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The Blueprint

¢ Study shows St. Croix County needs 4,300 to 4,600 new housing units by 2050. Editor’s Picks

o Rental vacancy fell to 1.4% and homeowner vacancy rate hit zero in 2023. (https://finance-
commerce.com/category/ec

e Over 36% of renters and 23% of homeowners are cost burdened. picks/)

¢ Rising construction costs and labor shortages hinder affordable housing.

Like other communities on the Minnesota side of the river, Wisconsin’s St. Croix County is
struggling to meet the demand for new housing, even as it deals with rising construction costs al

affordability challenges.
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Q&A: Housing challenges abound in St. Croix County

A new study, conducted by the West Central Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission
(https://finance-commerce.com/tag/west-central-wisconsin-regional-planning-commission/)
(WCWRPC), finds that St. Croix County needs to add up to 4,600 new housing units by 2050 to
accommodate growth.

Meanwhile, the housing market is tight. Rental vacancy rates dropped to 1.4% in 2023, and the
homeowner vacancy rate fell to zero in 2023, “signaling an acute lack of available housing stock,
according to the study.

What's more, the study reveals, more than 36% of renters and 23% of homeowners are “cost
burdened,” which means they are spending more than 30% of their income on housing.

In the following interview, Melissa Meschke, executive director of St. Croix EDC, and Susan Badke
senior planner/deputy director of the West Central Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission,
break down the results of the study, crunch some of the numbers, and talk about opportunities al
challenges in the St. Croix County housing (https://finance-commerce.com/tag/st-croix-county-
housing/) market.

The interview has been edited for length and clarity.
Q: What is the reason for this study and what is your biggest takeaway?

Meschke: This housing study came out of continued conversations that really focused around
housing. | couldn’t go a single day without bringing up housing when working with businesses. It'
hard to attract people to your company, it's hard to retain people, when there’s nowhere for them
live. Living is too expensive or they're living too far away.

So we started this collaborative community effort about a year ago, and really worked to get
community buy in. We got funding from local community partners, including municipalities as we
as individual businesses like our health care organizations in the area, so we had a lot of
community support right from the beginning, which was really great.

And throughout this process, we involved many stakeholders along the way. Susan completed, |
think, almost 50 interviews for local stakeholders. We also worked with all the municipalities to
gather the data. The EDC wanted it to be a collaborative effort and have a lot of community
support. And | think we achieved that, which is really exciting.

Throughout this process, we worked with many different people that gave us many different
perspectives. We knew that we didn't have enough housing in St. Croix County, and we knew the
housing that we had and that was being created is too expensive.

Some of the things that really stuck out for me throughout this process was helping people
understand what affordable housing is. Everybody has in their mind what affordable housing
might look like. A lot of people think of LIHTC projects or low-income housing. But what Susan al
| tried to focus on with this housing study was that those middle ground people that have great
jobs that are supporting our communities, like teachers and police officers, we need them in the
community to be successful. So we did a lot of educating around what affordable housing is,
talking about that 30% threshold that people should be spending on housing to not be housing
cost burdened.

Badke: What | heard throughout interviews was the data really validates what a lot of people thin
and what they see in the housing market. St. Croix County is a growing county. Much of it is from
net migration of folks moving into the county. We certainly have some births and deaths, and tha
plays a role in population trends. Many [folks moving in are] from Minnesota. That’s shown in the
data, and that was echoed in interviews.

Many seniors, as well, are choosing to stay in their current home, and that’s for a variety of
reasons. And these trends that we're seeing in St. Croix County, they're not really unique to St Crc
County. It's trends that we're seeing throughout the state and nationwide, as well. Those seniors
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Q&A: Housing challenges abound in St. Croix County
that are staying in their homes, some just frankly want to stay there. You have a passion for your
house that you grew up with, had a family, but many have expressed a desire to maybe downsize
and there just isn't housing available for folks to downsize to.

Interest rates play a role in that, as well. If you've got a mortgage and you have refinanced and
have a relatively low interest rate, you're not looking to move. And so that kind of disrupts that
natural housing life cycle. Whereas a senior might traditionally have moved, that would free up a
housing unit for a workforce family that’s looking to move in, or someone that’s maybe renting,
that's looking to buy their first home. Housing costs are certainly increasing and have increased
rates that are much higher than our wages.

| spoke with some of the superintendents in various school districts throughout the county, and
they echoed that need. If we want to retain and attract either entry level teachers or even upper
level teachers, we really need to have housing opportunities and options available for all
spectrums of ages, incomes, the full range.

We estimate and project that based on population projections prepared by the state, that St. Croi
county is, over the next 25 years, in need of about 4,300 to 4,600 dwelling units. We don’t say you
need X amount at this price point. That's really a detailed market study. But | would stress that
workforce housing need as our demographics are changing. How do we recruit, attract and retair
younger folks to stay in St. Croix County? It's really important that we look at housing costs as a
part of that.

Q: What are some of the barriers to new development in St. Croix County?

Badke: When we're talking about developing housing that is maybe affordable for our workforce,
there certainly are some barriers or challenges. And again, not necessarily unique to St. Croix
County, but many communities and counties are struggling with it.

We've seen an increase in building material costs. From January 2020 to December 2024, single-
family construction costs increased about 40% and | would guess that that increase has actually
continued to go up since the end of 2024.

Residential construction employment in the Minneapolis-St. Paul Metropolitan Statistical Area is
still low. In the 2008 recession, many of those contractors left the trades, switched gears. We
weren't building much, and so they exited that segment of the workforce. We just haven't filled th
gap. That's a challenge. When you have fewer folks working in the trades, labor costs certainly
have increased.

Development of affordable housing is not affordable. This is their livelihood. This is their job.
Unless they’re mission-driven for affordable housing, they're looking to make a profit, and so it is
challenge to meet this need and to build housing that’s affordable for the workforce.

Meschke: From a new development standpoint, these developers are having a really hard time ju
getting these projects to pencil between interest rates and rising costs. I'm working with some
developers that have to charge market-rate rent because otherwise the product doesn’t work. |
think that’s a challenge.

And then, from a single-family home development standpoint, they can build these $500,000,
$750,000 homes, and they sell. So where is the motivation to build smaller, more affordable
housing?

Q: What are some of the hot spots for new development in St. Croix County?

Meschke: | would say definitely the city of New Richmond, city of River Falls. They are both very
active in housing, both multifamily and single-family. Those really stick out in my work. Those we
two of the most vibrant and fast-growing.

A lot of people talk about Hudson, but Hudson'’s pretty full, so at this point we're thinking about
redevelopment. It gets a lot of attention right across the border, but those smaller communities
just a little bit fu accepr M the border are the ones that are the fastest growing.
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Q&A: Housing challenges abound in St. Croix County

Badke: | echo that. We held seven roadshow sessions this summer to present some of the
findings. And there was a builder working over in Woodville who found some lots that were
available. I don't recall the exact specifics, but it was really encouraging, because, of course,
Woodville needs housing, too.

New Richmond and River Falls are doing a lot of great things and seeing a lot of growth. But to
hear that Woodville is seeing growth ... that's encouraging and exciting.
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