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Project 
Background

• Brought by Northland Foundation to 
Northspan in 2024 to complete a 
regional analysis 

• Applies a new framework from the 
Aspen Institute to rural regions 

• To our knowledge, we are the first 
region in the country to do a 
comprehensive assessment using it



Study Area

• Region served by the 
Northland Foundation 

• 7 counties of Northeast 
Minnesota (Aitkin, 
Carlton, Cook, Itasca, 
Koochiching, Lake, St. 
Louis) 

• Part or all of five Native 
Nations 



Spirit of Humility

• The framework is broad, complex, and often qualitative 

• We know we are missing things – this is a conversation starter

• We invite partners to further explore or address the challenges 
and gaps it identifies 



Why Act as a 
Region?
• Provides a lens outside of day-to-day 

challenges faced by partners in 
community and economic development

• Avoids duplication

• Gives communities a space to go for 
ideas and learn from each other

• Bridges issues and silos

• Allows for projects that act at a scale to 
address systemic challenges, not just 
their symptoms



Increase in Population Over 65



Average Residents Added Per Year 
Through Migration Since 2016



Divergence in
Income 
• Income growth has been higher 

than inflation and outpaces state and 
national rates (albeit from a lower 
starting place) 

• Poverty has increased at a rate 
faster than the country (though 
slower than Minnesota) 

• Growing areas (Carlton, Cook, 
southern St. Louis Counties) saw the 
highest income growth 

• Poverty also tended to grow the 
most in these growing areas, 
showing increasing divides between 
rich and poor, even within relatively 
small areas



Housing 
Strain

• Shrinking household size and increase in vacation/second homes 
have caused the required number of units to outpace construction 

• Has created a very tight market with significant increases in cost 
burden 

• Trends align with findings in broader research: we just need more 
units



An Interconnected 
Region
• At least 20% of the workforce 

in each county does not work in 
the same county where it lives 

• Over 50% commute out of 
Aitkin, Lake, and Carlton 
Counties for work 

• Ties especially strong between 
Carlton and St. Louis, Itasca and 
St. Louis, and Lake and St. Louis 



The Thrive 
Rural
Framework
• A tool from the Aspen 

Institute Community 
Strategies Group to help 
regions take stock, target 
action, and gauge 
progress 

• Consists of 20 building 
blocks, split evenly into 
local- and systems-level 
areas for action 

• Undergirded by three 
foundational elements



Foundational 
Elements 



Our Approach
• Gap analysis completed on the level of the 

three categories at local and systems levels
• Rural Voice and Power
• Equitable Aims and Design
• Resources for Productive Action



Priority Action 
Areas



Action Area 1: 
Supercharged, 
Simplified Housing
• Housing emerged as a serious 

regional issue in the data analysis; 
typically, residents’ largest cost 

• Incredibly complex market of 
construction, regulation, and 
community desires, many of which 
make development difficult for both 
private and public projects 

• Complex problem demands a simpler 
solution, rather than layering on more 
requirements and wishes 

• Opportunity to go deep and shift the 
paradigm on one issue instead of 
chipping away at many



Scope of the Challenge

• The basic math problem: cost to build vs. what people can afford

• Need for renovation and upkeep of existing units, in addition to building new

• Definitions and perceptions of affordability

• Archaic zoning regulations

• Regional problem, but solved by individual projects in individual communities

• Need for development-ready lots

• Long-term demographic trends (we need senior units now, but what about in 20 
years?)

• Short-term rental questions



Successes
• There have been real wins (Cook 

County, 1Roof initiatives, some Duluth 
projects)

• This group!

• Regional employers and groups like 
APEX now at the table

• IRRR now investing in housing; 
Northland Foundation administering 
state funding for technical assistance

• Improving understanding of the 
challenge



Possible Actions
• Small wins to build momentum (zoning 

changes, ADUs, infill lots with site control, 
rehabilitation programs and funds)

• Strengthen local development capacity

• Research innovative solutions and their 
applicability to NE MN (modular housing, 
contractor support, other countries’ 
solutions, University Extension “moving 
over” research

• Coordinated investment by government 
and philanthropy

• What else?



6 Additional 
Action Areas
• Priority Action Area: Rebuilding Local 

Information-Sharing Systems

• Area for Further Study: Invest in the 
Next Generation of Leadership

• Four Further Areas:

• Strengthening a Sense of Belonging

• Intentional Dialogue on the Region’s 
Most Divisive Topic

• Formation of a Rural-Tribal Alliance

• Rebuilding Regional Research and 
Planning Systems



Next Steps 
• Review the full report at 

https://www.northspan.org/thriving-
rural-communities/

• Ongoing revisions to text based on 
engagement; updated version in 
March

• PBS North series in production, live 
audience event scheduled for March 
11

• Action-oriented engagement round 
planned for May/June

• How do you fit in?
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