEGIES 

Many community members that participated in this 

housing study expressed strong negative sentiments 

about housing in their communities—these have 

been summarized and touched upon in previous 

sections. Identifying needs and challenges is a critical 

step toward making improvements to the housing 

situation in Howard County. There is often a flip side 

to a problem, which presents opportunities for 

creative solutions. 

Below are opportunities that have been identified 

through this study by community residents, steering 

committee members, and stakeholders, with 

potential strategies for capitalizing on each 

opportunity. 

› Ripe for new concepts 

Respondents broadly expressed a desire for 

more, different, better housing options, 

indicating that Howard County may be ripe 

for types of housing development that might 

be new to our area, region, or even state—

opportunities for co-housing, universal and 

accessible design, neighborhood infill, 

adaptive re-use of buildings, new concepts 

for duplexes and townhomes, live-work 

spaces, and others. Community leaders 

should keep an open mind when it comes to 

potential housing solutions that may be new 

or unfamiliar, and be empowered to ask 

“Why not?”—especially when confronted 

with conventional, status-quo thinking like 

“That could never work here,” or “That’s 

only for bigger cities.” 

 

Strategies: 

o Increase awareness of new or 

innovative housing concepts 

through website and social media 

promotions; create a mechanism for 

people interested in certain 

concepts to sign up for an email list 

or “follow” on social media to 

receive news, hear about new ideas, 

and potentially be contacted by 

developers. 

o Actively search for and recruit 

developers and builders in our 

broader region—especially newer 

companies or entrepreneurs looking 

to “get a start” with a new concept 

or to do demonstration projects. 

o Periodically re-evaluate local codes 

and ordinances that may be barriers 
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to adaptive re-use and creative 

housing infill such as “tiny houses” 

or accessory dwelling units (also 

called “granny flats”), for example. 

o Seek opportunities to partner with 

existing downtown business or 

property owners to develop 

residential units on upper floors. 

 

› The rising tide lifts all boats 

Due to the “tightness” of our market when it 

comes to homes to rent or purchase, 

whatever we do to improve the situation for 

one group, demographic, or type of 

buyer/renter improves the overall housing 

situation through a ripple effect. If we 

provide adequate, attractive, and affordable 

housing options for seniors and retired 

individuals—for example—as they begin to 

sell their homes and transition into housing 

that better suits their needs and desires, this 

opens up new opportunities for young or 

growing families, whose moving then in turn 

opens new opportunities for renters and 

first-time homebuyers, and so on. 

 

Strategies: 

o Emphasize bringing new options to 

our communities for seniors and 

retired people. This is a top need 

expressed among many survey 

respondents and workshop 

participants, and it has the greatest 

possibility for “trickle-down” 

benefits to the broader housing 

market. 

o Pursue bold, new housing concepts 

that will entice “movement” within 

the market. 

 

› Marketing and Branding 

Many community marketing initiatives are 

focused on tourism or general economic 

development, but there is a great 

opportunity to promote Howard County as a 

wonderful place to live. Strategies should 

highlight the great things we already have 

but should also dare to be aspirational and 

illustrative of the kinds of places and 

communities we want to be—both to attract 

new residents and workers, and to attract 

the attention and investment of residential 

developers and builders, showing them that 

we are the kind of community where they 

can find success. 

 

Strategies: 

o Work with Northeast Iowa 

Community College or local high 

school classes to create promotional 
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and marketing materials; this can 

keep costs to a minimum while 

creating effective, locally relevant 

materials that also offer students 

real-world experience. 

o Look for opportunities to “brand” 

Howard County; consider especially 

trying to appeal to urbanites who 

are looking to leave larger cities for 

a small-town or rural lifestyle. 

o Consider updates to the county’s 

and individual cities’ websites that 

streamline and optimize content for 

prospective “relocators” while still 

serving residents’ needs. 

o Consider unifying all the 

communities of the county under 

one brand. 

o Consider a dedicated webpage with 

resources and tailored messaging 

for prospective housing developers 

and builders.  

 

› Expand transit options 

Our region already benefits from regional 

transit services provided by EARL Transit and 

Minnesota’s LeRoy Bus Service providing 

commuter transportation to Rochester from 

northern Howard County. Community 

leaders should work with EARL Transit to 

find ways to expand transit services. This will 

not only contribute to improved quality of 

life and attractiveness of the region, but can 

also help relieve some of the issues of 

housing as a barrier to bringing in necessary 

workforce. Opportunities also exist to 

provide “activity bus” services for children 

and youth for transportation to events and 

entertainment and recreational 

opportunities—especially in our smaller 

communities. 

 

Strategies: 

o Work with Northeast Iowa 

Community Action/EARL Transit and 

regional transportation planners to 

identify opportunities for expanded 

transit service. 

o Encourage entrepreneurship in 

starting independent shuttle 

services, taxi services, or Uber-type 

services. 

 

› Unique groups 

There are opportunities to pursue housing 

that meets the unique needs of specific 

groups such as military veterans and college 

graduates with student-loan debt. This could 

be in the form of apartment housing that 

allows veterans to feel connected to other 



Housing in Howard County: Actions for Our Future                 41 

vets and to the community, with potential 

linkages to agencies and organizations that 

provide services and a support system to 

veterans. Creative options aimed at recent 

graduates might include cooperative living 

spaces with shared utilities and 

responsibilities that help keep rents and 

other costs low. 

 

Strategies: 

o Partner with agencies and non-

profits who specifically cater to a 

given, targeted group, such as the 

U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs 

or local American Legion posts in 

the case of veterans. 

o Encourage entrepreneurship from 

individuals within the affected or 

targeted population in responding 

to housing needs. 

 

› Creative local incentives 

Opportunities to incentivize the kinds of 

housing improvements and investments we 

want to see in our communities are limited 

only by our creativity and collective will. 

Whether it’s encouraging improvements to 

homes that need rehabilitation, developing 

“homesteading” programs to encourage 

targeted infill construction, or encouraging 

more people to become landlords and 

develop rental housing, we have the ability 

to come up with solutions that are the right 

fit for our communities and align with our 

unique values and goals. 

 

Strategies: 

o Seek to form a residential 

development corporation, similar to 

industrial development corporations 

that may already exist. 

o Seek to form a “residential 

investment group” consisting of 

local businesses, bankers, investors, 

and employers to work together to 

coordinate, encourage, and finance 

residential construction and 

rehabilitation. 

o Seek to form a housing trust to 

acquire and hold properties for 

rehabilitation, infill, or demolition. 

o Develop homesteading programs 

that give away for free or very 

inexpensively sell land to individuals 

who will build and occupy a home 

on the site within a certain period of 

time. 

o Consider tax abatement on 

rehabilitation of existing housing 

and construction of new housing. 
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o Re-evaluate any existing incentives 

to asses effectiveness; make 

modifications as needed. 

o Periodically re-evaluate local codes 

and ordinances that may be barriers 

to adaptive re-use and creative 

housing infill such as “tiny houses” 

or accessory dwelling units (also 

called “granny flats”), for example. 

o Work with employers to develop 

and provide short-term rent 

subsidies for workers relocating to 

the area. 

o Utilize local or regional industrial 

arts programs at community 

colleges and high schools to assist 

with housing rehabilitation projects. 

o Seek to develop construction 

apprentice programs for 

rehabilitating houses that can also 

lead to potential employment 

opportunities. 

o Plan for ordered and targeted siting 

of mobile homes and reconsider 

local restrictions that may pose 

barriers to our ability to respond to 

housing needs in the immediate-

term.  
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7: COMMUNITY HOUSING RESOURCES 

Below are various housing resources for community members, prospective relocators, community developers and organizers, housing 

developers and builders, real estate investors, property managers, elected officials, and community leaders. These resources include both direct 

financial assistance to homeowners, homebuyers, and renters as well as important informational resources on developing resilient communities 

with affordable housing options and high quality of life for all residents. 

Table 2: Housing resources available to Howard County residents, leaders, and businesses 

Organization Location Phone Website Description 
Type of 

Assistance 

Friends of the Family Decorah, IA 563-590-0537 www.fofia.org 

Provides help finding 

affordable housing; 

rent assistance; and 

emergency shelter 

for victims/survivors 

of domestic abuse 

Emergency 

shelter; rental 

housing; rent 

assistance 

Helping Services for Youth 

and Families 
Decorah, IA 563-387-5730 www.helpingservices.org 

Provides emergency 

shelter and 

transitional housing 

for domestic abuse 

victims/survivors 

Emergency 

shelter; 

transitional 

housing 

http://www.fofia.org/
http://www.helpingservices.org/
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Organization Location Phone Website Description 
Type of 

Assistance 

Howard County Veterans 

Affairs 
Cresco, IA 563-547-9212 

www.co.howard.ia.us/offic

es/veterans  

Provides rental 

assistance, assistance 

applying for loans, 

assistance finding 

housing/shelter, and 

utility assistance for 

veterans and their 

families 

Emergency 

shelter; rental 

housing; utility 

assistance; rent 

assistance 

NE Iowa Community 

Action Corporation 
Decorah, IA 563-387-4913 www.neicac.org 

Provides assistance 

with energy costs and 

weatherization 

Utility 

assistance, 

weatherization 

NE Iowa Regional Housing 

Trust Fund (UERPC) 
Postville, IA 563-864-7551 www.uerpc.org 

Provides financial 

assistance for home 

repairs and down 

payments 

Lender 

NE Iowa Residential Home 

Removal Program 
Cresco, IA 563-547-3434 www.howard-county.com 

Provides financial 

assistance for cities, 

non-profits, and 

residents for removal 

of nuisance housing 

Nuisance tear-

down 

assistance 

http://www.co.howard.ia.us/offices/veterans
http://www.co.howard.ia.us/offices/veterans
http://www.neicac.org/
http://www.uerpc.org/
http://www.howard-county.com/
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Organization Location Phone Website Description 
Type of 

Assistance 

USDA Rural Development Waverly, IA 319-352-1715 www.rd.usda.gov 

Provides loans, 

grants, and loan 

guarantees for 

individuals and 

businesses to assist 

with affordable 

housing 

Lender 

Regional Housing Authority 

(UERPC) 
Postville, IA 563-864-7551 www.uerpc.org 

Provides rental 

assistance 

Rental housing, 

rent assistance 

UERPC Homeowner 

Rehabilitation Program 
Postville, IA 563-864-7551 www.uerpc.org 

Provides assistance 

with owner-occupied 

housing repairs 

Repairs/Lender 

Iowa Finance Authority 
Des Moines, 

IA 

515-725-4900 

800-432-7230 

www.iowafinanceauthority.

gov 

Assistance and 

resources for home-

buying, homeowners, 

and renters; 

Assistance and 

resources for housing 

developers, lenders, 

property managers, 

and realtors 

Lender, rent 

assistance, 

information 

http://www.rd.usda.gov/
http://www.uerpc.org/
http://www.uerpc.org/
http://www.iowafinanceauthority.gov/
http://www.iowafinanceauthority.gov/
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Organization Location Phone Website Description 
Type of 

Assistance 

Green Iowa Americorps Decorah, IA 563-382-4207 
www.greeniowaamericorps

.org 

Home energy 

performance audits 

and weatherization 

Home energy 

audit and 

weatherization 

Howard County Energy 

District 
Cresco, IA 319-239-9162 tinyurl.com/y3cyrlrm 

Promote and assist 

with energy efficiency 

and renewable 

energy 

Education and 

volunteer 

services 

Volunteers of America 
Washington, 

DC 
703-341-5000 www.voa.org 

National faith-based 

non-profit focused on 

affordable housing 

and offering diverse 

resources 

Assistance/ 

Information 

Spruce Up Elma Elma, IA 641-393-2543 www.elmaia.com 

Financial assistance 

for exterior painting, 

installation of new 

siding, or removal of 

houses beyond repair 

Repairs/ 

Assistance 

http://www.greeniowaamericorps.org/
http://www.greeniowaamericorps.org/
http://cresco.chamberofcommerce.me/crescochamber/mem_EnergyDistrict
http://www.voa.org/
http://www.elmaia.com/
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Organization Location Phone Website Description 
Type of 

Assistance 

Strong Towns 

Brainerd, MN; 

national/inter

national 

presence 

n/a www.strongtowns.org 

Articles and 

knowledge base on 

affordable housing, 

housing 

development, 

provision of utilities 

and streets, etc. 

among many topics 

useful to community 

and housing 

developers 

Media/Informa

tion 

National Housing Trust 
Washington, 

DC 
202-333-8931 

www.nationalhousingtrust.

org 

Diverse resources for 

citizens, community 

leaders, and 

affordable-housing 

developers 

Lender/Inform

ation 

http://www.strongtowns.org/
http://www.nationalhousingtrust.org/
http://www.nationalhousingtrust.org/
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A: RESIDENT HOUSING SURVEY DATA 

Note: Questions with personally identifiable information or with narrative responses to open-ended questions 

have been removed. The formatting of these results was dictated by SurveyMonkey’s exporting capabilities. 
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APPENDIX B: NON-RESIDENT WORKER HOUSING SURVEY DATA 

Note: Questions with personally identifiable information or with narrative responses to open-ended questions 

have been removed. The formatting of these results was dictated by SurveyMonkey’s exporting capabilities. 
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