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Southern Region

The Southern region is the second most populous 
region in the state with 294,259 households 
spanning 20 counties. The region includes three 
major metropolitan areas: Rochester, Mankato, and 
Lacrosse-Onalaska. From 2000 to 2019, four counties 
in the region saw some of the sharpest declines in 
median renter income in the state, yet housing costs 
continued to rise. In total, nearly a quarter of all 
households in the Southern region pay more than 
they can afford on housing.

Southern 
Region

COUNTIES: Blue Earth, Brown, 
Dodge, Faribault, Fillmore, Freeborn, 
Goodhue, Houston, Le Sueur, Martin, 
Mower, Nicollet, Olmsted, Rice, 
Sibley, Steele, Wabasha, Waseca, 
Watonwan, Winona 

Key Findings

Many counties in the region saw some of the lowest increases in the value of homes in the 
state, indicating that rehabilitation may be needed in the region to maintain housing quality. 
In total, the region contains six of the top 10 counties that saw the lowest increases in value 
from 2000 to 2019.

The Southern region accounts for half of the 10 Minnesota counties with the greatest de-
clines in renter incomes from 2000 to 2017. All but one are outside of the Rochester metro 
area.  

The Southern region contains the second highest amount of extremely low-income renters (ELI) 
in the state. While there are 19,855 ELI renter households in the region, there are only 8,008 
units that are affordable and available to ELI renter households. 

Photo: Downtown Rochester. Licensed to MHP.
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Southern Region: Rental Housing

With 75,964 renter households, the Southern region has the 
second largest population of renter households in the state. 
Rental households account for 26 percent of all households 
in the region. Blue Earth County, which contains the city of 
Mankato, has the highest percentage of renter households at 
38 percent, which is on par with the percentage of renters in 
Hennepin County. Additionally, Olmsted County contains 
the highest sheer number of renter households at 16,930.  

Many counties in the Southern region have seen significant 
declines in renter income since 2000. From 2000 to 2019, 
median renter income decreased in 60 percent of the 
counties in the Southern region, with income depreciation 
in these counties ranging from 1 to 33 percent. Waseca 
County has seen the steepest decline in median renter 
income of all counties in the state, dropping 33 percent. Rice 
County saw the second steepest decline in renter income 
in the state with a 24 percent decline, and Goodhue and 
Faribault counties also saw declines in renter income that 
ranked among the top 10 in the state. In total, the Southern 
region accounts for four of the ten Minnesota counties with 
the greatest declines in renter incomes. 

While there were significant renter income declines across 
the region, rent increased from 7 percent in Brown and 
Wabasha counties to 34 percent in Watonwan County, with 
median gross rents ranging from $590 (Faribault County) 
to $964 (Olmsted County). The growing gap between 
renter incomes and housing costs has resulted in more than 
1 in 4 renter households experiencing cost burden. The 
Southern region also includes three of the 10 counties with 
the highest rates of severe cost burden — renter households 
paying more than half of their income on housing. In Rice, 
Waseca and Winona counties, 46 to 56 percent of all renter 
households are cost burdened and more than a quarter are 
severely cost burdened.

The Southern region contains the second highest amount 
of extremely low-income renters (ELI) in the state, or 
renter households that earn less than 30 percent of area 
median income (AMI). While there are 19,855 ELI renter 
households in the region, there are only 8,008 units that are 
affordable and available to ELI renter households. Olmsted 
and Steele have the lowest ratios of affordable units per 100 
renter households at 30 percent AMI, at 59 percent and 64 
percent respectively. 
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In the Southern region, there are 218,295 
owner households, accounting for 74 percent 
of total households in the region. Three of the 
four counties within the Rochester MSA have 
homeownership rates of 79 percent or more – 
significantly above the state ownership rate of 72 
percent. Dodge County of the Rochester MSA 
contains the third highest rate of homeownership 
in the state.

In the region, median value homes currently 
range from $89,500 in Faribault County to 
$214,600 in Olmsted County. Many counties in 
the region saw some of the lowest increases in 
the value of homes in the state, indicating that 
rehabilitation may be needed in the region to 
maintain housing quality. In total, the region 
contains six of the top 10 counties that saw the 
lowest increases in value from 2000 to 2019; 
Freeborn and Watonwan counties occupy the 
bottom two value increases in the state, with 
value of home increasing by only 1 and 5 percent, 
respectively. 

At 25,735 BIPOC households, the Southern region 
has the second largest population of households 
of color. Yet, only 43 percent of households of 
color own their homes in the region compared 
to a homeownership rate of 77 percent for white 
households. In 2019, the homeownership gap, 
or gap in ownership rates of white households 
and households of color in the region equated 
to 35 percent, a significantly higher gap than the 
national average of 24 percent.

Southern Region: Homeownership
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Rice County Neighbors United began with 

four immigrant women who organized 

against poor housing conditions in their 

community -- Northfield, Minnesota. Mar 

Valdecantos was one of those women. 

The group saw the need for an advocacy 

group for the immigrant and refugee 

communities after getting complaints 

of a very bad situation at a four-building 

apartment complex.

“Large immigrant and low-income 

communities in Northfield have been 

largely invisible for many years and suffer 

issues that are specific to them,” says 

Mar. “Neighbors United and other groups 

in town work to bring visibility while 

empowering these communities.”

After alerting the City of Northfield, the City 

Council and the Human Rights Commission, 

Northfield issued mandatory inspections 

and fumigation commenced. “Northfield 

issued the first temporary rental license 

in its history following the inspections,” 

Mar says. “The issues [with that specific 

A Voice at the Table for Housing Justice: Rice County Neighbors United

apartment building] continue and we are still 

working as a city to find long term solutions.”

In addition to Neighbors United, Mar has been 

part of the Northfield Affordable Housing Task 

Force and Governor Dayton’s Housing Task 

Force. 

“I joined the Northfield Affordable Housing 

Task Force to have a voice at the table to 

represent the interests of a community that 

is usually voiceless: that of immigrants and 

especially undocumented immigrants,”  says 

Mar. “As part of the conversations we started 

an awareness campaign to show everybody how 

the community is different from what people 

think it is.”

She adds, “Many people have no idea of the 

struggles of many community members nor the 

existence of really bad apartments or the two 

trailer parks, all located on the north side of 

town and tucked away from view.”

The Task Force is working in partnership with 

Carleton College to create maps of inequality in 

Northfield.

“Being present in conversations 
and creating groups to work on 
this, has been very important.”
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“We live in segregated cities and Northfield 

is just one more example of that sad and 

avoidable reality,” Mar said. “When George 

Floyd was murdered it was refreshing to hear 

Governor Walz acknowledge the homeowner 

gap and how Minnesota is a wonderful state 

if you are white. But it is failing many other 

communities in big ways which explains the 

gap in homeownership and the education gap 

as well.”

The Task Force is also working on ownership for 

residents in manufactured home parks through 

Opportunity to Purchase. It is also working to 

hold negligent landlords accountable for the 

health and safety of their properties. 

“The housing stock we have for a lot of 

people is aging and needs repairs,” says Mar. 

A Voice at the Table for Housing Justice: Rice County Neighbors United

“For some people that don’t feel they can voice 

their discontent for fear of retaliation or worse. The 

rundown apartments are the only choice.”

Community organizing is helping improve life and 

housing in Northfield, however slowly. Folks from 

immigrant communities were recently elected into 

office. George Zuccolotto became a City Council 

Member, and Claudia Gonzalez-George became a 

school board member. 

“Being present in conversations and creating groups 

to work on this, has been very important,” Mar says. 

Mar says that Neighbors United will continue to 

advocate for safe, healthy, affordable housing in 

Northfield. 

 

Photo: An example of subsidized apartments utilized by immigrant communities in 
Northfield. Photo by Andy Birkey

http://www.andybirkey.com
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In the Southern region, both rental and owner 
housing is aging; the region ranks third out of the 
seven regions in the state for the highest percentage 
of housing built prior to 1970. In 2019, 46 percent 
of owners lived in a home built prior to 1970. That 
same year, there were 1,369 new permits issued 
for single family homes for construction, the third 
highest regional number in the state. 

Rental housing in the Southern region is also aging. 
Forty-two percent of the rental housing stock was 
built prior to 1970. In Faribault, Freeborn, Martin 
and Mower Counties more than 58 percent of 
the rental housing stock was built prior to 1970, 
marking four of the seven counties with the highest 
percentage built before 1970. 

In 2019, there were 954 new multifamily units 
permitted for construction in the region, the 
second highest amount after the Twin Cities region. 
Of the new multifamily permits issued in 2019 in 
the Southern region, 52 percent were located in 
Olmsted County. 

In 2019, there were approximately 10,718 
subsidized units in the Southern region, the second 
highest amount after the Twin Cities region. 
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Photo: Subsidized apartments in Faribault by Andy Birkey

http://www.andybirkey.com
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In the Southern region, median-income renter households can afford monthly rent ranging from $625 in 
Waseca County to $990 in Olmsted County.

In 2020, the top five in-demand jobs in the region included registered nurses, home health and personal 
care aides, retail salespersons, nursing assistants and heavy and tractor-trailer truck drivers. Only 
registered nurses and truck drivers can afford 2-bedroom apartment, and only registered nurses can afford 
both a 2-bedroom apartment or a median value home. All other in-demand occupations — home health 
and personal care aides, retail salespersons, and nursing assistants cannot afford a home in the Southern 
Region without the risk of being cost burdened. 

The median annual incomes for these top occupations range from $26,360 (retail salespersons) to $76,167 
(registered nurses), meaning workers in these occupations can afford to spend a range of $659 to $1,904 on 
housing. 
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