
A COLLA B O R ATIVE PROJECT

Greater Minnesota Housing Fund Team
Warren W. Hanson  
Stephanie Omersa  
Harold Clapp  
Paige Manger Kahle

Cermak Rhoades Architects Team 
Todd Rhoades
Michelle Baltus  

BUILDING 
BETTER 
NEIGHBORHOODS

CREATING AFFORDABLE HOMES AND LIVABLE COMMUNITIES



Greater Minnesota Housing Fund Staff
Warren W. Hanson, President
Lynn Koll, Finance Of f icer
Jennifer Larson, Chief Operating Officer
Harold Clapp, Program Officer
Stephanie Omersa, Program Officer
Paige Manger Kahle, Program Officer
Bernadette Gillis, Administrative Assistant

Cermak Rhoades Architects
Terri Cermak, President
Todd Rhoades, Vice President
Michelle Baltus
Garrett Tews
Rachel Menozzi

Professional Advisory Committee
Bill Morrish, Design Center for American Urban Landscape, University of Minnesota
Gina Bonsignore, Design Center for American Urban Landscape, University of Minnesota
Louis Jambois, Minnesota Department of Trade and Economic Development
Mike Haley, Minnesota Housing Finance Agency
Pauline Carlson, Central Minnesota Housing Partnership
Tom Holthaus, Value Plus Builders
Dave Maroney, Community Partners, Inc.
Ted Schmid, Lumber One Avon, Inc.
Carolyn Olson, Greater Minneapolis Metropolitan Housing Corporation
Rick Goodemann, Southwest Minnesota Housing Partnership
Fred Rozumalski, Barr Engineering
Kurt Leuthold, Barr Engineering
Curtis Johnson, The Citistates Group, LLC
Richard McLaughlin, Hammel, Green and Abrahamson, Inc.
Willis Kinsbury, Private Consultant

Jane King Hession, Editor
Joanne Grobe and Kate Pabst, velvetpeel, Inc., Design and Artwork
Cermak Rhoades Architects, Architectural Renderings and Photographs

Greater Minnesota Housing Fund is a special project of The McKnight Foundation and Blandin Foundation.



BUILDING 
BETTER 
NEIGHBORHOODS

CREATING AFFORDABLE HOMES AND LIVABLE COMMUNITIES



Greater Minnesota Housing Fund (GMHF) is a non-profit organization committed to increasing the supply of affordable
housing for working families throughout greater Minnesota.

We gratefully acknowledge the support of our primary funders, The McKnight Foundation and Blandin Foundation. Without
their assistance, our continuing work on the Home At Last program and the production of BUILDING BETTER NEIGHBORHOODS
would not be possible. In addition, we appreciate the financial  support of The F. B. Heron Foundation, Mardag Foundation,
The Minneapolis Foundation, and The St. Paul Companies Foundation for the production of this book.

Much of the content of this book is based on experiences in Home At Last communities across Minnesota. We thank all of
our partners, particularly in Hutchinson and St. Peter, for their willingness to try new ideas and serve as model projects for
the program. We also thank our Home At Last program co-funders, Minnesota Housing Finance Agency and Minnesota
Department of Trade and Economic Development, for their resources and support.

We offer our thanks to all those individuals who have generously contributed their expertise and time to the Home At Last
Program and the production of BUILDING BETTER NEIGHBORHOODS. Their assistance has been invaluable. 

© 2001, by Greater Minnesota Housing Fund
All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior 
written permission from the publisher: Greater Minnesota Housing Fund, 332 Minnesota Street 1310E, St. Paul, MN 55101

Published 2001 by Greater Minnesota Housing Fund
Printed in the United States of America
ISBN 0-9709949-0-7

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CONTROL NUMBER: 2001088892



T A B LE OF CONTENTS

FOREWORD  

INTRODUCTION

GUIDE FRAMEWORK  

SITE SELECTION  

LOTS

STREETS

HOMES

LANDSCAPE SYSTEMS

SUMMARY 

PROJECT PROFILES

HOME PLANS

APPENDIX 

PLANNING A NEIGHBORHOOD

FINANCING TOOLS

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

i-ii

1-2

3-4

5-14

15-22

23-36

37-54

55-67

68-70

72-77

78-84

87-88

89-90

91-92

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5



Building Better Neighborhoods FOREWORD
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As defined by Greater Minnesota Housing Fund, greater Minnesota includes the eighty counties of Minnesota outside
of the seven-county Twin Cities metropolitan area.

Twin Cities
metropolitan

area
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Despite a strong economy and record homeownership rates, a lack of affordable housing has become a critical issue in many
communities across the country. Too often considered primarily an urban problem, the shortage of quality, affordable 
housing has also reached a crisis level in cities and towns throughout greater Minnesota and rural America. Unable to afford
the costs of new home construction and burdened by rising rental costs, many lower-income residents are without decent,
safe, and af fordable housing options.

G re a ter Minnesota Housing Fund (GMHF) was cre a ted in 1996 to address the growing affo rdable housing crisis in Minnesota 
communities outside the Twin Cities metro p o l i tan area. Wi th major funding from The McKnight Foundation and Blandin Fo u n d a t i o n ,
GMHF provides financial and te chnical assistance for the creation of affo rdable housing for working families in areas of economic
v i tality th roughout gre a ter Minnesota .

In 19 9 7, seeking to increase homeow n e rship opportunities for lowe r-income households, GMHF developed the Home At Last (HAL)
p ro gram. Initially, the HAL pro gram focused primarily on cost - reduction st ra tegies designed to build affo rdable homes with a 
minimum amount of public and priva te subsidy. St ra tegies to decrease costs included:

•  selecting sites located near existing infra st ru c t u re
•  reducing lot sizes
•  designing efficient st re e t s
•  implementing cost - e ffe c t i ve home designs
•  building in vo l u m e

While working with seve ral communities in gre a ter Minnesota, it became apparent that high home costs we re only part of 
the affo rdable housing problem. Local leaders we re also concerned about creating neighborhoods that we re assets to the 
community—neighborhoods that would remain attra c t i ve and livable over time.

GMHF responded by consulting with arch i tects to develop seve ral home and neighborhood design st ra tegies that would add va l u e
and livability to new neighborhoods at reasonable costs. Since that time, the HAL pro gram has evo lved to incorpora te more 
e x te n s i ve landscaping, more attra c t i ve home designs, and better plans for neighborhood amenities such as parks and tra i l s .
I mplementing these and other design st ra tegies adds amenities that are often absent in typical affo rdable housing deve l o p m e n t s .
The inclusion of such amenities allows HAL neighborhoods to :

•  be an asset to the surrounding community
•  mature and grow over time with minimal added costs to the homebuye rs
•  provide amenities to lowe r-income homeow n e rs that th ey oth e rwise may not be able to purchase late r
•  maintain value over time
•  attract middle-income buye rs to mixed-income deve l o p m e n t s

Building Better Ne i g h b o r h o o d s is the culmination of the work of GMHF and its HAL consultants over the past few ye a rs. Based on
k n ow l e d ge gained in dozens of towns and cities across Minnesota, it advo c a tes a balance of "cost - reduction" and "va l u e - a d d e d "
st ra tegies. To ge th e r, these innova t i ve design st ra tegies and practical lessons learned will be valuable to any community seeking to
p rovide affo rdable homeow n e rship opportunities in well-planned and livable neighborhoods. 

It is our hope that eve ry community has a place for all families re ga rdless of their income. This guide re p resents a portion of our
e ffo rts towa rds that goal.

Wa rren W. Hanson, Pre s i d e n t
G re a ter Minnesota Housing Fu n d

F O R E W O R D
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E ve ry good crop or bountiful ga rden begins with the proper seeds—care f u l ly selected, plante d

w i th care, and nurt u red so that th ey will fl ower and bear fruit. Like a ga rd e n, growing a st ro n g ,
c o h e s i ve, and livable community ta kes careful planning and nurt u r i n g. The goal of Building

Better Neighborhoods is to plant seeds for positive grow th in gre a ter Minnesota communities.

The housing crisis facing many small towns and cities is more complicated than simply a

shortage of affordable housing stock. Adding more affordable housing to a community’s
inventory is like planting seeds is to farming, one of several necessary steps to grow a

healthy crop or community. The answer for a growing town and community is not merely

constructing inexpensive housing in vast subdivisions, but defining a larger vision for the

physical environment that enhances and preserves the community’s character and appeal as

an attractive place to live.

The Gre a ter Minnesota Housing Fund believes that people want to build st rong 
communities as well as buy quality, affordable homes. That is why Building Better

Neighborhoods talks about building more livable places; why the homes are planned closer

together; why public spaces are prized; why it matters to put as many homes as possible

within short, even walkable distance to libraries, churches, parks, and schools. Housing 

patterns can either separate us or draw us together.

This book re p resents an ambitious depart u re from the custo m a ry collection of guidebooks fo r

a ffo rdable housing. Re a d e rs will find th e m s e lves encoura ged not only to address the crisis of

too few homes for families who cannot affo rd to pay market prices, but to seize upon 
st ra tegies that st re n g then the ch a ra c ter of the whole community. Building Bette r

Neighborhoods is a practical, how- to manual for building well-designed, affo rdable homes while

c reating livable neighborhoods that are long-te rm assets to the entire community. 

I N T R O D U CT I O N
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An imaginary flight over your town gives you a perfect view of all three physical building blocks of a community: town, neighborhood, and
home and yard.

T O W N N E I G H B O R H O O D HOME AND YA R D

HOME AND YA R D

N E I G H B O R H O O D

T O W N

3



GUIDE FRAMEWORK

Neighborhoods are more than ge o graphic locations. They are the places in which we choose to work, re st, play, socialize,
re t reat, think, and dream. The design of our neighborhoods influences how we enga ge in those activities—the ro u te we
ta ke for a leisure ly walk, how often we meet our neighbors, where our ch i l d ren play. Just as our lives are influenced by th e
design of our neighborhoods, we have the opportunity to shape our neighborhoods in ways that will better support our
p a t te rns of living.

Our communities are made up of social, economic, and physical re s o u rces. This guide focuses on st ra tegies for using the 
community’s physical re s o u rces to build better neighborhoods that include affo rdable sta rter homes. Each ch a p ter 
a d d resses a diffe rent physical aspect of neighborhood building: site selection, lots, st reets, homes, and landscape syste m s .
Since the ch a p te rs are organized by topic, not by timeline, th ey can be read and re fe renced in any ord e r. The topic of 
i n f ra st ru c t u re, a cost ly component of neighborhood development, is cove red in seve ral of the ch a p te rs as it re l a tes to th e
topic of that ch a p te r.

E a ch ch a p ter begins with a brief introduction and a summary of that ch a p ter’s st ra tegies to reduce cost and st ra tegies to
add value. Fo l l owing the introduction is further explanation and info rmation on implementing each of the 
st ra tegies. A “project pro file”, or case st u d y, for each ch a p ter is located at the back of the book and each one illust ra tes 
the application of selected st ra te g i e s .

Keeping initial costs down is the key component of providing homes that are affo rdable to lowe r-income families. But what
continues to make the house affo rdable after the builders have left the site and the mort ga ge agreement is signed? The
st ra tegies to reduce cost include both st ra tegies for initial savings (what it costs to build and buy) and long-te rm 
s avings (what it costs to maintain), so that the homes remain affo rdable to the ow n e rs for ye a rs to come.

What makes a neighborhood a valuable community asset? The value of a neighborhood certa i n ly consists of more th a n
adding to ge ther the prices of the homes which line its st reets. The value is also found in how well the design of the 
neighborhood contributes to its residents’ quality of life. This can be ach i eved th rough design decisions such as imp rov i n g
the ch a ra c ter of a st reet by lining it with trees or creating a neighborhood that is connected to the activities and amenities
of the larger community. The st ra tegies to add value provide ways to make a more attra c t i ve, livable, and valuable 
neighborhood, often at little additional cost .

Considering both st ra tegies to reduce cost and st ra tegies to add value provides a balanced appro a ch to neighborhood 
building. This balanced appro a ch increases homeow n e rship opportunities for lowe r-income families, imp roves the re s i d e n t s ’
quality of life, and increases the neighborhood’s value and appeal.

Imagine that you are in a helicopter flying over your town towa rds your house. As you appro a ch, you see the town as a whole,
in the context of its surrounding natural te rra i n — the patch work of fa rms and open space. As you get closer, you begin to
see the neighborhoods connected to one another and to the dow n town th rough a network of st reets. As you appro a ch yo u r
own neighborhood, you are able to point out the neighborhood school or park, your own st reet, and fi n a l ly your own home
and ya rd. This imaginary flight gives you a perfect view of all th ree building blocks of a community: the town, 
neighborhood, home and ya rd.  

E a ch of these community building blocks plays an imp o rtant role in creating a st rong, vital community. There fo re, decisions
made about providing new sta rter homes re qu i re thinking about not only the homes th e m s e lves, but the neighborhood and
town as well. The st ra tegies to reduce cost and add value outlined in this guide incorpora te all th ree building blocks in ord e r
to provide options for st re n g thening the community as a whole while building new homes. 

NEIGHBORHOOD 
B U I L D I NG

ST RATEGIES TO 
REDUCE CO STS

ST RATEGIES TO 
ADD VA L U E

P H YS I CAL BUILDING
B LO CKS OF A 
CO M M U N I TY: 
town, neighborhood, 
home and ya rd

Building Better Neighborhoods GUIDE FRAMEWORK
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S ITE SELE CT I O N
Think for a moment about the last time you shopped for a new car
or tru ck. Fi rst, you considered what you needed in a vehicle, such
as the need to accommodate a growing fa m i ly, to be big enough
to haul supplies, or to have good gas mileage. You then pro b a b ly
shopped around to find a vehicle most suited to these needs at
the best price. After all, buying a car is a big inve stment. Building
a new neighborhood is an even bigger inve stment. And, unlike a
c a r, a neighborhood will not be replaced in fi ve to ten ye a rs .

C a reful site selection can be the best, fi rst step towa rds re d u c i n g
ove rall development costs and long-te rm costs. This ch a p te r
d e tails the most imp o rtant considerations for a community to
weigh when selecting a site for a new neighborhood, including
e x i sting site conditions, the site’s connections to other 
neighborhoods and existing infra st ru c t u re, the community’s
housing needs and comp re h e n s i ve plan, and neighboring land
uses. Careful attention to these key considerations will help
e n s u re that the selected site will be cost effe c t i ve to develop and
will successfully serve the neighborhood’s residents and the 
s u rrounding community for ye a rs to come.

C a reful site selection 
can be the best, fi rst
step towa rds re d u c i n g
ove rall deve l o p m e n t
and long-te rm cost s .

7

ST R AT E G I ES TO

REDUCE COSTS

• ASSESS HOUSING NEEDS
Select a site that is the appro p r i a te size to
a c c o m m o d a te anticipated housing needs 
and housing types.

• EVALUATE SITE CONDITIONS
Select a site that is reasonably priced and 
suitable for residential development.

• CONSIDER INFRA STRUCTURE CO N N E C T I O N S
Select a site that can be easily and economically
c o n n e c ted to existing infra st ru c t u re and st re e t s .

ST R AT E G I ES TO 

ADD VALUE

• CO N S U LT THE COMPREHENSIVE PLA N
Select a site that builds on the town’s plans
and enhances its vision for the future .

• CHOOSE GOOD CO M M U N I TY NEIGHBORS
Select a site that is located near good 
n e i g h b o rs such as schools, shops, parks, 
and ch u rch e s .
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T O W N

Selected site best meets 
site considerations

A community’s comprehensive
plan helps shape a vision for 
new neighborhood development

S ITE SELE CT I O N

Efficient streets and
infrastructure connections
can reduce costs

Consider the range of housing
needs in the community

Good neighbors add 
appeal to a neighborhood

S ITE 
C O N S I D E R AT I O N S

Unsuitable site
conditions can
increase costs

S ITE OPTIONS
Sites evaluated according
to site considerations



ASSESS HOUSING NEEDS
Select a site that is the appro p r i a te size to accommodate anticipated housing 
needs and housing types.

The fi rst step in developing a new neighborhood is to obtain a recent market study that documents the economic conditions and
housing demand in your community and surrounding area. A recent market study will provide detailed and accura te info rm a t i o n
about the number and type of housing units that are needed. If a recent market study is not available and preparing one is not
feasible, another option is to conduct a housing needs assessment. This is a more info rmal way to assess housing needs with 
i n fo rmation ga th e red th rough inte r v i ews with local emp l oye rs, city officials, housing advo c a tes, and landlords. Whatever th e
m e thod used, be sure to include new ly- a p p roved projects both in the town and county.

H aving an accura te picture of the town’s housing needs will assist you when rev i ewing site options to dete rmine if a particular site
is the appro p r i a te size to accommodate the anticipated housing needs, or if a larger site or multiple sites will be re qu i red. For 

some towns, infill housing may be the appro p r i a te course of
d evelopment, not only to increase the affo rdable housing supply,
but also as a st ra tegy for re d evelopment. The st ra tegies outlined
in this guide also apply to infill deve l o p m e n t .

If the housing market study indicates a need for both single and
m u l t i - fa m i ly housing, consider opportunities to incorpora te both
types in the new neighborhood. In addition to reducing cost s ,
combining multiple housing types in a neighborhood can help 
c re a te a stable neighborhood by allowing residents to continue to
l i ve in the same neighborhood as their needs ch a n ge. Care f u l
a t tention to the buildings’ scale and placement can allow seve ra l
d i ffe rent housing types to exist comfo rta b ly side by side, just as

Building Better Neighborhoods Chapter 1 Site Selection REDUCE COSTS

ST R AT E G I ES TO 

REDUCE COSTS: A CLOSER LOOK

th ey do in many older neighborhoods.

As an exa mple, this appro a ch is being used in a new neighborhood in Isle, Minnesota that includes a mix of sixteen singl e -
fa m i ly homes, four quad homes, eight apartments, and a senior apartment building. Re fer to page 73 for a project pro file on th i s
n ew neighborhood in Isle.

9
multi-family housing

single-family
housing



S I T E V I S I T
G M H F sta ff and community re p re s e n ta t i ves visit a potential site 
for a new neighborhood to rev i ew site conditions.

Chapter 1Building Better Neighborhoods REDUCE COSTS
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HAZARDOUS MAT E R I A LS
A previous use of the site may have left behind pote n t i a l ly hazardous materials, such as buried sto ra ge ta n ks, which can affect th e
s a fety of residents and dra m a t i c a l ly increase the cost of site pre p a ration. Conducting a title search to dete rmine previous uses of
the site and fo l l owing indust ry sta n d a rds for enviro n m e n tal site assessment can help to uncover any hidden issues. Re fer to th e
Annual Book of ASTM Sta n d a rds published by the American Society for Te sting and Materials for more info rm a t i o n .

TO P O G RA P H Y
Verify the site’s to p o graphical conditions to dete rmine that the site is not within a floodplain and does not have extreme 
to p o graphical conditions, such as ve ry steep slopes or ve ry flat to p o gra p hy with poor dra i n a ge. Substantial re - grading of the site
to pre p a re it for building and to provide appro p r i a te dra i n a ge may signifi c a n t ly increase cost s .

SOIL AND WATER CONDITIONS
Avoid areas with fe a t u res that will re qu i re exc e s s i ve site pre p a ration costs, such as high wa ter tables and poor soils. These cost s
can turn an oth e rwise affo rdable project into one that is not cost effe c t i ve. A site that has soil containing silts and clays that are
u n s u i table for building const ruction, for exa mple, may re qu i re exte n s i ve exc avation and soil remediation to ready the area fo r
st reets and homes.

Some problematic site conditions can be addressed with o u t
rejecting the site for development. For exa mple, on sites with
higher wa ter tables it may be possible to build slab-on-grade or
even split-level houses without encountering additional cost s .
H oweve r, such site conditions can limit options and incre a s e
c o sts, so it is best to be awa re of any limitations as early as 
possible to dete rmine if th ey are acceptable. Discuss pote n t i a l
s i te problems with a city engineer or builder.

E VA L UATE SITE CO N D I T I O N S
Select a site that is re a s o n a b ly priced and suitable for residential deve l o p m e n t .

A quality site at a reasonable price is the foundation for building a neighborhood with affo rdable sta rter homes. Sta rt by 
ch e cking recent land sales to get an idea of the ave ra ge land price in your area. In dete rmining a reasonable price, it is critical to
consider existing site conditions for each of the potential sites. "Final" land costs will be affe c ted by site conditions such as poor
soils or the presence of hazardous materials. If site conditions are poor, savings from a low purchase price will qu i ck ly be 
eclipsed by the costs associated with site pre p a ration. Be sure to rev i ew all site conditions befo re deciding that the land price is 
indeed "reasonable." 

ST R AT E G I ES TO REDUCE COST S



A S U R E S I G N O F G ROW T H
Replacing the town’s wa ter tower with a new, larger one is a sure
sign of grow th. Locating new neighborhoods adjacent to exist i n g
ones helps to minimize the cost of grow th by keeping down th e
amount of additional infra st ru c t u re and st re e t s .

11

CONSIDER INFRA STRUCTURE CO N N E C T I O N S
Select a site that can be easily and economically connected to existing 
i n f ra st ru c t u re and st re e t s .

When rev i ewing site options, keep in mind that the fa rther away the new neighborhood is from existing development, the gre a te r
the cost of extending infra st ru c t u re to the new site. Even if the land price of a parcel outside the city limits is less than land near
an existing neighborhood, the cost of extending st reets and utilities to the site may make it more expensive in the end. As a 
ge n e ral rule, extending st reets and utilities to sites within or adjacent to the city limits is less expensive than extending them to
s i tes outside the city limits.

ST R AT E G I ES TO REDUCE COST S

The appro p r i a te distance to extend infra st ru c t u re will
depend on the size of the city, the rate of growth, and the
city’s plan for future development. For example, a town
experiencing rapid grow th may already have plans fo r
extending infrastructure one mile out from the existing edge
of development. In this case, selecting a site located within
this one-mile band may be economically feasible. On the
other hand, a town that is experiencing a slower rate of
growth may encourage development to locate within the
established i n f ra st ru c t u re area. Knowing the city’s plans fo r
f u t u re grow th and the costs to the development of extending
the necessary infrastructure are critical to selecting a cost-
effective site.

Building Better Neighborhoods Chapter 1 Site Selection REDUCE COSTS



CO N S U LT THE COMPREHENSIVE PLA N
Select a site that builds on the town’s plans and enhances its vision for 
the future .

E ve ry community has a vision for the future. To help re a ch this vision, most communities develop a comp re h e n s i ve plan that serve s
as its "master plan" for the next ten or twenty ye a rs. The comp re h e n s i ve plan provides long-te rm guidelines for new 
d evelopment and is intended to address concerns re l a ted to the town’s grow th, including quality of life issues, such as prov i d i n g
a d e qu a te schools and roads for new neighborhoods, and enviro n m e n tal concerns, such as preserving natural habitat and 
m a i n taining wa ter qu a l i t y.

C o n s i d e ration of the town’s comp re h e n s i ve plan is imp o rtant to
e n s u re that the proposed neighborhood is appro p r i a te for th e
s u rrounding area and the town. If the proposed neighborhood
location does not fit within the comp re h e n s i ve plan, it may be
d i fficult to obtain necessary approvals and might be an 
indication that future surrounding land uses will not be 
c o mpatible with the proposed neighborhood. On the oth e r
hand, if the proposed neighborhood is consistent with the 
c o mp re h e n s i ve plan but does not fit within current zoning, th e
c o mp re h e n s i ve plan may work as leve ra ge to ch a n ge zoning to
a c c o m m o d a te the pro j e c t .

One way to provide more flexibility in the neighborhood’s
design is to design it as a Planned Unit Development (PUD). 
A PUD groups the entire neighborhood development to ge th e r
and allows for more flexibility in building setbacks, types,
uses, and lot sizes than traditional zoning ord i n a n c e s .

PLANNED UNIT DEVELOPMENT (PUD): This land control device allows the mixed development of uses 

previously separated into exclusive districts, provided that they are properly designed. A PUD permit will allow

for smaller lots and narrower streets than traditional zoning. The result is often increased livability and 

efficiency. For housing developments, a PUD allows for a variety of housing types, such as rental townhomes,

apartment buildings, and single-family homes, as well as for retail and other services on the same site. Local 

governments increasingly are willing to view development proposals in terms of integrating rather than 

separating different uses. Check with the local government in the area of the proposed development to determine

their willingness to issue a PUD permit.

ST R AT E G I ES TO 

ADD VALUE: A CLOSER LOOK

12
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A NOTE ABOUT ZONING: Local zoning ordinances regulate such things as allowable building types, densities,

and building setbacks on a site. While written with good intentions, sometimes zoning ordinances have the effect

of isolating good community neighbors, such as separating schools from residential areas. Ordinances sometimes

even separate different compatible types of housing, such as single-family and elderly housing, offering retired

residents little choice but to move out of their neighborhood when their housing needs change. Selectively 

changing restrictive zoning ordinances to allow mixed-use neighborhoods and a range of housing types can allow

the community more flexibility in selecting and developing sites.



CHOOSE GOOD CO M M U N I TY NEIGHBORS
Select a site that is located near good neighbors such as schools, shops, 
p a r ks, and ch u rch e s .

A favo r i te phrase of re a l to rs is "location, location, location." What is meant, of course, is that when someone purchases a house,
th ey are buying into much more than a particular building or plot of land. The homeowner is also buying into a neighborhood.
A highly desirable neighborhood provides easy access to amenities like schools, parks, and ch u rches, as well as to needed 
services such as gro c e ry sto res, doctor offices, and re sta u rants. Adjacency to less compatible land uses, such as industrial site s
w i th noxious odors, st reets with loud, fa st - m oving tra ffic, and large parking lots or sto ra ge ya rds, tend to make a neighborhood
less desirable. Providing screening, such as landscaping, can buffer the new neighborhood from undesirable adjacent land uses,
but also adds cost. Locating the new neighborhood near needed services and amenities, ra ther than incompatible land uses, 
c re a tes a more appealing place to live and st re n g thens the vitality of the tow n .

Re-zoning of an area or a local re d evelopment plan may ch a n ge future adjacent land uses. Check plans for future development 
adjacent to the site to dete rmine if the future uses will be good neighbors. As you proceed with plans for the new neighborhood,
consider how you can work with other proposed plans adjacent to your site to make an appealing, cohesive neighborhood.

SA F E TY AND AC C E S S
C h i l d ren and elderly residents are prime beneficiaries when
neighborhoods are built near good community neighbors. 
Easy pedestrian access to amenities, like local parks and 
neighborhood sto res, provides gre a ter safety for ch i l d ren and
gre a ter independence for elderly residents since both gro u p s
tend to have fewer tra n s p o rtation options than other re s i d e n t s .
P roximity to services and amenities helps to reduce the number
and distance of automobile trips. In the long run, this results in
c o st savings to the residents and reduces the enviro n m e n ta l
i mpact of driving.

MIXED-USE NEIGHBORHOODS
In some communities, it may make sense for the new 
neighborhood to cre a te its own good neighbors by designing th e
d evelopment as a mixed-use neighborhood, with a ra n ge of 
housing types, shops, and services incorpora ted into the 
neighborhood’s design. This appro a ch might be used, for 
e xa mple, in a town already considering the need for an 
additional commercial cente r. Check local zoning ordinances to
verify that mixed-use neighborhoods are perm i t ted. If curre n t
zoning isolates compatible uses, consider applying for a va r i a n c e
or a PUD permit. Discuss your options with the local 
planning offi c i a l s .

13

ST R AT E G I ES TO ADD VALUE
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SITE SELECTION PRO C E S S — H U TCHINSON, MINNESOTA
Six potential sites in Hutchinson, Minnesota we re eva l u a ted according to the site selection st ra tegies to dete rmine the most
viable location for a new neighborhood that would include affo rdable sta rter homes. 

1. EAST LA K E S I T E : This site was a good location for new homes, as it was adjacent to an existing residential area. But plans we re already 
u n d e rway for oth e r, more upscale homes on the site .

2. WEST LA K E S I T E : This site had a nice view of the lake, which made it an attra c t i ve location for new homes. Howeve r, this site was 
s e p a ra ted from other neighborhoods, schools, and services, and its isolation could have increased the cost of connecting it to existing 
i n f ra st ru c t u re. 

3. FUTURE S CH O O L S I T E : This site was adjacent to the proposed location of a new school, which made it an appealing location for new     
homes. Howeve r, land acquisition costs we re re l a t i ve ly high, and unclear plans for the exact location of the school made site planning for    
the new neighborhood difficult.  

4. DOW N TOW N S I T E : This site was appealing because of its location immediate ly adjacent to dow n town services, jobs, and an existing 
neighborhood with modest-sized homes and lots. While the site could have satisfied some of the need for affo rdable sta rter homes, 
a n o ther site would have been needed for the const ruction of seve ral additional homes.

5. CO R P O RAT E / I N D U ST R I A L SITE: This site was located within walking distance of one of Hutchinson’s major emp l oye rs. Since many   
of that comp a ny’s emp l oyees we re seeking affo rdable sta rter homes, this site was a desirable location. Un fo rt u n a te ly, the site’s  
high wa ter table would have re st r i c ted builders to slab-on-grade const ruction and necessary soil remediation would have increased 
c o n st ruction cost s .

6. FA R M F I E L D SITE (SELECTED S I T E ) : This site, located next to an existing neighborhood with affo rdable singl e - fa m i ly homes, tow n h o m e s ,
and apartment buildings, was considered desirable for seve ral reasons. Fi rst, the development of this site would be cost effe c t i ve to 
connect to existing st reets and infra st ru c t u re because it was surrounded by existing established neighborhoods. Second, the new st reets 
would help to better connect the adjacent neighborhoods with the re st of the city. Fi n a l ly, the new neighborhood’s homes would be a 
good complement to the existing homes. Because of its many adva n ta ges, this site was selected for the new neighborhood.

ST R AT E G I ES TO ADD VALUE

Building Better Neighborhoods Chapter 1 Site Selection ADD VALUE
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2

LO T S
For many homeow n e rs, having their own small piece of land to
p ro tect, cultiva te, and enjoy adds to the appeal of owning a
home. Ya rds act as extensions of the home, providing 
o p p o rtunities for priva te re c reation and re l a xation as well as
i n te raction with neighbors. When dete rmining lot sizes, keep in
mind that a lot does not have to be large to accommodate a
h o m e owner’s needs—it simp ly must be th o u g h t f u l ly chosen and
well-designed. 

Planning modest-sized lots is the most significant cost -
reduction st ra tegy for new home const ruction. Not only does a
m o d e st-sized lot provide ample space to accommodate both 
a sta rter home and a comfo rtable ya rd, but it can make the 
d i ffe rence between a home that is affo rdable and one that is
fi n a n c i a l ly out of re a ch. In addition, planning modest-sized lots
p rovides the foundation for building a compact neighborhood
that allows for the pre s e r vation of open space. 

Planning modest - s i z e d
lots is the most signifi c a n t
c o st - reduction st ra tegy 
for new home const ru c t i o n .

17

ST R AT E G I ES TO

REDUCE COSTS

• P LA N M O D E ST- S I Z E D LOTS
Plan modest-sized lots in compact 
neighborhoods to reduce the initial and 
l o n g - te rm costs of land and infra st ru c t u re .

ST R AT E G I ES TO 

ADD VALUE

• P ROV I D E N E I G H B O R H O O D O P E N S PAC E
P rovide attra c t i ve shared open space fo r
the entire neighborhood to enjoy.
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HOME AND YA R D

T O W N

LO T S

N E I G H B O R H O O D

Existing neighborhoods with
mostly modest-sized lots

More infrastructure
required per lot

Higher long-term
maintenance costs

Higher land and 
infrastructure costs

“More” house

Lower land and
infrastructure costs

Lower long-term
maintenance costs

New compact
neighborhood

More homes 
view park

Existing field 
preserved

Less infrastructure
required per lot

Large Lot NeighborhoodCompact Neighborhood

Large Lot

Modest-Sized Lot
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ST R AT E G I ES TO 

REDUCE COSTS: A CLOSER LOOK

P LAN MODEST-SIZED LOTS
Plan modest-sized lots in compact neighborhoods to reduce initial and long-
te rm costs of land and infra st ru c t u re .

No other single st ra tegy can save as much in to tal development costs as planning modest-sized lots. By doing so, initial land 
and infra st ru c t u re costs are reduced, resulting in significant savings to the homebuyer th rough either a lower home purchase price
or th rough lower tax assessments over time.1 For optimal cost savings, GMHF recommends that lots are between 40 feet and 65 
feet wide.

Based on experience in communities across gre a ter Minnesota, GMHF est i m a tes that reducing lot fro n ta ge from 80 feet to 50 fe e t
can reduce the final lot cost2 by 30 to 40 perc e n t .3 In the end, saving $10,000 on the final cost of the lot tra n s l a tes into 
p ro s p e c t i ve homebuye rs needing approx i m a te ly $4,000 less in annual household income to purchase the home. Affo rdability is
i n c reased without comp romising the livability or quality of the home.

M a ny experienced deve l o p e rs have found that g i ven the choice between "more house" and "more ya rd," most homebuye rs 
p re fer "more house." The cost savings from reducing the lot size can be passed on dire c t ly to the homebuyer th rough a lowe r
sales price or can provide the homebuyer the opportunity to purchase "more house."

In addition to lowering the purchase price of the houses, planning modest-sized lots can complement the ch a ra c ter of an 
adjacent neighborhood. As an exa mple, the City of Moorhead, Minnesota is planning 55-foot-wide lots for a new neighborhood
adjacent to an older neighborhood that is ch a ra c terized by modest-sized lots. Re fer to page 74 for a project pro file on this new
neighborhood in Moorhead.

19

LOT S I Z E A N D CO STS4

In this exa mple, building on a 50-foot ra ther than an 80-foot lot
s aves $10,200 in land and infra st ru c t u re cost s .

M O R E H O U S E
Building on modest-sized lots allow buye rs to gain “more house”
than th ey would purchasing a home built on a larger lot.
Recommended lot widths are shown in dark blue.

Total
Cost



All Large Lots

20CO ST SAV I NGS IN MIXED-INCOME NEIGHBORHOODS
Not eve ry lot on the st reet needs to be smaller to ach i eve ove rall savings. A mix of 50-foot and 80-foot-wide lots will cost 
s i g n i fi c a n t ly less to develop than all 80-foot-wide lots. This appro a ch wo r ks part i c u l a r ly well, for exa mple, when mixing sta rte r
homes with higher-priced homes along the same st reet. The increased variety of housing types and ch a ra c ter found in 
m i xed-income neighborhoods can add signifi c a n t ly to the neighborhood’s appeal.

FUTURE COST SAVINGS FOR THE HOMEOWNER
C o mp a red to large lots, modest-sized lots are also more cost effe c t i ve to the homeowner in the long run. One Minnesota 
d eveloper has summed up the burden of large lots on the homeowner in a clever phrase, "Large lots are too small to plow and to o
l a rge to mow." Large lots may seem attra c t i ve initially, but maintaining them is cost ly and time-consuming. Modest-sized lots also
mean lower pro p e rty ta xes and assessments for each homeow n e r. 

F I NA NCIAL BENEFITS TO THE TOW N
Building affo rdable homes on modest-sized lots, ra ther th a n
l a rge lots, also benefits the town fi n a n c i a l ly by increasing its
tax base within a smaller area. In addition, cost savings are
realized by reducing the amount of infra st ru c t u re needed to
service the neighborhood. For exa mple, twenty 50-fo o t - w i d e
lots re qu i re 600 linear feet less infra st ru c t u re (including
st reet paving, curb and gutte rs, sto rm, wa te r, and sewe r
pipes, and other utilities) than twenty 80-foot-wide lots.
This reduction of infra st ru c t u re not only costs the town less
to install, but additional benefits are realized over time
th rough lower maintenance, re p a i r, and replacement cost s .

M I X E D - I NCO M E N E I G H B O R H O O D S5

In this scenario, planning both modest-sized and large lots in a mixed-income neighborhood (2) saves $40,800 in land and infra st ru c t u re
c o sts comp a red to planning all large lots (1). Recommended lots for affo rdable homes are shown in dark blue.

ST R AT E G I ES TO REDUCE COST S

LA RGE LOTS
“ Too small to plow, too large to mow. ”

Building Better Neighborhoods Chapter 2 Lots REDUCE COSTS

CO M PACT NEIGHBORHOODS
Planning modest-sized lots or even providing a mix of modest-sized and large lots provides the foundation for building a 
c o mpact neighborhood that allows for the pre s e r vation of open space. Not only can this open space become a neighborhood
amenity and identifying fe a t u re, but significant costs can be saved by reducing the amount of paving and infra st ru c t u re needed. 

( 2 )( 1 ) Mix of Lot Sizes



REDUCE COSTS

ST R AT E G I ES TO REDUCE COST S

Building Better Neighborhoods Chapter 2 Lots REDUCE COSTS

21

( 1 )

( 1 ) ( 2 )80’ Lots 50’ Lots

( 2 )

COMMON CO NC E R N S
A common concern about reducing lot sizes and creating compact neighborhoods is that th e re will be too little space between 
houses resulting in a reduction of priva c y. In fact, homes built on modest-sized lots can be designed to ensure an amount of 
p r i vacy comp a rable to building on larger lots. For exa mple, a series of 60-foot-wide homes on 80-foot-wide lots are twenty fe e t
away from each oth e r. A row of 26-foot-wide homes on 50-foot-wide lots are twe n t y- four feet away from each oth e r — n e a r ly th e
same distance as the homes on the wider lots, but at substa n t i a l ly less cost .

A re l a ted concern is that the back ya rd will be too small to accommodate a swing set or outdoor activities with fa m i ly and friends.
Wi th the pro per home selection and placement of the home on the lot, modest-sized lots can provide adequ a te space for 
outdoor activities. For info rmation about matching the home with the lot size, re fer to page 43 in the "Homes" ch a p te r. 

C reating a compact neighborhood with modest-sized lots can also give the neighborhood a gre a ter sense of openness than one
w i th larger lots. A field of homes scatte red on large lots provides residents with a view inte rru p ted by other homes, while 
planning modest-sized lots in a re l a t i ve ly compact area and orienting them towa rds a neighborhood park or unique landscape 
fe a t u re can increase a feeling of spaciousness and connection to nature .

LOT W I DTH AND PRIVAC Y
The homes in both exa mples are nearly the same distance away from each oth e r. Howeve r, each home built on a 50-foot-wide lot (2) is
$ 10,200 less expensive because it is built on a modest-sized lot.

M O D E ST- S I Z E D LOTS A N D V I E WS
Planning this neighborhood with modest-sized lots (2) gives each of these homes an uninte rru p ted view of an attra c t i ve wooded are a ,
while using large lots (1) inte rrupts the view with other homes and ya rd s .



P ROVIDE NEIGHBORHOOD OPEN SPAC E
P rovide attra c t i ve shared open space for the entire neighborhood to enjoy.

By designing a compact neighborhood with modest-sized lots, some of the land no longer needed for large lots can be used to 
c re a te shared open space, such as a park, providing a conve n i e n t ly located re c reation area for neighborhood residents. This 
st ra tegy is part i c u l a r ly effe c t i ve where th e re are no existing parks nearby for public use. While priva te ya rds provide some 
outdoor space for individual homeow n e rs, parks provide continuous open space for re c reation activities and neighborhood 
ga therings. Pa r ks can also be care f u l ly located and designed to incorpora te existing landscape amenities such as a pond or an
a t t ra c t i ve grove of trees. By preserving existing landscape amenities within the park, the neighborhood gains a unique 
identifying fe a t u re visible to both residents and visito rs. For additional potential uses for neighborhood open space, re fer to page
62 in the "Landscape Systems" ch a p te r.

ST R AT E G I ES TO 

ADD VALUE: A CLOSER LOOK
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ADD VALUEBuilding Better Neighborhoods Chapter 2 Lots

Using modest-sized lots (2) instead of large lots (1) allows this 
neighborhood to pre s e r ve its existing trees and pond, and incorpora te a
neighborhood park, while accommodating the same number of lots.

E X I ST I NG SITE WITH TREES AND POND

LA RG E LOTS
E x i sting trees re m oved and pond filled to accommodate large lots.

M O D E ST- S I Z E D LOTS
E x i sting trees and pond pre s e r ved as part of a neighborhood park.

( 1 )

( 2 )



ST R E E T S
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3

ST R E E T S
St reets shelte red by a canopy of trees and lined with attra c t i ve
homes and convenient sidewa l ks encoura ge us to explore our
neighborhood. While often not thought about, the layout of our
st reets and the amenities designed to enhance our st re e t s c a p e
help to define the ch a ra c ter of our communities.

Close attention to the layout of a neighborhood’s st reets will not
o n ly enhance the livability of the neighborhood, but will re d u c e
c o sts signifi c a n t ly. St reets and associated infra st ru c t u re are 
a m ajor component of the to tal development cost of a 
neighborhood. St reets that are exc e s s i ve ly wide or ineffi c i e n t ly
designed will add unnecessary costs that eve n t u a l ly must be
passed on to the homebuye rs. 

When designing the street layout, it is also important to
consider connections to the larger community. A we l l - d e s i g n e d
s ystem of st reets will effi c i e n t ly connect the neighborhood’s 
residents to local destinations and amenities.

Close attention to the 
l ayout of a neighborhood’s 
st reets will not only 
enhance the livability of 
the neighborhood, but will
reduce costs signifi c a n t ly.
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ST R AT E G I ES TO

REDUCE COSTS
• PLAN EFFICIENT ST R E E TS 

AND INFRA ST R U C T U R E
L ay out st reets effi c i e n t ly to reduce to tal length
of st reets and associated infra st ru c t u re .

• STREET WIDT H
C re a te st reets of appro p r i a te widths to 
a c c o m m o d a te all anticipated uses and 
t ra ffic vo l u m e s .

ST R AT E G I ES TO

ADD VALUE
• MAKE NEIGHBORHOOD CO N N E C T I O N S

Connect new neighborhoods to the 
s u rrounding community.

• CONSIDER ALLEYS
Consider incorporating alleys to minimize
the impact of the ga ra ge and utility 
a reas on the front of the house.

• P ROVIDE STREET AMENITIES
P rovide safe, attra c t i ve path ways for 
p e d e strians, bicycles, and cars by 
including a variety of st reet amenities.
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HOME AND YA R D

T O W N

ST R E E T S

N E I G H B O R H O O D

28’-34’ recommended
street width

Sidewalks are more
“child-friendly”

Trees and attractive homes 
enhance neighborhood streets

New neighborhood
connected to
existing streets

Efficient street 
layout lowers costs

Trails and bikeways
offer transportation 
and recreation options

Streets connect 
neighborhood to
rest of community

Building Better Neighborhoods Chapter 3 STREETS



A NOTE ABOUT INFRASTRUCTURE: Infrastructure includes streets and all the structural components, such as

piping and electrical conduits, for public services. When building a new neighborhood on land that has never been

developed, installing the necessary infrastructure is costly. The costs for streets and other public services, 

including water and sewer, are passed on to the homebuyer and can add 15 to 20 percent to the cost of the home.

Given the high costs associated with public infrastructure, a key component of reducing costs is to minimize the

linear feet of infrastructure needed per house. The total length of infrastructure depends on a number of factors

such as the site’s location in relation to existing infrastructure, the width of individual lots, and the layout of the

street network, to name a few. For this reason, the topic of infrastructure is covered throughout this guide, rather

than only in this section.

Building Better Neighborhoods Chapter 3 Streets REDUCE COSTS

ST R AT E G I ES TO 

REDUCE COSTS: A CLOSER LOOK

P LAN EFFICIENT ST R E E TS AND INFRA ST R U C T U R E
L ay out st reets effi c i e n t ly to reduce to tal length of st reets and associated 
i n f ra st ru c t u re .

Planning an efficient st reet network will provide significant savings to the town and its future residents on costs re l a ted to pav i n g
and associated infra st ru c t u re, including sto rm, sewe r, and wa ter pipes. Initial costs for infra st ru c t u re installation will be re d u c e d ,
as will the long-te rm costs associated with maintenance and re p a i r. An efficient st reet layout reduces the to tal 
linear st reet fo o ta ge in the neighborhood in relation to the number of lots, and maximizes the use of existing st reet connections.

I n f ra st ru c t u re for various public services typically fo l l ows the st reet patte rn .6 The layout of the st reets, th e re fo re, dete rmines th e
ro u te that the other service infra st ru c t u re will fo l l ow. An efficient st reet layout that reduces the to tal length of st reets will also
reduce the to tal length of associated infra st ru c t u re and minimize cost s .

While designing the st reet layout, it is imp o rtant to consider the natural conto u rs of the site, the soil conditions, and any 
s i g n i ficant landscape fe a t u res that you may want to pre s e r ve. The selected st reet patte rn can be linear, curvilinear, or a hybrid of
the two, depending on the existing site ch a ra c te r i stics and the site’s relationship to the larger community. A qu a l i fied 
a rch i tect or civil engineer can provide options that best fit the needs of the community and the existing site conditions.
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ST R E E T LAYO U T A N D CO STS7

The City of Marshall, Minnesota saved $100,000 on the cost of
a new 38-acre neighborhood by incorporating a more eff i c i e n t
st reet layout (2) that reduced the to tal length of paving and 
a s s o c i a ted infra st ru c t u re by 500 linear fe e t .

( 1 ) ( 2 )
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REDUCE STREET WIDT H
C re a te st reets of appro p r i a te widths to accommodate all anticipated uses and
t ra ffic vo l u m e s .

The st reet width in gre a ter Minnesota’s towns has increased over time from an ave ra ge of 24 feet in older, pedest r i a n - o r i e n ted 
neighborhoods, to as wide as 44 feet in many newer deve l o p m e n t s — m u ch wider than is needed on most residential st reets. Since
st reets are the most expensive component of neighborhood infra st ru c t u re, re t u rning to the use of narrower st reets in 
residential areas can signifi c a n t ly reduce costs, both in initial const ruction costs and in long-te rm maintenance and repair cost s .

G e n e ra l ly, st reet widths should be in pro p o rtion to anticipated tra ffic levels and desired speeds. Remember that pedestrians and
b i kes, as well as cars, will like ly use neighborhood st reets. Na rrower st reets tend to slow tra ffic speeds, making the st reets safe r
for pedestrians and bike rs. For those st reets that need to accommodate higher levels of tra ffic, see the “Pa r k ways” section on page
33 for some basic design st ra tegies to imp rove their quality and safe t y.

In Marshall, Minnesota, reducing the st reet width saved $26,400. These savings, plus the savings from incorporating a more 
e fficient st reet layout, re s u l ted in a to tal cost savings of $126,400 or $1,600 per house. Re fer to page 75 for a project pro file on
this new neighborhood in Mars h a l l .

$ 4 , 2 0 0

$ 5 ,10 0

$ 6 , 0 0 0

ST R AT E G I ES TO REDUCE COST S

Building Better Neighborhoods Chapter 3 Streets REDUCE COSTS

STREET WIDTH AND PAV I NG CO STS8

Recommended st reet widths ra n ge from 28 feet to 34 feet. Gre a ter widths add costs and are not needed on most neighborhood st re e t s .



P E D E ST R I A N - F R I E N D LY ST R E E TS
A wide st reet (1) with limited residential tra ffic may encoura ge moto r i sts to drive fa ster than the posted speed limit. On the other hand,
a narrower st reet (2) is more pedest r i a n - f r i e n d ly, cost effe c t i ve, and can still accommodate two - way tra ffic and parking.

ST R AT E G I ES TO REDUCE COST S

E N V I RO N M E N TAL IMPAC T
The use of narrower st reets not only reduces costs, but also helps to pre s e r ve the quality of the natural environment. Reducing th e
amount of paving (an impervious surfa c e )9 on the site allows more sto rm wa ter to soak dire c t ly into the ground and reduces th e
need for underground sto rm wa ter pipes. This natural system of fi l t ration minimizes the enviro n m e n tal impact of 
sto rm wa ter ru n o ff by re m oving pollutants and toxins from the wa ter prior to it re a ching the wa ter table and nearby lakes and
st reams. For more info rmation on sto rm wa ter management, re fer to page 59 in the "Landscape Systems" ch a p te r.

RECOMMENDED STREET WIDTHS: To accommodate parked and moving cars, as well as winter snow storage,

local neighborhood streets need to be a minimum of 28-feet wide for one-sided parking and a minimum of 34-feet

wide for two-sided parking.

Building Better Neighborhoods Chapter 3 Streets REDUCE COSTS
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T RA D I T I O NAL STREET NETWO R K
This historic plan of the City of New Ulm shows how the town, like
m a ny towns in Minnesota, was planned as a continuous netwo r k
of st reets, which provides a st ra i g h t fo rwa rd way to connect
neighborhoods to each other and to dow n tow n .

Building Better Neighborhoods Chapter 3 Streets  ADD VALUE

MAKE NEIGHBORHOOD CO N N E C T I O N S
Connect new neighborhoods to the surrounding community.

If you look at a map of your town, you will pro b a b ly notice that the st reet patte rn at the center of town is a grid. Most towns in
M i n n e s o ta we re planned as a continuous network of st reets, which provides a st ra i g h t fo rwa rd way to connect neighborhoods to
e a ch other and to the central business district. This also reduces automobile conge stion by providing residents with alte rn a te
ro u tes to their dest i n a t i o n s .

Some newer developments unfo rt u n a te ly work in the opposite way, re lying on just a few collector st reets to move tra ffic in and
out of neighborhoods. Because more cars are funneled into fewer st reets, the major collector st reets tend to have larger volumes 
of tra ffic traveling at higher speeds and creating more fre quent delays. Having too few access points into a neighborhood can eve n
be dange rous, as it limits access for fi re tru cks and other emergency vehicles. 

ST R AT E G I ES TO 

ADD VALUE: A CLOSER LOOK
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C R E AT I NG A CONNECTED NEIGHBORHOOD
B e fo re laying out a development, GMHF encoura ges communities to look around the site to see how the new neighborhood
might be connected to existing nearby neighborhoods, st reets, and amenities. This site is ve ry near a major lakeside park and
is surrounded on th ree sides by existing neighborhoods, yet is re l a t i ve ly isolated, having access into and out of the site only
via st reet #1. The diagrams on the facing page illust ra te two ve ry diffe rent options for developing the site .

If the new neighborhood is adjacent to the original st reet grid, consider laying out new st reets as an extension of the existing gr i d
to extend the benefits of a netwo r ked system. If the new neighborhood is not immediate ly adjacent to the original st reet gr i d ,
m a ke the most of potential st reet connections within the neighborhood and maximize direct connections to nearby 
neighborhoods and amenities. This will help inte gra te the new neighborhood with the surrounding area and will allow for more
e fficient fi re, emerge n c y, and delive ry service.
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ST R AT E G I ES TO ADD VALUE

Building Better Neighborhoods Chapter 3 Streets ADD VALUE

T A KING INVENTORY



CONNECTED NEIGHBORHOOD
The site is shown as a connected development (3) with 
multiple points of access into the neighborhood and a direct 
connection to the lakeside park. This site plan (4) shows 
the site with a connected development, seamlessly 
i n te gra ted into the surrounding community. The pond has
become an imp o rtant neighborhood amenity shared by
m a ny resident ra ther than just a few, by facing seve ral 
p ro p e rties towa rds it.

Building Better Neighborhoods Chapter 3 Streets ADD VALUE
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ST R AT E G I ES TO ADD VALUE

( 1 )

( 2 )

( 3 )

( 4 )

ISOLATED NEIGHBORHOOD
The site is shown as an isolated development (1) with only
two points of access and no direct connections to the 
s u rrounding neighborhoods or the nearby park. This site
plan (2) shows how an isolated development might be laid
out on the site, with only a few pro p e rties backing onto a
re tention pond. The dark heavy lines illust ra te how th e
d evelopment could be imp roved, with little additional cost ,
by conve rting dead-end st reets and cul-de-sacs into 
connections to existing adjacent st re e t s .



BOULEVARD: The landscaped area in the public right of way between the edge of the street and the public

sidewalk or property line.

PA R K WAYS
E ven when planning a continuous network of st reets, some st reets will natura l ly be busier than oth e rs, such as those that connect
s eve ral neighborhoods or connect the neighborhood to a business district. Consider designing such st reets as parkways .

A busy st reet designed as a parkway, with gra s s y, tree-lined bouleva rds, will accommodate cars, ch i l d ren, pedestrians, and bike s
m o re easily and safe ly than one with seve ral uninte rru p ted lanes of fa st - m oving tra ffic. A parkway is typically divided by one or
m o re landscaped medians and often bounded by a wide bouleva rd. Pa r k ways can be seen as linear parks th rough the town, 
p roviding connections between the neighborhood and the re st of the town, while at the same time adding to the appeal of th e
neighborhood by giving it a gre a ter sense of place.
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PA R K WAYS
St reets designed as parkways can provide safe, attra c t i ve 
a l te rn a t i ves to wide, uninte rru p ted lanes of tra ffic, and 
a c c o m m o d a te pedestrians and bikes, as well as cars .
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CONSIDER ALLEYS
Consider incorporating alleys to minimize the impact of the ga ra ge and 
utility areas on the front of the house.

A l l eys can be a viable option for many communities. Incorporating alleys is one way to signifi c a n t ly imp rove the curb appeal of
homes by moving ga ra ges, trash cans, and utility lines to the back of the homes, allowing the st reet view of an affo rdable 
sta rter home to be "all house" ra ther than "most ly ga ra ge." Alleys may be incorpora ted on selected st reets or th roughout the new 
neighborhood. Careful cost analysis will dete rmine where alleys can be inte gra ted in a cost - e ffe c t i ve way to add to the 
neighborhood’s appeal.

St reet view is “most ly house”

Un d eveloped site

E x i sting 
neighborhood 
w i th alleys

Pa r k way

I NCO R P O RAT I NG A L L E YS
When alleys are used, th ey may be incorpora ted into all or just a portion of the new neighborhood. Some situations where alleys might
be considered include:  
(1) To imp rove the curb appeal of homes on modest-sized lots by making the st reet view “all house” ra ther than “most ly ga ra ge.”  
(2) Wi thin new neighborhoods adjoining older neighborhoods that have existing alleys.  
(3) On busier st reets (parkways, for exa mple) where the community would pre fer homes to face the st reet without the inconvenience of  

d r i veways dire c t ly entering the st reet. 

New neighborhood
w i th alleys

( 1 )

( 3 )

( 2 )

St reet view is “most ly ga ra ge ”



COMMON CO NC E R N S
Some common concerns about incorporating alleys include qu e stions about initial costs and maintenance. These concerns need to
be weighed aga i n st the benefits of alleys in each particular community and for each site. For exa mple, the re l a t i ve cost of alleys 
ve rsus front-loaded driveways depends on the width of the lots. Modest-sized lots with alleys and deta ched ga ra ges cost 
n e a r ly the same as modest-sized lots without alleys and actually re qu i re less paving than front-loaded driveways. On lots wider
than 55 feet, paved alleys are typically not cost effe c t i ve for affo rdable sta rter homes.

Responsibility for maintenance of alleys is another common concern. Maintenance can be addressed in a variety of ways. In some
communities, the municipality plows alleys, but in oth e rs the neighborhood residents choose their own contra c tor and pay a fe e
d i re c t ly to that comp a ny for snow re m ova l .

A n o ther possible concern is the sense that alleys reduce the amount of ya rd space on each lot. Wi th careful placement of the ga ra ge
and attention to site design, alleys can be incorpora ted without comp romising the amount of back ya rd space.
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A L L E YS IN ST. PETER
In the City of St. Pe te r, Minnesota alleys we re incorpora ted into
the lots at the middle of a new neighborhood, where th ey could
be used in the most efficient and cost - e ffe c t i ve way. For the lots
on the perimete r, it was not cost effe c t i ve to utilize alleys
because the alleys would only have had lots on one side.

MARKETING ALLEYS: While many new neighborhoods today do not include alleys, some builders are 

rediscovering their positive impact and successfully marketing and selling homes in new neighborhoods

that incorporate alleys. Often used in neighborhoods called "neo-traditional" because they are modeled on 

traditional town planning and incorporate historic home styles, alleys can also be incorporated into 

neighborhoods with homes of any style to improve their curb appeal.

Fro n t B a ck

A L L E YS A N D C U R B A P P E A L
By locating ga ra ges on alleys instead of atta ching them to the front or side of these new homes, the homes maintain their curb appeal
on re l a t i ve ly modest-sized lots. The same st ra tegy used to imp rove the curb appeal of these upscale homes can also be applied to 
a ffo rdable homes.



P ROVIDE STREET AMENITIES
P rovide safe, attra c t i ve path ways for pedestrians, bicycles, and cars by 
including a variety of st reet amenities.

S I D E WA L K S
S a fety of ch i l d ren is a common concern of families mov i n g
i n to a new neighborhood. One way to make a neighborhood
m o re "ch i l d - f r i e n d ly" is to provide sidewa l ks, which safe ly
s e p a ra te ch i l d ren from automobile tra ffic. Elderly re s i d e n t s ,
p a rents with small ch i l d ren in st ro l l e rs, and families wa l k i n g
their pets also benefit from having a safe, level path 
s e p a ra ted from tra ffic. Providing a sidewalk on at least one
side of the st reet in quiet residential areas, and on both sides
of busier st reets, provides residents with a safe, enjoya b l e
way to explore their neighborhood. 

STREET TREES
St reet trees planted at regular inte r vals along the bouleva rd
p rovide a wo n d e rful canopy over the st reet and can make an
a t t ra c t i ve st reet out of one lined with the plainest of homes.
T h ey also serve the practical purpose of providing pro te c t i o n
for pedestrians from the sun and shading the pavement to
p roduce a more comfo rtable environment during the hot
summer months. 

T RA I LS
B i ke and pedestrian trails offer opportunities for outdoor
re c reation and for alte rn a t i ve modes of tra n s p o rtation to
s chool and work. If regional trail systems are nearby, 
consider capitalizing on this amenity by connecting th o s e
popular trails to the new neighborhood. Residents benefit by
being connected to larger re c reational amenities.

O ther ways to incorpora te bike and pedestrian trails include
s u ch affo rdable alte rn a t i ves as adding signage to indicate
b i ke ro u tes on st reets that connect to regional trails and
d ow n town destinations, or including a striped bike lane on
s e l e c ted st reets. 

Building Better Neighborhoods Chapter 3 Streets ADD VALUE

36

ST R AT E G I ES TO ADD VALUE

P roviding sidewa l ks in a new neighborhood gives residents a
s a fe, enjoyable way to explore their neighborhood.

Trees add appeal to neighborhood st reets and help shade st re e t s
and sidewa l ks in the hot summer month s .

Trails, such as this one in Winona, Minnesota, offer opport u n i t i e s
for outdoor re c reation and for alte rn a t i ve modes of tra n s p o rta t i o n
to school and wo r k .
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H O M ES
A home is a place we can call our own, where we can live and
raise our families in peace and safe t y. Although eve ry 
individual and fa m i ly is unique, all seek a home that is safe ,
l i vable, and affo rdable. To accomplish these goals, homes
m u st include sufficient space to meet the families’ needs, 
be we l l - c o n st ru c ted and built to last, within the buye rs’ 
financial re a ch, and attra c t i ve .

Because the cost const raints of building affo rdable sta rte r
homes impose tight limitations on home design, home 
selection must care f u l ly balance cost concerns with those of
l i vability and appeal. Once home plans are selected, the 
quality of the homes that result will depend on the expert i s e
of the building team and the const ruction te ch n i qu e s
e mp l oyed. St ra tegies discussed in this section, such as 
choosing efficient home plans, building in volume, and 
selecting experienced builders, help to reduce costs with o u t
s a c r i ficing the quality of the home. While th e re is no "one-size
fits all" solution, careful home selection and const ruction is
critical to ensuring that sta rter homes are not only affo rd a b l e ,
but also livable and attra c t i ve .

Home selection must
c a re f u l ly balance cost
c o n c e rns with those of
l i vability and appeal.
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REDUCE COSTS
• SELECT ECO NO M I CAL HOME PLA N S

Select home plans that are economical to build.

• I NC L U D E E X PA N S I O N S PAC E
Select home plans that include unfi n i s h e d
expansion space.

• M ATCH H O M E W I T H LOT SIZE
Select home plans that fit on modest-sized lots
and can be placed to reduce infra st ru c t u re .

• B U I L D I N VO L U M E
Utilize volume building to get a “quantity 
discount” that lowe rs the cost per home.

• U S E VA L U E E NG I N E E R I NG
Maximize the efficient use of mate r i a l s
and labor to reduce const ruction cost s .

ST R AT E G I ES TO 

ADD VALUE
• C R E AT E C U R B A P P E A L

Select home plans that enhance the 
a p p e a rance of the home from the st re e t .

• E N H A NC E CO N N E C T I O N S TO YA R D
Select home plans that maximize the 
connections between the home and ya rd .

• I N T E G RAT E M I X O F H O U S I NG TY P E S
Include a ra n ge of home prices, sizes, st y l e s ,
and colors to imp rove the ove rall appearance 
of the neighborhood.

• S E L E C T E X P E R I E NC E D B U I L D E R S
Select builders who are know l e d geable about
sta rter home development and use dura b l e ,
h i g h - quality methods and mate r i a l s .
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T O W N

N E I G H B O R H O O D

Select home plans 
with connections 
to yard

Homes that fit on 
modest-sized lots 
are more economical

A variety of economical 
home plans with curb
appeal and expansion
space is desirable

New neighborhood

Existing neighborhood

Value engineering 
is more ef ficient

Building just one
home is expensive

Building in volume 
reduces costs

HOME AND YA R D



Includes egress window
in future bedroom(s)

Rough in 
for future
bathroom
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REDUCE COSTS: A CLOSER LOOK

SELECT ECO NO M I CAL HOME PLA N S
Select home plans that are economical to build.

As const ruction costs continue to rise, a gre a ter number of potential homebuye rs are priced out of the housing market. For th i s
reason, it is imp o rtant to consider what is included in the basic "packa ge" of an affo rdable sta rter home. In order to provide more
home ow n e rship opportunities to potential buye rs with a ra n ge of incomes, select home plans that balance the needs and 
e x p e c tations of homebuye rs with the realities of const ruction costs. To save on initial const ruction costs, select compact home
plans with a modest amount of to tal finished squ a re fo o ta ge. Re fer to page 78 for seve ral exa mples of economical home plans.
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AN ECO NO M I CAL HOME PLA N
This home  includes an economical floor plan and recommended room sizes, fe a t u res, and expansion space for affo rdable sta rter homes.
Re fer to page 78 for seve ral additional exa mples of economical home plans.

Two finished bedrooms fully
above grade, approximately
10’ x 10’ minimum

Closets at 
front and 
back door

Kitchen and 
separate
dining area
or eat-in
kitchen

MAIN LEVEL: Recommended finished space  of 950-1100 squ a re fe e t . LOWER LEVEL: Include unfinished expansion space for minimum of
one future bedroom and fa m i ly ro o m .



O T H E R H O U S I N G T Y P E S : While the primary focus of this guide is affordable single-family starter homes, many

of the same strategies discussed throughout the guide also apply to other housing types, such as apartments

and townhomes.
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E X PANSION SPACE LO CAT I O N S
Un finished expansion space is often located in either the attic or
the lower level of a home.

I NCLUDE EXPANSION SPAC E
Select home plans that include unfinished expansion space.

A key way to reduce the const ruction cost of a home is to provide unfinished interior space that buye rs can finish as their needs
ch a n ge and financial circ u m stances permit. Look for plans that include enough finished space to meet the buye rs’ immediate 
needs and enough unfinished expansion space to allow them to grow into the home. Providing unfinished expansion space can
reduce the sales price of a home approx i m a te ly $10,000 to $15,000, depending on the size of the home.

T h e re are two basic st ra tegies fre qu e n t ly used to provide unfinished expansion space. The fi rst st ra tegy is to provide expansion
space in the upper level or attic. A second st ra tegy is to provide all of the unfinished space on the lower or basement level. 
S p l i t - e n t ry homes typically fo l l ow this second st ra tegy by providing the unfinished expansion space on the lower level, which is a
half level below the entry and a half level below grade. These homes are typically the most economical to build because less 
e xc avation is re qu i red than would be for a full basement.10



A NOTE ABOUT SETBACK REQUIREMENTS: Typical side yard setback requirements vary from town to town.

Check your town’s zoning code to verify current requirements in your community. If the setback requirements

seem too large to achieve significant cost savings, keep in mind that zoning ordinances are not set in stone. As 

a long-term cost-reduction strategy for new neighborhoods throughout the town, your community and planning

department can work together to change zoning ordinances that require large side yards. Or as a single 

project strategy, consider developing the new neighborhood as a Planned Unit Development (PUD), which 

provides more flexibility in lot sizes and setbacks. For more information on PUDs, refer to page 12 in the 

"Site Selection" chapter.
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M ATCH HOME WITH LOT SIZE
Select home plans that fit on modest-sized lots and can be placed to reduce 
i n f ra st ru c t u re cost s .

For affo rdable sta rter homes, select home plans that fit comfo rta b ly on modest-sized lots. As a rule of thumb, subtract twe lve
feet (six feet per side ya rd) from the width of the lot and select home plans no wider than this. For exa mple, for a lot that is 50
feet wide, the width of the home and ga ra ge (if atta ched) should not be gre a ter than 38 feet. 

HOME SELECTION AND LOT CO STS
The four homes pictured are all the same size. Howeve r, selecting a narrow home plan with a rear ga ra ge (4) allows placement on a 
m o d e st-sized lot, while a wider home plan with a side-atta ched ga ra ge (1) re qu i res a wider lot. In this exa mple, the cost of the land and
i n f ra st ru c t u re is reduced $10,600 by selecting the narrow home plan, ra ther than the wider one.

ST R AT E G I ES TO REDUCE COST S

LOT COSTS = LAND + INFRASTRUCTURE

72’ Lot
$24,500

64’ Lot
$21,800

56’ Lot
$19,000

40’ Lot
$13,900

(includes cost of alley)
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( 1 ) ( 2 ) ( 3 ) ( 4 )



HOME PLACEMENT AND INFRA STRUCTURE CO STS
A home’s placement on the lot will impact the cost of 
i n f ra st ru c t u re. Exc avation from the st reet to the house is cost ly,
as are the st ru c t u ral components of infra st ru c t u re. This 
p h o to graph shows the exc avation needed to extend utilities to
the house.
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HOME PLACEMENT ON LOT
I n f ra st ru c t u re costs can be reduced by selecting plans that allow for a shorter distance between the home’s living space and th e
st reet. This reduces the linear amount of infra st ru c t u re needed to connect the house to basic services. For exa mple, home plans
w i th fro n t - a t ta ched ga ra ges re qu i re twenty to twe n t y- four feet more infra st ru c t u re from the st reet to the house than homes with
s i d e - a t ta ched or rear ga ra ges. This is because the actual living spaces of the homes with fro n t - a t ta ched ga ra ges are set back 
fa rther from the st reet to accommodate the ga ra ge. Selecting home plans that allow a shorter distance between the house and
the st reet has the added adva n ta ge of maximizing the back ya rd, where families tend to spend much of their time.

ST R AT E G I ES TO REDUCE COST S
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GREEN BUILDING AND AFFORDABLE STARTER HOMES: In the broadest terms, green building means 

implementing design and construction practices that minimize negative impacts on the environment. While

green building is a very complex topic, there are a few simple and affordable steps that can be taken to reduce

the impact of neighborhood development on the environment and ensure that the homes are resource and 

energy-efficient over time.

Some of these steps are outlined in this guide. Reducing street widths helps to improve ground water quality as

there is less paving and toxic runoff. Modest-sized lots require the development of less land and infrastructure.

Homes constructed utilizing value engineering techniques reduce material consumption. And trees can be 

strategically planted to reduce long-term energy costs for the homeowner.

In addition, minimizing the use of materials with toxic contents, such as particleboard and certain kinds of 

treated lumber, leads to a healthier environment and improves the indoor air quality of the home. On a final note,

consider installing energy-efficient lighting, appliances, and HVAC systems. Reducing energy consumption is 

a critical component of green building and the homeowner will see the benefit through lower costs in 

monthly utility bills. For additional information about green building, refer to "Additional Resources" on page 91.

BUILD IN VO L U M E
Utilize volume building to get a "quantity discount" that lowe rs the to tal cost
per home.

Building in volume is a cost - reduction st ra tegy that many builders already utilize. Similar to buying in bulk at a gro c e ry sto re, 
building seve ral homes at a time reduces the per unit price of materials. Often, building in volume also reduces labor costs because
o n - s i te wo r ke rs are able to more effi c i e n t ly accomplish the same task, such as laying a foundation or framing a house, when th ey
a re able to build seve ral homes at once. This combination of reducing material costs and labor costs pote n t i a l ly can result in 
s i g n i ficant sav i n g s .

Based on experience, Gre a ter Minnesota Housing Fund has found that building in volume, even as few as fi ve homes at a time,
and utilizing value engineering saves an ave ra ge of 4 percent of to tal development costs. If a builder builds one home per ye a r
for a to tal development cost of $120,000, then building in volume and utilizing value engineering would tra n s l a te into a cost
s avings of $4,800 (4 percent of $120,000) on that same home and a final purchase price of $115 , 2 0 0 .

If a material supplier knows that the builder will be buying materials from them over the multiple phases of development, the 
supplier may offer lower per unit prices based on the to tal number of units to be built. Genera l ly, the more houses to be built in
the neighborhood, the gre a ter the potential sav i n g s .

An infill housing project may also benefit from material cost savings by building seve ral houses per phase even if the sites are
s c a t te red th roughout the town. Howeve r, cost savings resulting from more efficient labor may be minimal due to the scatte re d - s i te
n a t u re of the deve l o p m e n t .

ST R AT E G I ES TO REDUCE COST S
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USE VALUE ENG I N E E R I NG
Maximize the efficient use of materials and labor to reduce const ruction cost s .

Value engineering re fe rs to te ch n i ques that reduce the amount of labor and material needed to build a home while mainta i n i n g
the st ru c t u ral inte grity of the building. Utilizing value engineering reduces costs and on-site wa ste. Exa mples of value 
engineering te ch n i ques include selecting home designs that are :

• c o mposed of s i mple shapes, such as squ a re and re c tangular plans and simple roof lines. These are the easiest
and most economical to build. Nu m e rous angles and bumps comp l i c a te framing and increase the amount of labor
and material needed.

• sized according to th e sta n d a rd dimensions of the building materials used. This will limit on-site wa ste, re d u c e
labor costs, and make the most efficient use of materials. Foundation walls in eight-inch increments reduce the need
for cutting blocks in concre te block const ruction. Likewise, walls and ro o fs in fo u r- foot increments reduce the need 
for trimming and reduce lumber wa ste .

• designed with sta cked plumbing on multiple-sto ry houses and most of the plumbing located in one area of th e
house. This will reduce the amount of pipe needed and can help reduce wa ter bills.

In addition, if using wood st i ck framing, establishing a common spacing for floor joists, wall studs, and roof trusses will re d u c e
m a terial and labor costs by eliminating redundant framing. This st ra tegy is commonly re fe rred to as optimum value engineering.
B u i l d e rs who have used optimum value engineering re p o rt reducing the amount of wood used for framing by 11 to 19 percent, 
s aving between $700 and $3,400 per home.11 Select a builder know l e d geable about value engineering te ch n i ques. For info rm a t i o n
about selecting an experienced builder, re fer to page 54 in this ch a p te r.
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S I M PLE SHAPES

S I M PLE

C O M PL I C AT E D

STANDARD DIMENSIONS STACKED PL U M B I N G



C R E ATE CURB APPEAL
Select home plans that enhance the appearance of the home from the st re e t .

Curb appeal re fe rs to a home’s appearance from the st reet or sidewalk. It is an intangible quality made up of many diffe re n t
elements that when put to ge ther makes a house attra c t i ve. Details such as ve ge tation, porch design, shutte rs, color, and th e
t reatment of windows all contribute to enhancing a home’s curb appeal. Variation of such details from one house to the next
can enhance the appearance of the ove rall neighborhood. Houses with curb appeal add value to the neighborhood and te n d
to maintain their value over time. Many different elements can simply and inexpensively add to a home’s curb appeal.

ST R AT E G I ES TO 

ADD VALUE: A CLOSER LOOK
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A simple 
flower

box adds a 
touch of charm

Shrubs and 
flowers give a base

to the house

A formal pediment 
and trim emphasize 

the  front 
door

A detailed entr y
canopy and arbor
with flowers and

vines create a
welcoming

entry
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A large picture
window
greets visitors

Color and 
material variations
make a more
appealing entry

Trees, 
shrubs, and
flowers
add color, warmth, 
and texture to
the front yard

A shady front 
porch
and shutters make
the house more inviting
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LO C ATION OF 
THE GARAGE

V E G E T AT I O N

ST Y LE AND
C H A R A CT E R

A front porch or entry canopy can
make a more welcoming entry

Street trees frame
and provide shade for

the front yard

Elements like bay windows,
shutters and window boxes
add to a home’s appeal

Shrubs and flowers
add color and
personalize the home

G a ra ge on side needs to be 
“ d ressed up” and re qu i res a wider lot

Garage in front needs to
be “dressed up” and house 
may be less appealing because 
front is mostly garage

Garage in back need not 
be “dressed up” and fits 
on a modest-sized lot

Selecting home plans with curb appeal is an imp o rtant part of the initial inve stment in the homes and neighborhood, even when
b u d get const raints are tight. While it is re l a t i ve ly easy for a homeowner to finish an additional bath room or bedroom after th e
home is built, signifi c a n t ly imp roving the curb appeal of a home by changing its style and ch a ra c ter at a later time is usually an
e x p e n s i ve and more challenging ta s k .

Curb appeal can be divided into the fo l l owing categories: 
• elements that define the style and ch a ra c ter of the house
• t rees, shrubs, and other ve ge ta t i o n
• the location of the ga ra ge



RECONSIDERING THE GARAGE: One way to accommodate the changing needs of homeowners is to reconsider

the garage. Some homes in a new neighborhood in Bemidji, Minnesota for example, are being built with a 

concrete parking pad sized for a future garage. This reduced initial construction costs by $8,000 to $11,000, 

making the homes substantially more affordable. Parking is located off an alley, so the parking pad has no visual

impact on the front of the house. The costs and benefits of a garage, especially in a cold-weather climate, should

be carefully evaluated by the community and prospective buyers.

ST R AT E G I ES TO ADD VALUE
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ALL GA RAG E
The front of this home becomes nearly “all ga ra ge” when a 
f ront-loaded ga ra ge is atta ched to it, reducing the home’s curb
appeal. Care f u l ly locating the ga ra ge in relationship to the home
can help to minimize its impact on the home’s ove rall appeara n c e .
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( 1 ) ( 2 )

HOUSE WIDTH AND CURB APPEAL
A house with a narrower st reet fro n ta ge (2) can be appealing at a lower cost than a wider home (1). The narrower home, for exa mp l e ,
l o o ks attra c t i ve with just a few shrubs in the front ya rd. On the other hand, the other home would need more ve ge tation to imp rove its
curb appeal because of the home’s width .
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ST R AT E G I ES TO ADD VALUE
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( 1 )

( 4 )( 3 )( 2 )

( 7 )( 6 )( 5 )

GA RAGE OPTIONS
This series of drawings shows seve ral diffe rent options for a ga ra ge located off an alley. As a cost - s aving measure, the lot could be built
w i th a parking slab, sized so that a ga ra ge can be built on it later (1). A deta ched ga ra ge provides plenty of usable ya rd space as well as
accommodating additional outdoor parking (2 and 3). The home could also be built with an atta ched ga ra ge (4). Higher-priced homes
could also include a bre e z eway between the house and ga ra ge (5), additional cove red parking and sto ra ge space (6) or a home offi c e ,
a p a rtment, or wo r kshop above the ga ra ge (7).



OUTDOOR CONNECTIONS AND LIVA B I L I TY
D i rect access to the front and back ya rd, as well as visibility of the ya rd from the interior spaces of the home, imp roves the livability of
the home and ya rd .
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E N H A NCE CONNECTIONS TO YA R D
Select home plans that enhance the connections between the home 
and ya rd .

Pa rt of the appeal of owning a house is the ya rd that surrounds it. The front and back ya rds are the "outdoor rooms" of a home,
acting as imp o rtant extensions of the interior living space. A front ya rd provides opportunities for personalizing the home and
adding to its curb appeal with colorful shrubs and fl owe rs. The back ya rd provides play space for young ch i l d ren within view of th e
house, room for ga rdens, and space for fa m i ly ga therings. Vi ews to the front and back ya rds allow homeow n e rs to view activity on
the st reet and enjoy nature from the comfo rt of their home. Direct physical access between the house and ya rd space, for 
e xa mple between the kitchen and patio, makes it easier to coord i n a te outdoor eating and other activities. 

LO CATION OF INTERIOR LIVING SPAC E S
Look for plans where the main living areas such as the living
room, dining room, and kitchen face the front and back ya rd .
L a rge windows opening into the ya rd spaces have the added
a d va n ta ge of making the interior living spaces seem large r,
w h i ch becomes even more imp o rtant in smaller homes with less
i n terior space. Many house plans are designed with these 
connections in mind and do not cost more to build than plans
w i thout th e m .
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LO CATION OF DECKS AND PAT I O S
Look for plans that locate decks and patios in the back ya rd ra ther than in a side ya rd. Locating decks and patios in a side ya rd
i n c reases the minimum width of the lot, immediate ly increasing the land cost. Decks and patios located in a back ya rd also offe r
m o re privacy than those located in a side ya rd. 

MAXIMIZE BACK YARD SPAC E
Select home plans that maximize usable back ya rd space while fitting on modest-sized lots. Since families tend to spend more of
their outdoor time in the back ya rd, the majority of open ya rd space should be located in the back ya rd ra ther than the side or fro n t
ya rds. Wi th careful selection of home plans and design of the site, ya rd space can be maximized while still utilizing smaller lots.

ACCESS TO YA R D S
B o th homes in this exa mple have the same basic footprint, but house plan (2) has much better connections to the back ya rd. 
In house plan (1), th e re is no visibility of the back ya rd from the public living spaces of the house, and th e re is a significant dista n c e
b e t ween the kitchen door and the back ya rd patio. House plan (2) provides visibility of both the front and back ya rd, and a direct 
connection between the kitchen and the patio.

( 1 ) ( 2 )

Poor connection to back yard Good connection to back yard

D E C K S VS. PATIOS: Patios are less costly, more maintenance free, and an “environmentally-friendly” alternative

to wood decks. Decks cost, on average, about three times as much to construct as patios. Patios require very 

little maintenance, while wood decks require regular painting and replacement of rotten or damaged pieces.

Patios are also a more “environmentally-friendly” alternative to wood decks, since they require no lumber or toxic

preservative treatments, such as are used on wood decks.



I N T E G RATE A MIX OF HOUSING TY P E S
Include a ra n ge of home prices, sizes, styles, and colors to imp rove the 
ove rall appearance of the neighborhood.

Including a variety of home plans and housing types in a ra n ge of prices provides opportunities to imp rove the ove rall appeara n c e
of the neighborhood. This variety provides more opportunities to incorpora te an array of materials, color, and details, and 
i n c reases the entire neighborhood’s curb appeal. Mixed-income neighborhoods natura l ly lend th e m s e lves well to this st ra te g y. The
variation of diffe rent housing types, such as singl e - fa m i ly homes, duplexes, re n tal townhomes, and wa l k-up apartments, can
enhance the ove rall appearance of the neighborhood.

As an exa mple, a new mixed-income neighborhood, Nicollet Meadows, is being developed in St. Pe te r, Minnesota with a variety of
housing types. Nicollet Meadows includes seve ral diffe rent plans for singl e - fa m i ly homes and re n tal townhomes. The singl e -
fa m i ly home plans include split-entry, one-sto ry, one-and-a-half sto ry, and two - sto ry, both affo rdable and marke t - ra te. This 
variety in home plans natura l ly cre a tes visual dive rsity and increases the curb appeal of the neighborhood. Re fer to page 76 for a
p roject pro file on this new neighborhood in St. Pe te r. 

In a neighborhood of all affo rdable sta rter homes, creating variation in house plans is more of a ch a l l e n ge. Howeve r, variety in
house appearance can be imp roved th rough offering seve ral diffe rent sta rter home models that va ry in arch i te c t u ral detail, color,
and landscape fe a t u re s .
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( 1 ) ( 2 )

VA R I E TY OF HOME TYPES AND CURB APPEAL
Building a variety of home types along a st reet (2) adds to a neighborhood’s appeal, while the repetition of the same home (1) makes a 
neighborhood less attra c t i ve .



SELECT EXPERIENCED BUILDERS
Select builders who are know l e d geable about sta rter home development and
use durable, high-quality methods and mate r i a l s .

The choice of a builder can have a significant impact on the quality and durability of a sta rter home. The homebuilding indust ry
is complex; const ruction te chnology is consta n t ly evo lving and builders are ch a l l e n ged to keep up with the ch a n ges. Building
quality sta rter homes at a reasonable cost re qu i res specialized know l e d ge and experience. It is imp o rtant to select a builder who
stays info rmed about changing te chnology and uses qu a l i t y, durable building materials and systems. 

Because cost containment is an imp o rtant concern, builders need to care f u l ly eva l u a te which materials and methods provide th e
gre a te st benefit for the cost. Quality and durability are part i c u l a r ly imp o rtant for components or systems that have a high 
replacement cost. In most cases, these products are expected to have a lengthy service life. Pre m a t u re fa i l u re of high-cost 
c o mponents such as ro o fing, siding, windows, and HVAC systems will have serious financial consequences for the homeow n e r. While
initial costs may be higher, quality materials will result in cost savings for the homeowner over time. High-quality materials are
m o re durable and will need to be replaced less fre qu e n t ly, while energ y- e fficient materials and systems will save the homeow n e r
in month ly utility costs. 

While some components or systems fail due to poor qu a l i t y, correct installation is also a key fa c tor in dura b i l i t y. Since seve ra l
d i ffe rent sub-contra c to rs are typically invo lved in installing various components of the home, hiring a know l e d geable builder may
not be enough to ensure const ruction of a quality home. Select a builder that hires pro p e r ly trained contra c to rs to install 
c o mponents and systems corre c t ly. Wi thout proper installation, even the highest quality products can fail pre m a t u re ly.
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HEALTHY HOMES: The Environmental Protection Agency lists poor indoor air quality as one of the five most

urgent environmental risks to public health in the United States. Exposure to pollutants in a home can cause

recurring health problems and can be especially damaging to children.

Pollutants in a home come from many sources. Examples of common pollutants found in materials used for new

home construction include organic pollutants (found in some paints, carpets, and wood preservatives) and

formaldehyde (found in plywood, particleboard, and some types of insulation). These materials can "off-gas"

over time and cause serious health problems as they are inhaled. Using low-VOC paint, non-toxic preservatives,

and either avoiding formaldehyde-containing materials or sealing them to reduce off-gassing are some ways to

reduce the level of these pollutants in homes.

Mold, carbon monoxide, and radon are other pollutants that can appear in a home over time, often as a result of

improper ventilation. Mechanical ventilation, in the form of bathroom fans, vented range hoods, and air-to-air

heat exchangers can help to remove pollutants and prevent mold growth.

It is important to remember that creating a healthy home continues long after construction is c o m p l e t e d .

Careful attention to furnishing selection, equipment maintenance, cleaning routines, and household habits also

contribute to the long-term health of the home. For additional information about healthy homes, refer to

"Additional Resources" on page 91.
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LA N D S C A PE SYST E M S
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T O W N

N E I G H B O R H O O D

Natural stormwater
controls reduce costs

Provide 
connections
to yard

New neighborhood

Street trees
add appeal

Residents share
access and 
views to park

Natural stormwater
controls can help 
maintain water quality

HOME AND YA R D

Vegetation 
increases
curb appeal



( 1 ) ( 2 )Un d e rground sto rm wa ter syste m Landscaped drainage swale
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REDUCE COSTS: A CLOSER LOOK

I NCO R P O RATE NAT U RAL CO N T RO LS
Use landscape elements as alte rn a t i ves to cost ly infra st ru c t u re .

I n c o r p o rating landscape elements in the design of a new neighborhood can minimize the need for cost ly infra st ru c t u re and
reduce energy consumption. For exa mple, undeveloped floodplains absorb excess wa ter from spring floods, reducing the need fo r
e x p e n s i ve levees. Trees shade and help to cool our homes, reducing energy costs by minimizing reliance on air conditioning 
s ystems. Wetlands natura l ly fi l ter wa ter to keep ground wa ter clean, reducing costs of mechanical fi l t ration. Thoughtfully 
considering st ra tegies that incorpora te natural elements into the site design as a means of reducing st ru c t u ral controls will re s u l t
not only in cost savings but also will add to the curb appeal of the neighborhood.12

STO R M WATER MANAG E M E N T
Traditional sto rm wa ter management utilizes curbs and gutte rs, underground pipes, and other st ru c t u ral controls to channel exc e s s
sto rm wa ter to nearby bodies of wa ter such as lakes or st reams. This type of system is not only cost ly, but can also be harmful to
the natural environment. As sto rm wa ter travels over paving, ro o fs, and other impervious surfaces it collects hazardous mate r i a l s
s u ch as oils, heavy metals, and phosphorous, as well as litter and sand. Wi th the sto rm wa te r, these materials are eve n t u a l ly 
ro u ted to and deposited into our wetlands, rive rs, lakes, and st reams degrading the quality of the wa ter and surrounding habita t .

A new appro a ch to sto rm wa ter management utilizes natural landscape elements to reduce dependence on st ru c t u ral dra i n a ge 
c o n t rols such as curbs and gutte rs, sto rm wa ter pipes, and on-site re tention ponds. Using natural landscape elements for 
sto rm wa ter management pro tects the environment and can signifi c a n t ly reduce costs. For exa mple, small depressions in 
b o u l eva rds along st reets and landscaped areas within ya rds allow soil and plants to natura l ly fi l ter pollutants out of sto rm wa te r,
a l l owing for the reduction of the size and amount of sto rm wa ter piping. The use of these te ch n i ques has produced, in comp l e te d
pilot pro grams, a 25 percent reduction in site development and maintenance costs by reducing grading, pipes, curbs, and pav i n g .
These te ch n i ques not only help to lower the costs of installing and maintaining st ru c t u ral controls, but the additional 
landscaping also provides more curb appeal.
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NAT U RAL CO N T RO LS AND CO STS
The City of Hutchinson, Minnesota saved $40,000 and provided this new neighborhood with an appealing landscape amenity by 
i n c o r p o rating a landscaped dra i n a ge swale (2) instead of an underground sto rm wa ter system (1) into the neighborhood’s main st re e t .
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ST R AT E G I ES TO REDUCE COST S

ST R E E TS AND STO R M WATER MANAG E M E N T
Including landscaped drainage areas along streets (2) can reduce the need for costly curb, gutter, and piped stormwater systems (1).

( 1 ) ( 2 )

NEIGHBORHOOD APPEAL
This neighborhood incorpora ted a landscaped dra i n a ge swale 
to fi l ter and re tain sto rm wa ter on this low site in lieu of piped
d ra i n a ge. The ve ge tation in the swale also provides an attra c t i ve
landscape amenity for the neighborhood.

TRANSFORMING A REQUIREMENT INTO AN AMENITY: Combining community watershed requirements with

desirable neighborhood landscape amenities allows both to be accommodated with a more efficient use of land.

For example, providing abundant native vegetation, trails, bikeways, and play areas around an open water 

retention area provides the neighborhood with a public landscape amenity without needing to set aside 

additional land for one purpose alone.



( 1 ) ( 2 )Little stormwater infiltration Better stormwater infiltration

High runoff Decreased runoff
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ST R AT E G I ES TO REDUCE COST S

YARD APPEAL
This photo graph shows the imp l e m e n tation of an innova t i ve
sto rm wa ter management te ch n i que, where small landscaped
d e p ressions are cre a ted in ya rds to re tain and fi l ter sto rm wa te r.
This appro a ch saved the municipality the cost of an undergro u n d
piped sto rm wa ter system, and adds color and appeal to the 
h o m e ow n e rs’ ya rd s .
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IMPERVIOUS SURFAC E S
I mpervious surfaces such as ro o fs, driveways, and st reets shed
sto rm wa ter ra ther than allowing the wa ter to penetra te th e
ground. Small landscaped depressions in the ya rd can help to
reduce the need for st ru c t u ral controls (such as undergro u n d
sto rm sewer pipes) and fi l ter pollutants out of the sto rm wa te r
b e fo re it re a ches the wa ter ta b l e .

STO R M WATER INFILT RATION IN YA R D S
Small, landscaped depressions (2) within yards allow soil and plants to naturally filter pollutants out of stormwater and reduce 
stormwater runoff across lawns.



C O M PA CT NEIGHBORHOOD
W ITH MODEST-SIZED LO T S

LARGE LOT NEIGHBORHOOD

E X I STING SIT E
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ADD VALUE: A CLOSER LOOK

B E N E F I TS OF A CO M PACT 
N E I G H B O R H O O D
This series of drawings shows an
existing site and two different
approaches to site development. 

Developing this neighborhood with
all large lots (1) eliminates the 
existing open fields and permits 
only a few houses views of the 
existing wooded area.

A more desirable option is to develop
a compact neighborhood (2) that
preserves a part of the existing fields
and transforms the wooded area into
a neighborhood park. Selecting this
option protects a greater portion of
the site’s natural environment, adds
value and appeal to a greater 
number of the homes, creates two
public amenities, and reduces costs
through a more ef ficient use of land.

P LAN CO M PACT NEIGHBORHOODS
Plan compact neighborhoods to pre s e r ve open space.

Planning compact neighborhoods not only signifi c a n t ly reduces land, paving, and infra st ru c t u re costs, but also allows for th e
p re s e r vation of open space. The uses of these spaces have the potential to be as varied as the landscapes of gre a ter Minnesota .
If the land has rich soils, it could be developed as a "working landscape" of fa rmland. Upland and lowland open space could 
continue to provide valuable habitat for plants and wildlife. Wetlands and open spaces that are part of a dra i n a ge network could
help to natura l ly fi l ter and tra n s p o rt sto rm wa ter to nearby rive rs and st reams. Abandoned ra i l way corr i d o rs could be 
i n c o r p o ra ted into a park or trail system. In wide open areas, groves or rows of trees could be planted (or existing trees pre s e r ve d )
to act as windbre a ks and help pro tect the neighborhood from seve re winds and sto rms. Open space within a neighborhood could
also be designed as a neighborhood park, providing a nearby re c reation area for its residents. For more info rmation on cre a t i n g
open space, re fer to page 22 in the "Lots" ch a p te r.

( 2 )

( 1 )

Wooded area

Open fields

Existing neighborhoods

Neighborhood park designed
to include wooded area

Fields preserved

Limited access and views
to wooded area

Fields eliminated
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PRESERVE UNIQUE NAT U RAL FEAT U R E S
I n ve n to ry significant landscape fe a t u res and incorpora te them into plans 
for the new neighborhood.

When planning a new neighborhood, inve n to ry the existing natural fe a t u res on the site to dete rmine those that will add va l u e
to the neighborhood at reasonable costs. These natural fe a t u res will enhance the neighborhood’s identity and will be enjoyed by 
the residents for ye a rs to come.

As an exa mple, while it ta kes seve ral ye a rs for a new ly planted tree to mature, preserving existing mature ve ge tation on a site is
one way to add immediate ch a ra c ter to a new neighborhood. Preserving existing ve ge tation may also reduce costs by re d u c i n g
the need to plant new ve ge tation. Other exa mples include incorporating an existing pond or wetland into the site design or 
t u rning an existing field into a re c reational park.

ST R AT E G I ES TO ADD VALUE
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OAK TREES AND ORCHARDS: New neighborhoods are often given names like “Oak Ridge” or “Orchard Valley”

though the oak trees and orchards that gave the neighborhood its name were destroyed during development or

they never even existed in the first place. The value and appeal of a neighborhood increases if such unique 

natural features are preserved and creatively integrated into the site.

LANDSCAPING TO BUILD COMMUNITY: Landscaping can also be a way to strengthen a town’s sense of 

community and economic vitality. Community planting projects are a great way to give residents a feeling of 

ownership in their town. The City of East Grand Forks, Minnesota with the assistance of the Design Center for

American Urban Landscape, incorporated a community greening project into its plans to rebuild the city after the

1997 Red River flood. The Community Greening Workshop brought together participants including interested 

citizens, business representatives, educators, and local landscaping experts, who identified "pilot" greening

projects to undertake throughout the city. The workshop participants also identified community partners,

from local schools, businesses, foundations, and state agencies, to work together to make the project a reality.
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E X PAND ACCESS AND VIEWS
A l l ow the whole neighborhood to benefit from nearby landscape amenities.

It seems obvious when you think of it: the more people that share access and views to a landscape amenity such as a lake or park
the more people that benefit. Creating a few lots that back onto a pond, for exa mple, may make those pro p e rties desirable, but
m a ny other nearby homeow n e rs lose out. On the other hand, facing a gre a ter number of pro p e rties towa rds that same pond and
p roviding a parkway, local st reet, or path around it allows more neighborhood homeow n e rs to enjoy that amenity.

The benefits of nearby landscape amenities can be brought to more homes in the neighborhood by extending gre e n ways or 
t ree-lined st reets from the park or lake further into the neighborhood. Even homeow n e rs seve ral blocks away may then feel 
c o n n e c ted to the park or lake. 

ST R AT E G I ES TO ADD VALUE

( 1 ) ( 2 )

NEIGHBORHOOD AMENITY
These diagrams illust ra te two appro a ches the City of Hutchinson, Minnesota might have ta ken to incorporating a re qu i red re tention pond
i n to plans for a new neighborhood. Backing only a few homes onto the landscaped re tention pond (1) hides the amenity from the 
m ajority of the neighborhood residents. A more effe c t i ve solution (2) allows a gre a ter number of homeow n e rs views of the amenity and
all the residents easy access to the pond and neighborhood park. The builder even alte red some of the proposed home plans to ta ke 
a d va n ta ge of the appealing views to the pond. In addition, trees line the neighborhood st reets and extend like “fi n ge rs” into the 
neighborhood, connecting the park to the re st of the neighborhood.
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I NCLUDE LA N D S CA P I NG
Include landscaping to increase the neighborhood’s curb appeal and to 
c re a te natural habitat. 

It has been said, "The best time to plant a tree is 100 ye a rs ago; the second best time is to d ay. " To d ay we are enjoying th e
b e n e fits of the fo resight of our town fo u n d e rs, who long ago inve sted in the landscaping of our st reets and parks. Their lega c y
p rovides variety and visual inte re st in our landscape and highlights the changing seasons. We can build on their legacy by 
including landscaping at the time of neighborhood const ruction, allowing the neighborhood to benefit from mature landscaping
as early as possible.

CURB APPEAL
The front ya rd is the best place to make an initial inve stment in landscaping, since it is the most visible side of the house.
I n ve sting in front ya rd trees and shrubs during the initial design and building phase is one of the simp l e st and least expensive
ways to enhance a neighborhood's long-te rm curb appeal.

HUTCHINSON’S ENERGY TREE PROGRAM: The local utility company in Hutchinson, Minnesota has established

an innovative program that encourages the use of trees to reduce energy costs. For a nominal fee, interested

homeowners can apply to have trees planted in strategic locations in their yard by the city forester. Once mature,

the trees will shade the home and offer natural cooling in the summer. The homeowner not only benefits from

recurring savings in reduced need for air conditioning, but also gains additional vegetation in their yard. Discuss

with local and state agencies the possibility of implementing a similar initiative in your new neighborhood.

V E G E TATION AND CURB APPEAL
The addition of trees and other ve ge tation tra n s fo rms this row of homes into an attra c t i ve st re e t .
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The types of trees, shrubs, and other plants selected should be appro p r i a te to the climate, ecology, soil conditions, and 
o r i e n tation of the homes. In colder climates, hard y, native ve ge tation will be more like ly to with stand winter conditions and
re qu i re less maintenance, helping to maintain the ya rd’s curb appeal while lowering long-te rm costs to the homeow n e r. Eve n
w i thin the same neighborhood, the homes’ orientations and exposures may also re qu i re careful plant selections, since some 
ve ge tation is more appro p r i a te to bright sunlight than shade. Local nurseries, landscape designers, contra c to rs, and master 
ga rd e n e rs are good re s o u rces for assistance in plant selections.

( 1 ) ( 2 ) ( 3 )

THREE PLA N T I NG ST RAT E G I E S
These drawings show th ree diffe rent, but equ a l ly effe c t i ve, planting st ra tegies that are all affo rdable and cost approx i m a te ly $1,000. 
Lot (1) demonstrates how flowers and grasses can be used to create an entry garden that defines a pleasant space in front of the
house. On a portion of the yard, a small depression is created and planted with appropriate plant materials to retain and filter
stormwater runoff. 
Lot (2) is a scenario in which the ya rd is planted with a selection of trees and a few shrubs. Trees provide shade, priva c y, inte rcept 
ra i n fall, and add visual inte re st to the landscape with va rying fo rms, leaf and bark color and te x t u re, and fru i t .
Lot (3) is dominated by shrubs, which can be used ve ry effe c t i ve ly as screens and to define spaces within the ya rd. Many also have 
a t t ra c t i ve fl owe rs, fruit, and leaves and when planted in combination with trees, fl owe rs, and grasses can mimic natural conditions and
c re a te a dive rse habita t .
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NAT U RAL HABITAT
Landscaping not only increases the curb appeal of a neighborhood by providing variety and visual inte re st, it can also cre a te 
h a b i tats for wildlife. Ra ther than planting ve ge tation in even inte r vals th roughout the ya rd, consider planting the same number
of plants in groups. While mown lawns or individual plantings cre a te ve ry little habitat, groupings of shrubs and trees attra c t
w i l d l i fe, such as songbirds and butte rflies, by creating habitats like those found in natural wooded areas. By planting shrubs and
t rees in groups along each side of a pro p e rty line, both habitat and curb appeal can be imp roved without increasing the 
i n ve stment in landscaping for each lot. 

LA N D S CA P I NG TO CREATE HABITAT
While mown lawns (1) cre a te ve ry little habitat, groupings of shrubs and trees (2) attract wildlife, such as songbirds and butte rflies, by 
c reating habitats like those found in natural wooded are a s .
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BUILDING BETTER NEIGHBORHOODS
Building Better Ne i g h b o r h o o d s helps cre a te st ro n ger communities that include appealing, affo rdable sta rter homes. Ac c o mp l i s h i n g
this goal re qu i res a balanced appro a ch to neighborhood building. This balanced appro a ch — i mplementing both st ra tegies to re d u c e
c o st and st ra tegies to add va l u e — a l l ows communities to provide needed sta rter homes at a reasonable cost and at the same time
st re n g thens residents’ quality of life by building attra c t i ve, livable neighborhoods. 

ST RAT E G I E S
St ra tegies for the fi ve diffe rent physical aspects of neighborhood building—site selection, lots, st reets, homes, and landscape 
s yste m s — p rovide ways to make better neighborhoods a re a l i t y. While th ey are discussed as separa te sections in this guide, th e s e
p hysical aspects are inte rre l a ted and cannot be considered in isolation from the oth e rs. They also cannot be discussed only in 
relationship to an individual home and ya rd, or even a single site. In order to build better neighborhoods, decisions need to 
consider all physical aspects of neighborhood building, as well as how th ey will affect the homes, neighborhood, and entire town. 

• SITE SELECTION: Consider both the existing layout of your town and its plans for future grow th to decide which site 
or sites will have good community neighbors and connections to the re st of the town for ye a rs to come.

• LOTS : Use modest-sized lots as a way to substa n t i a l ly reduce costs and pote n t i a l ly provide more amenities for the 
homes and neighborhood.

• ST R E E TS : L ay out st reets to connect the new neighborhood to the re st of the town, imp rove the neighborhood’s 
ch a ra c ter and liva b i l i t y, and eliminate exc e s s i ve infra st ru c t u re .

• H O M E S : Select homes that meet your community’s needs and are attra c t i ve and appro p r i a te to the selected site. 
Consider long-te rm efficiency and durability when selecting building materials and utilize cost - s aving te ch n i ques 
s u ch as volume building and value engineering to reduce const ruction cost s .

• LA N D S CAPE SYST E M S : I n c o r p o ra te both existing and new landscape fe a t u res that add appeal to the neighborhood, 
and reduce costs and dependence on infra st ru c t u re .

NEXT ST E P S
I mplementing the st ra tegies outlined in this guide is an imp o rtant fi rst step towa rds building better neighborhoods. For gre a te r
M i n n e s o ta communities outside the Twin Cities metro p o l i tan area, GMHF accepts re qu e sts for te chnical and financial assistance. As
GMHF has limited funds available, the project selection process is highly comp e t i t i ve. In addition, the arch i tects, deve l o p e rs, and
b u i l d e rs in your area are good re s o u rces to help implement these st ra te g i e s .

The sections "Planning A Neighborhood" and "Financing Tools" located in the Appendix are also helpful tools to assist your 
community build better neighborhoods. Fi n a l ly, the "Additional Re s o u rces" section provides further sources of info rmation on th e
topics and st ra tegies discussed in this guide.
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KEY CO ST-REDUCTION ST RAT E G I E S
The costs listed on the next page demonst ra te the potential cost implications of key cost - reduction st ra tegies. These costs are comp a re d
to the costs of building a typical new marke t - ra te home in gre a ter Minnesota. For a new marke t - ra te home that costs $151,000, 
i n c o r p o rating these key cost - reduction st ra tegies can reduce the purchase price of the home by approx i m a te ly $38,200, a cost - re d u c t i o n
of 25 percent. In this exa mple, the final sales price of a “Building Better Neighborhoods” home is $112,800. No te that the actual costs of
i mplementing the various st ra tegies will depend on the costs of development in your area. 
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TY P I CAL NEW MARKET- RATE SPLIT- E N T RY HOME:
10 0 - foot-wide lot
1,800 finished squ a re feet: 4 BRs, 2 baths, LR, DR, fa m i ly room + 2-car ga ra ge

TY P I CAL SALES PRICE OF NEW SPLIT- E N T RY HOME $ 151, 0 0 014

CO ST- R E D U C T I O N ST RAT E G I E S15:

• REDUCE LOT SIZE, FROM A 10 0 - F O OT-WIDE LOT TO A 50-FOOT-W I D E - LOT $    7,000       less land cost s
$  10,000       less infra st ru c t u re costs 

• REDUCE STREET W I DT H, FROM 44 FEET TO 34 FEET $    1,000       less paving cost s
• LEAVE 850 SF UNFINISHED EXPANSION SPAC E $  15,000       less finishing cost s
• BUILD IN VOLUME AND USE VALUE ENG I N E E R I NG $    4,700       less labor & materials cost s
• USE NAT U RAL CO N T RO LS FOR STO R M WATER MANAG E M E N T $       500       less underground piping cost s

TOTAL SAV I NG S $  38,200

S U M M A RY:

TY P I CAL SALES PRICE OF A MARKET- RATE HOME      $ 151, 0 0 0
LESS SAV I NGS FROM INCO R P O RAT I NG BBN ST RATEGIES  — $ 3 8 , 2 0 0

SALES PRICE OF A “BUILDING BETTER NEIGHBORHOODS” HOME     $ 112 , 8 0 0

Po tential Sav i n g s
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1 The two most typical ways that infra st ru c t u re is paid for are 1) upfront by the builder; or 2) financed by the town. If the builder pays for th e
i n f ra st ru c t u re, the homebuyer will realize the savings in the fo rm of a lower home purchase price. If the town finances the infra st ru c t u re ,
the homebuyer will realize the savings th rough reduced tax assessments over time. Either way, reducing the lot fro n ta ge increases the home’s
a ffo rdability and allows households with lower incomes to qualify for home purch a s e .

2 Final lot cost includes lot purchase price and infra st ru c t u re cost s .

3 Actual savings will va ry depending on local land prices and the costs of infra st ru c t u re .

4 S avings based on a cost est i m a te of $140 per linear fro n ta ge foot for land and $200 per linear fro n ta ge foot for infra st ru c t u re, 
including wa te r, sewe r, and sto rm wa ter pipes, curb and gutte r, and paving for st re e t s .

5 ibid. 

6 I n f ra st ru c t u re that is norm a l ly installed along and under st reets includes wa te r, sewe r, and sto rm wa ter pipes, and often gas pipes, and 
electrical conduits.

7 S avings based on a cost est i m a te of $200 per linear foot for infra st ru c t u re, including including wa te r, sewe r, and sto rm wa ter p i p e s ,
curb and gutte r, and paving for st re e t s .

8 Assuming 60-foot-wide lots, savings based on a cost est i m a te of $2.50 per squ a re foot for pav i n g .

9 I mpervious surfaces include paving, roof surfaces and any other surface that does not allow wa ter to perm e a te th rough to the gro u n d
b e n e a th. Reducing the amount of impervious surfaces when building has become a critical enviro n m e n tal concern. As wa ter travels ove r
i mpervious surfaces it collects large amounts of hazardous mate r i a l s — s u ch as oils, heavy metals, phosphorous, litte r, and sand—that is th e n
ro u ted th rough sto rm wa ter pipes into our st reams and lakes. Over time, these hazardous materials cause extreme enviro n m e n tal 
d e gradation, some of which can be mitiga ted by reducing the surface area of impervious surfaces wherever possible.

10 While split-entry homes are the most economical, th ey are not the most accessible. The sta i rs at the entry make it difficult to 
a c c o m m o d a te persons in wheelch a i rs or with mobility difficulties. If the ta rget market for your neighborhood is seniors or other 
populations in need of accessible floor plans, consider home plans other than the split-entry to increase accessibility.  

11 w w w. n rd c . o rg / c i t i e s / b u i l d i n g / rwo o d u s . a s p, 1998, E fficient Wood Use in Residential Const ru c t i o n, Na t u ral Re s o u rces Defense Council.

12 This appro a ch of using natural elements in lieu of st ru c t u ral controls is called "best management pra c t i c e s . "

14 All fi g u res are 2001 U.S. dollars .

15 Unit cost est i m a tes used here and th roughout the guide are as fo l l ows: 

Building Better Neighborhoods

E N D N O T ES

ENDNOTES

LA N D per linear fro n ta ge fo o t $ 14 0

I N F RA ST R U C T U R E per linear foot $ 2 0 0
(includes wa te r, sewe r, and sto rm wa ter pipes, 
curb and gutte r, and paving for st re e t s )

ST R E E T PAV I NG per squ a re fo o t $ 2 . 5 0
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P R O J E CT PROFILES

These projects we re selected to highlight the successful imp l e m e n tation of one or more of the st ra tegies outlined in this book. Each
p ro file illust ra tes a Home At Last neighborhood and provides a sta n d a rd list of info rmation about the project, such as location,
size of site, and housing mix. Ad d i t i o n a l ly, those fe a t u res that are consistent with Building Better Neighborhood (BBN) st ra te g i e s
a re highlighted in u n i que neighborhood fe a t u re s. Some of the projects pre s e n ted dev i a te from certain BBN st ra tegies. Re c o g n i z i n g
that each community has its own pre fe rences and development sta n d a rds, the recommended imp rove m e n t s identify ways the 
community could have reduced costs even further and/or imp roved the livability of the neighborhood.



P R O J E CT PROFILE — W O R KING TOWARDS BUILDING BETTER NEIGHBORHOODS

I S LE, MINNESOTA — PINZ EST AT ES

PINZ ESTAT E S
Size of Site

Lot Fro n ta ge1

S i n gl e - fa m i ly Housing Mix

M u l t i - fa m i ly Housing Mix

H o m e s

Home Price Ra n ge
C o n st ruction Sta rt Date

D eve l o p e rs

GMHF Assista n c e

Un i que Neighborhood Fe a t u re s

Recommended Imp rove m e n t s

12 acre s
75 fe e t
8 affo rdable homes
8 marke t - ra te homes
20-unit affo rdable apartment building
16-unit affo rdable senior apartment building
• 1-sto ry
• tri-leve l
• split-level 
$95,000 - $110 , 0 0 0
O c tober 2000
• Central Minnesota Housing Pa rt n e rs h i p
• Isle Commerce and Deve l o p m e n t
• site design
• project fi n a n c i n g

• mix of housing types
• within walking distance to Main St re e t
• partial pre s e r vation of existing ve ge ta t i o n
• connected to adjacent school by a tra i l
• decrease lot fro n ta ge by 10-35 fe e t
• incorpora te st ra tegies to enhance home designs

73

Community leaders rallied to ge ther in Isle to select an exceptional 12 - a c re site dire c t ly adjacent to existing housing, a new 
regional elementa ry school and athletic field, and within walking distance to Main St reet. Emphasis was placed on providing a
ra n ge of home styles and prices, preserving the site’s mature, wooded environment, and building a walking path to the 
e l e m e n ta ry school and a larger re c reational trail system. 

I S L E
L o c a t i o n

2000 Po p u l a t i o n
C e n t ral Minnesota
7 0 7

1 Unless otherwise noted, the lot frontage given is for both the affordable lots and the market-rate lots.



P R O J E CT PROFILE — W O R KING TOWARDS BUILDING BETTER NEIGHBORHOODS

MOORHEAD, MINNESOTA — URBAN NEIGHBORHOOD

U R BAN NEIGHBORHOOD
Size of Site

Lot Fro n ta ge
S i n gl e - fa m i ly Housing Mix

H o m e s

Home Price Ra n ge
C o n st ruction Sta rt Date

D eve l o p e rs
GMHF Assista n c e

Un i que Neighborhood Fe a t u re s

Recommended Imp rove m e n t s

5 acre s
55 fe e t
25 affo rdable homes
• split-entry
• 1-sto ry
• 11/2- sto ry 
• 2-sto ry 
$ 105,000 - $115 , 0 0 0
J u ly 2001
• City of Moorhead
• site design
• home design
• project fi n a n c i n g

• modest-sized lots
• neighborhood park
• parkway that extends th rough the neighborhood
• individual lot landscaping
• variety of attra c t i ve home st y l e s
• alleys with re a r-loaded ga ra ge s
• none

74

The City of Moorhead jumped at the chance to acqu i re this unique 5-acre industrial site located within an existing 
residential neighborhood. The new 25-unit neighborhood development includes modest-sized 55-foot-wide lots and tra d i t i o n a l
home styles that fit well with the surrounding neighborhood. The City is building a landscaped parkway to enhance th e
st reetscape and adjacent park and school site .

M O O R H E A D
L o c a t i o n

2000 Po p u l a t i o n
We st Central Minnesota
3 2 ,17 7



P R O J E CT PROFILE — W O R KING TOWARDS BUILDING BETTER NEIGHBORHOODS

MARSHALL, MINNESOTA — PA R K WAY EST AT ES

PA R K WAY ESTAT E S
Size of Site

A ffo rdable Lot Fro n ta ge
M a r ke t - ra te Lot Fro n ta ge

S i n gl e - fa m i ly Housing Mix

M u l t i - fa m i ly Housing Mix
H o m e s

Home Price Ra n ge
C o n st ruction Sta rt Date

D eve l o p e rs
GMHF Assista n c e

Un i que Neighborhood Fe a t u re s

Recommended Imp rove m e n t s

38 acre s
70 - 80 fe e t
80 - 100 fe e t
41 affo rdable homes
40 marke t - ra te homes
18 affo rdable tow n h o m e s
• split-entry
• 1-sto ry
$ 101,000 - $12 0 , 0 0 0
O c tober 2000
• South we st Minnesota Housing Pa rt n e rs h i p
• site design

• reduced st reet width
• efficient st reet layo u t
• central neighborhood park
• decrease lot fro n ta ge by 15-40 fe e t
• further reduction of st reet width
• incorporation of basic landscaping packa ge

75

Pa r k way Esta tes in Marshall is built on a 38-acre site that includes both singl e - fa m i ly homes and atta ched, re n tal tow n h o m e s
of various price ra n ges. A new neighborhood park is accessible to all 99 homes. After careful planning, an efficient st reet 
l ayout and reduced st reet widths provided significant const ruction and maintenance savings for both the city and re s i d e n t s .

M A R S H A L L
L o c a t i o n

2000 Po p u l a t i o n
S o u th we st Minnesota
12 , 7 3 5



P R O J E CT PROFILE — W O R KING TOWARDS BUILDING BETTER NEIGHBORHOODS

ST. PETER, MINNESOTA — N I C O L LET MEADOWS

N I COLLET MEADOWS
Size of Site

A ffo rdable Lot Fro n ta ge
M a r ke t - ra te Lot Fro n ta ge

S i n gl e - fa m i ly Housing Mix

M u l t i - fa m i ly Housing Mix
H o m e s

Home Price Ra n ge
C o n st ruction Sta rt Date

D eve l o p e rs

GMHF Assista n c e

Un i que Neighborhood Fe a t u re s

Recommended Imp rove m e n t s

40 acre s
60 - 65 fe e t
65 - 80 fe e t
41 affo rdable homes
41 marke t - ra te homes
30 affo rdable tow n h o m e s
• split-entry
• 1-sto ry
• 11/2- sto ry 
• 2-sto ry
$ 110,000 - $12 0 , 0 0 0
April 2001
• City of St. Pe te r
• South we st Minnesota Housing Pa rt n e rs h i p
• site design
• project fi n a n c i n g

• variety of attra c t i ve home st y l e s
• nature conserva n c y
• neighborhood trails linked with a regional syste m
• reduced st reet width s
• alleys with re a r-loaded ga ra ge s
• incorporation of natural sto rm wa ter contro l s
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Since the deva station of a 1998 to rnado, the residents of St. Pe ter have wo r ked hard to repair and re sto re their community. 
When the 26-acre, 106-unit Nicollet Meadows was proposed, a key concern was that it should complement adjacent historical  
neighborhoods. To complement the surrounding residential area, Nicollet Meadows was designed to include such elements as
a l l eys with re a r-loaded ga ra ges, sidewa l ks, reduced front ya rd setbacks, and attra c t i ve, traditional home styles.  

ST. PETER
L o c a t i o n

2000 Po p u l a t i o n
S o u th Central Minnesota
9 , 74 7



P R O J E CT PROFILE — W O R KING TOWARDS BUILDING BETTER NEIGHBORHOODS

HUTCHINSON, MINNES O T A — ROLLING MEADOWS

RO L L I NG MEADOWS
Size of Site

A ffo rdable Lot Fro n ta ge
M a r ke t - ra te Lot Fro n ta ge

S i n gl e - fa m i ly Housing Mix

H o m e s

Home Price Ra n ge
C o n st ruction Sta rt Date

D eve l o p e rs
GMHF Assista n c e

Un i que Neighborhood Fe a t u re s

Recommended Imp rove m e n t s

30 acre s
60 - 65 fe e t
65 - 80 fe e t
40 affo rdable homes
43 marke t - ra te homes
• split-entry
• 1-sto ry
$ 119 , 7 0 0
November 19 9 9
• Sorensen and Na u stdal Pro p e rties, LLC
• site design
• project fi n a n c i n g

• 5-acre re tention pond with walking path
• native ve ge tation th roughout the neighborhood
• central sto rm wa ter swa l e
• utilize alleys with re a r-loaded ga ra ge s
• incorpora te st ra tegies to enhance home designs
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Rolling Meadows fe a t u res 83 new homes of various prices on a 30-acre site which incorpora tes a landscaped pond with a 
walking trail. A sto rm wa ter swale planted with native ve ge tation leads from the pond th rough the center of the neighborhood.
The City is providing trees and other landscaping to the st reetscape. Lots are more compact than originally planned and sta rt
at a cost effe c t i ve width of 60 feet. Nine diffe rent homestyles are incorpora ted. 

H U TCH I N S O N
L o c a t i o n

2000 Po p u l a t i o n
S o u th we st Minnesota
13 , 0 8 0
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H O M E PLA N S

The fo l l owing home plans we re developed to complement the st ra tegies found in this guide. Un l i ke the typical sta rter home where
the ga ra ge is often the predominant fe a t u re facing the st reet, these homes accommodate rear or side-atta ched ga ra ges and 
i n c o r p o ra te other design elements that imp rove their "curb appeal." In addition, the floor plans have been care f u l ly designed to
p rovide direct connections to the front and back ya rds. To reduce the initial purchase price of the homes, each one can be 
c o n st ru c ted to include unfinished expansion space.  

These home plans fit comfo rta b ly on modest-sized lots as narrow as 40 to 50-feet wide for homes with ga ra ges on an alley to 
6 4 - feet wide for homes with side-atta ched ga ra ges. A small site diagram accompanies each home plan and indicates which ga ra ge
locations are available for that particular plan.  

All of these home plans provide pro s p e c t i ve homebuye rs with a variety of options that can ultimate ly cre a te a more inte re st i n g
st reetscape in a neighborhood with affo rdable homes. More info rmation on these plans is available by contacting GMHF.
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HOME PLANS

H O M E PLA N S

Plan Ty p e

O H . 1
Basement 936 sq. ft. 
First Floor 936 sq. ft.   
Second Floor 575 sq. ft.

(unfinished)

(unfinished)

OH.1a OH.1b

Future
Family Room

14’-7”x 24’-0”

Future
Bedroom

13’-0”x 10’-3”

Future
Bedroom

12’-7”x 16’-3”

Kitchen/Dining
17’-5”x 11’-0”

Living Room
15’-0”x 13’-6”

Bedroom
13’-2”x 11’-0”

Bedroom
9’-0”x 11’-0”

Future
Bedroom

10’-2”x 12 ’ - 7 ”

garage location options

Basement First Floor Second Floor
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HOMEPLANS

H O M E PLA N S

Future
Bedroom

11’-2” x 11’-2”
Bedroom

11’-9” x 11’-7” K i tch e n / D i n i n g
12’-3” x 19’-0”

Living Ro o m
15’-0” x 14’-0”

Bedroom
11’-6” x 9’-7”

Fu t u re 
B e d ro o m

11’-2”x 9’-7”

Future
Family Room

14’-6”x 22’-6”

Plan Ty p e

S E . 1
Lower Level 1,064 sq. ft. 
Main Level 1,064 sq. ft.

(unfinished)

SE.1a SE.1c
garage location options

Lower Level Main Level
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HOME PLANS

H O M E PLA N S

Future
Bedroom

10’-7”x 10’-2”

Future
Bedroom

10’-7”x 11’-9”

Future
Family Room
11’-8”x 24-0”

Bedroom
11’-0”x 10’-6”

Living Room
15’-6”x 14’-0”

Kitchen
10’-5”x 10’-6”

Bedroom
11’-0”x 12’-6”

Dining
10’-0”x 11’-0”

Plan Ty p e

S L . 1
L ower Leve l / B a s e m e n t 995 sq. ft. 
Upper Level/Main Leve l 995 sq. ft.   

(unfinished)

SL.1a SL.1b
garage location options

Lower Level/Basement Upper Level/Main Level
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HOME PLANS

Future
Family Room

11’-0” x 18’-8”
Kitchen

11’-5” x 9’-6”

B e d ro o m
9’-4” x 11’-0”

B e d ro o m
10’-0” x 12’-9”

Living Room
12’-0” x 15’-0”

Dining
11’-5” x 9’-0”

Fu t u re 
B e d ro o m

11’-0”x 15 ’ - 0 ”

Future
Bedroom

10’-2”x 12’-4”

H O M E PLA N S

Plan Ty p e

O S . 1
Basement 936 sq. ft. 
First Floor 936 sq. ft.   

(unfinished)

OS.1a OS.1b
garage location options

Basement First Floor



H O M E PLA N S
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Future
Family Room

18’-7”x 16’-2”

Bedroom
13’-2”x 11’-5”

Kitchen/Dining
17’-0”x 11’-5”

Living Room
16’-7”x 13’-0”

Bedroom
9’-6”x 10 ’ - 7 ”

Bedroom
9’-0”x 9’-3”

Plan Ty p e

T S . 1
Basement 624 sq. ft. 
First Floor 624 sq. ft.   
Second Floor 624 sq. ft.

(unfinished)

TS.1b TS.1cTS.1a
garage location options

Basement First Floor Second Floor
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HOME PLANS

H O M E PLA N S

Future
Bedroom

10’-8” x 10’-2”

Living Ro o m
13’-6” x 12’-3”

D i n i n g
10’-0” x 12’-7”

Fu t u re
B e d ro o m

10’-8”x 11 ’ -10 ”

Fu t u re
Fa m i ly Ro o m

12’-0”x 24’-0”

Bedroom
11’-0” x 10’-8”

B e d ro o m
11’-0”x 12 ’ - 2 ”

Kitchen
11’-0”x 8’-6”

Plan Ty p e

S E . 2
Lower Level 995 sq. ft. 
Main Level 995 sq. ft.   

(unfinished)

SE.2a SE.2b
garage location options

Lower Level Main Level
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A P P E N D I X



1
ASSESS LOCAL 
HOUSING MARKET

2
CREATE PRELIMINARY
DEVELOPMENT CONCEPT

3
ASSEMBLE DEVELOPMENT
TEAM

4
PLAN THE PROJECT

5
OBTAIN PUBLIC SUPPORT

•Collect preliminary data
and information on 
housing stock

•Conduct a market 
analysis to determine
housing supply
and demand

•Assess availability 
of local resources

•Begin building 
community support
for project

•Identify roles and 
expectations for each
team member

•Seek professionals with
starter home experience 

•Select site

•Prepare site and 
building designs

•Develop preliminary
budget and cost
estimates

•Use strategies to reduce
costs and those that add
value from Building Better
Neighborhoods

•Formulate a project
phasing plan

•Create a financing plan 

•Assess availability of 
necessary resources

•Seek community support
for the project

•Address regulatory and
zoning issues

•Solicit local financial
support

Building Better Neighborhoods APPENDIX

87

NEIGHBORHOOD DEVELOPMENT PROCES S

PLANNING PHASE

•Establish goals and 
priorities

•Review the design 
principles and strategies
outlined in Building
Better Neighborhoods

•Consult with potential
development team 
members

•Evaluate potential sites

•Consider range of 
housing options—
size, style, price

•Conduct a project-
specific financial 
feasibility study

•Identify potential 
funding sources, 
including pre-
development dollars

•Consider project fit with
local comprehensive
development plans



P LA N N I NG A NEIGHBORHOOD
This ch a rt outlines the key milestones to consider when developing a neighborhood. Keep in mind that while the process is 
d e p i c ted as linear and composed of discre te steps, th e re may be times when re - o rdering the steps is necessary. Often, many
of the steps will overlap. Taking some time to understand the ove rall development process will assist you in planning a 
timeline specific to the circ u m stances and needs of your community. 

The length of the entire development process depends on a number of variables—size of the project, political climate, and
l e n g th of development approval process, to name a few. The planning phase of the process may ta ke only a few months or
m o re than a ye a r. The marketing and const ruction phase will re qu i re one to seve ral building seasons depending on the 
number of homes that are planned in the neighborhood and the anticipated phases of deve l o p m e n t .

Four key ingredients to developing a successful neighborhood with affo rdable sta rter homes are: 
1. obtaining accura te market info rmation 
2. assembling experienced pro fessionals for your development team 
3. spending adequ a te time developing a feasible plan, including securing the necessary financing 
4. gaining public support 

Remember that building a neighborhood ta kes the collective time, energ y, and commitment of all invo lve d .

6
FINALIZE THE PLAN

7
ASSEMBLE FINANCING

8
CONDUCT
MARKETING

9
BEGIN CONSTRUCTION

10
COMPLETE DEVELOPMENT

•Obtain site control

•Get final regulatory and
zoning approvals

•Finalize site design

•Complete construction
and phasing plans

•Verify land, infrastructure,
and construction costs

•Finalize home sale 
pricing

•Apply for public and 
private financing

•Secure financing 
commitments

•Obtain additional public
funding to fill financial
gaps

•Begin marketing early

•Use a variety of 
marketing strategies

•Identify affordable
loan products and 
educational services to
assist target buyers

•Close on the site

•Complete bidding and
finalize construction
costs

•Close on construction
financing

•Install infrastructure

•Begin home construction

•Complete model home

•Pre-sell units

•Sell the homes to
qualified buyers

•Conduct additional 
marketing
(if necessary)

•Complete other 
components of the 
project (if applicable)

Building Better Neighborhoods APPENDIX
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M A R K E T I N G AND CONST R U CT I O N



Making Homeow n e rship More Affo rd a b l e

Building Better Neighborhoods (BBN) describes how to design and build attractive neighborhoods at a reasonable cost. For
many lower-income families, however, the cost savings from good design are still inadequate to make a starter home 
affordable. Public, private, and nonprofit organizations provide financial assistance and homebuyer education to increase
opportunities for affordable homeownership. Making wise use of a variety of financing tools is the final step in building 
better neighborhoods in your community. For more information, contact a local nonprofit housing organization, local 
government, or state housing finance agency.

The following scenarios demonstrate how different financing options can be used to reduce the household income required to
afford a home. Combined with the cost-reduction achieved by using the design strategies in Building Better Neighborhoods,
these homes can be affordable to people with much lower incomes. 

Scenario I
Market-rate home with conventional mortgage

The buyer purchases a marke t - ra te home that has incorpora ted none of the BBN st ra tegies. The buyer uses conventional, marke t - ra te
financing with no additional financing assistance. The minimum family income required to purchase this home is $52,000.

Home price
Market-rate home price $151,000

Conventional Financing (no assistance)
Buyer downpayment (5% down) $7,550
Buyer first mortgage $143,450
Monthly payment (principal and interest only, 30-year term at 8% int. rate) $1,053

Minimum household income required to afford monthly payment $52,000

F I N A N C I N G T O O L S

Building Better Neighborhoods Appendix
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FINANCING TOOLS



Scenario II
BBN starter home with conventional mortgage

The buyer purchases a sta rter home that has incorpora ted BBN st ra tegies. The buyer uses conventional, marke t - ra te financing 
and re c e i ves no additional financing assistance. The minimum fa m i ly income re qu i red to purchase this home is $41, 0 0 0 .

Home price
Market-rate home price $151,000
Cost savings (using BBN strategies) $38,200
Final sale price $112,800

Conventional Financing (no assistance)
Buyer downpayment (5% down) $5,640
Buyer first mortgage $107,160
Monthly payment (principal and interest only, 30-year term at 8% int. rate) $786

Minimum household income required to afford monthly payment $41,000

Scenario III
BBN starter home with affordable mortgage and additional assistance

The buyer obtains an affordable mortgage and additional financing assistance to purchase a home. Using an affordable 
mortgage product, the buyer has greater purchasing power and reduced monthly loan payments. In this case, the buyer
obtains a first-time homebuyer mortgage with a below-market interest rate. Downpayment and entry cost assistance reduces
the out-of-pocket expenses at closing. While the buyer is still required to put money down, this assistance lowers the amount
that must be saved. The buyer also obtains secondary (gap) financing, which is used to reduce the amount of the first
mortgage loan. The gap loan has a 0 percent interest rate and repayment is deferred until the home is sold. By using these
tools, the household income required to purchase a starter home is reduced to $31,500.

Home price
Market-rate home price $151,000  
Cost savings (using BBN strategies) $38,200
Sale price $ 112,800

Affordable financing
Buyer downpayment (3% down) $3,380
Downpayment/entry cost assistance loan (0% loan, deferred until sale) $4,000
Gap financing (0% loan, deferred until sale) $15,000
First-time buyer mortgage $90,420
Monthly payment (principal and interest only, 30-year term at 6.5% int. rate) $571

Minimum household income required to afford monthly payment $31,500
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FINANCING TOOLS



" No Frills New Urbanism." New Urban News , December 2000, 13 -14 .

American Society for Te sting and Mate r i a l s . Annual Book of ASTM Sta n d a rd s . Philadelphia: American Society for Te sting and
M a terials, 19 7 0 - p re s e n t .

A rendt, Randall. R u ral by Design. Chicago: American Planning Association, Planners Press, 19 9 4 .
This is the seminal book on traditional neighborhood design in a ru ral context. It provides numerous "dos" and "don'ts" for creating 
h i g h ly livable communities in the tradition of small cities and towns. This book is a re s o u rce for ru ral communities th re a tened by the spre a d
of conventional development. Emphasis is on preserving the dist i n c t i ve ch a ra c ter of small towns while accommodating grow th and 
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