GAMBLING ON GROWTH • Sunday, June 20, 2010 • 9A

St. Cloud Times • www.sctimes.com

In stalled developments, disappointed
homeowners wait for expected amenities
By Britt Johnsen
bljohnsen@stcloudtimes.com

C

asey Howell and
her husband
thought they had found
the perfect place for
their family.

They moved in August
for their jobs. Waters Edge
at Donovan Lake in east
St. Cloud appealed to them:
Developers had planned lake
access, parks and a baseball field where their young
daughter could play.
They knew the housing market was slow, but
they thought by now they’d
have the neighborhood they
wanted.
“We expected it to pick
up sooner than it has,” she
said.
Waters Edge had been
touted as St. Cloud’s largest
residential development by a
single developer.
Now it’s one of the starkest examples of the scores of
unfinished or empty developments in Central Minnesota.
Almost 12,000 lots sat
empty in Central Minnesota
by the end of last year, according to property records.
The Donovan Lake project
was supposed to bring 1,261
new housing units in the following 10 years.
Construction crews
started their
work in
2005 to high
expectations
that it would
bring new
growth to
an otherwise
quiet part of
town.
It didn’t go
as planned.
Developers built
5 7 h o m e s Casey
— two twin Howell
homes, 22 Resident of
Edge at
single-fam- Waters
Donovan Lake
ily houses
and 33
townhomes, according to the
St. Cloud assessor’s office.
Since January 2007, 30 of
those houses went through
foreclosure, according to the
assessor’s office.
On a recent drive through
the development, a “welcome

“We
expected
it to
pick up
sooner
than it
has.”
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The roads and lots are there, but only one home sits in the Avon Estates development off Stearns County Road 54 north of Avon.

A look at how the local housing industry has changed

The public cost of Central Minnesota’s
housing boom and bust

▶ At the end of 2009, almost 12,000
ready-to-build lots sat vacant in the three-county area. Tax-

home” sign stood broken in
the wind. A cul-de-sac sat
alone with no houses dotting
its edges. Signs among the
scattered houses and empty
land promised future parks,
trails and villages.
Some people live in homes
at the development under
rent-to-own programs. And
Central Minnesota Habitat
for Humanity bought and rehabilitated some of the neighborhood’s foreclosed houses.
The original developers
— Waters Edge LLC and its
parent, Edina Development
Corp. — in November 2006
filed Chapter 11 bankruptcy

protection.
They cited a downturn
in the housing market, now
known as the market crash
that led to the Great Recession.
Edina Development Corp.
representatives could not be
reached for comment.
Waters Edge has new owners who don’t live in the area.
Its owners are two men who
live in Oregon, according
to Aho Northwest LLC in
St. Cloud, which is helping
with maintenance of the
project.
The developers did not return calls for this story. The
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STALLED DEVELOPMENTS BY CITY

Standstill

The Times examined residential developments platted
since 2000 that had at least 10
vacant lots at the end of 2009.
In the three-county area, at least
12,000 lots sit empty. Here’s the
situation in key area cities:

existing homes are so low
they can’t compete, Croat
said.
In Stearns and Benton
counties last year, sheriff’s offices foreclosed on 561 properties. That’s down about 7
percent from the year before,
but remains up 77 percent
from 2006, according to local sheriff’s departments.
So Croat has done what
a lot of local companies
have had to do to stay open:
change his work. Now he’s in
the business of developing
apartment complexes.
He’s not the only one who’s
changed. The Central Minnesota Builders Association
has 456 members this year,
down from 605 in 2005, and
on par with 455 in 2002, said
Bonnie Moeller, executive director of the association.
Some developers and
builders have slipped into the
shadows. Phones have been
disconnected, bankruptcy
paperwork filed. Others are
still in business, some with
new names.
Several Central Minnesota and Twin Cities-area
developers and builders did
not return calls for this story,
didn’t want to comment or
could not be found.
In many cases, properties
have changed hands so many
times city officials don’t even
know how to contact the
present owner. Some are in
foreclosure or owned by a
bank. Some individual lots
are tax-delinquent. In a few
cases, large portions of developments have gone into

BY THE NUMBERS:
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ST. CLOUD
Number of developments: 20.
Total acres: 853.
Total vacant platted lots: 1,377.

SARTELL
Number of developments: 15.
Total acres: 952.

tax forfeiture, such as Westwood Parkway Plat 2 in west
St. Cloud and Autumn Ridge
in Sauk Rapids.

‘The long-term’
Tom Crouch remembers a
conversation with the Kimball City Council before his
development, Heritage Park,
was approved.
“Mr. Crouch, how long
(do) you think this really active bull market will last?” he
recalled a council member
asking.
“It will end about the time
I get lots on the market,
and then it will die,” Crouch
joked.
“They laughed, and that’s
basically what happened,” he
said.
Crouch, president of Edina-based companies Eliason
Enterprises Inc. and T.N.C.
Inc., said something bothered him during that time.
Building looked “too easy, too
good.” And too many people
were in the business.
“That was not sustainable,”
he said.
Heritage Park in Kimball

Total vacant platted lots: 443.

SAUK RAPIDS
Number of developments: 7.
Total acres: 49.2
Total vacant platted lots: 292.

project’s website no longer
exists and representatives of
the company listed on the
development’s signs didn’t
return calls.
The Waters Edge project’s
failure to meet expectations
didn’t cost the taxpayer directly. But it has disappointed some people. Like Howell,
for example. On an upside,
she likes the open, quiet environment.
And she said she wasn’t
deceived; she knew the market would be slow.
But she had hoped to at
least have some of the amenities by now, she said.

Total acres: 217.
Total vacant platted lots: 113.

ST. JOSEPH

Number of developments: 4.
Total acres: 545.
Total vacant platted lots: Not
available.

Number of developments: 1.
Total acres: 53.
Total vacant platted lots: 62.
(Rivers Bend, a large development proposed for near Kennedy Elementary School, isn’t
platted into buildable lots and is
not included.)

AVON

KIMBALL

ST. AUGUSTA

Number of developments: 2.

Number of developments: 2.

broke ground in 2006 and
began selling in 2007, he said.
The first of two phases in the
project was supposed to hold
28 single-family lots and 13
twin-home lots. Three homes
have been built and sold.
He said he paid cash for the
project, so he doesn’t owe anyone any money, but he isn’t
turning a profit, either. He’s
responsible for paying property taxes and maintenance,
such as mowing weeds.
Crouch has been in the
business 40 years. He says
the lead time on projects has
multiplied significantly. “By
the time you get something
up and running, the market
may have changed,” he said.
He also said developers
sometimes start projects at
least in part as tax shelters —
the case with his own project
in Kimball.
But Crouch doesn’t even
consider hindsight.
“If you’re a developer,
you’re an optimist. It doesn’t
do any good to spend time
looking back. I don’t clutter
my mind with those options,”
he said, noting that it might

be his grandchildren who see
the lots sell and his development completed. “I’m here
for the long term.”

Not an island
Residents have mixed feelings about their neighborhoods.
What keeps coming back
to Nina Steil is an image
from her own childhood:
children ringing each other’s
doorbells to play. She had ex-

payers are still paying for some of these unfinished projects.

▶ At one recent point, St. Cloud had 1,700
vacant lots.

▶ In Stearns and Benton counties last year, sheriff’s

561 properties. That’s down
about 7 percent from the year before, but remains up
77 percent from 2006.
▶ The Central Minnesota Builders Association has 456
members this year, down from 600 in 2005, and
on par with 455 in 2002.
offices foreclosed on

Source: Local city and county officials, Central Minnesota Builders
Association and Times staff research

Total acres: 60.
Total vacant platted lots: 68.

CLEAR LAKE
Number of developments: 2.
Total acres: 104.
Total vacant platted lots: 230.

RICE
Number of developments: 4.
Total acres: Not available.
Total vacant platted lots: Not
available.
Source: City planning and finance
departments

pected just that in the Deer
Creek East neighborhood,
but didn’t get it.
Instead, her boys — 8, 6
and 4 — have to arrange play
dates. Steil drops them off at
a friend’s house, or parents
drive children to theirs.
“I miss that for my kids,”
she said, remembering the
busy streets she grew up on.
But it’s nice to have little
traffic. And she enjoys a private area with few neighbors.

Steve Murphy lives in a
neighborhood nearby. The
underdevelopment is not a
big deal to him. He understands the economy slowed
the housing market.
Besides, he said, he has
neighbors.
“It’s not like we’re out on
an island in the middle of
nowhere,” he said.
Ta r r l i k e s h e r s o u t h
St. Cloud home. She’s a
St. Cloud State University professor who knew the ins and
outs of home ownership when
she landed here in August.
She didn’t have an expectation of what the neighborhood would be like when she
moved in. She likes the privacy in her sparse neighborhood. But she worries about
what will happen if she wants
to sell her house.
And even though police
occasionally drive through
the neighborhood, she’s
concerned about the lack of
street lights.
“There are ample opportunities for people to come and
loiter, and they do,” she said.
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