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Focus Group Meeting Summary

ZONE 2

As part of a regional housing analysis, the Northeast Region hosted a series of focus group
meetings in July 2025. These meetings were designed to gather insights from local stakeholders
on current housing conditions, identify barriers to development, and explore opportunities for
community-driven solutions.
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invitation list to ensure broad
representation across the housing landscape. Invitees included community leaders, major
employers, developers, builders, economic development professionals, and lending institutions.

Zone 2 included the counties of Knox, Antelope, Pierce, Madison, and Boone. The meetings for
Zone 2 were held on July 17, 2025, with the in-person option at Norfolk Public Library Meeting
Room B, 308 W Prospect Ave, Norfolk, NE.

Afternoon Meeting Evening Meeting
Meeting Time: Noon to 1 p.m. 6to7 p.m.
No. of virtual participants: 4 1
No. of in-person participants: | 9 4
Communities represented: Battle Creek Norfolk
Boone Madison County
Knox
Madison County
Neligh
Norfolk
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Facilitated by community planners at JEO Consulting Group, the focus groups combined real-
time polling with a series of open-ended questions to elicit participant input. This approach
encouraged broad engagement, captured immediate feedback, and guided discussion toward
deeper reflection and dialogue, highlighting key themes and differing perspectives.

The following pages provide a summary of the conversations from the two Zone 2 meetings.
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Discussion Questions

Question 1: How would you rate the current housing situation in your
community, county, or region?

Mentimeter Results

Poor Moderate Good

0 18 0

Discussion Themes

e Affordability and availability are the biggest concerns across the board.

e Quality tends to vary; new homes are good, older housing stock can be
problematic.

e Rural areas suffer the most from limited stock and market transparency,
buyers must often know someone to find a home.

e Vacant and dilapidated housing is an issue in rural areas. People would rather
hold on to it and let it get bad rather than sell it.

e Flooding issues are making homes costlier due to insurance requirements.

e Educating state-elected officials about housing issues is crucial for policy
changes.

Community-Specific Insight
e Norfolk:

o Market for expensive homes is flat; some progress in unit
development, but affordability remains a major hurdle.

Question 2: What types of housing do you think are most needed in your
area right now?

Mentimeter Results

Written responses from participants

Starter homes (9x)
Rental (7x)

Senior housing (3x)
Multi-family (2x)
Multigenerational (1x)
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Discussion Themes

e Multigenerational housing and senior housing that enable aging in place.

e Demand for affordable rental options and solutions for families seeking
smaller, serviced homes.

e Starter homes are only being built when funding is available.

Community-Specific Insight
¢ Neligh:
o Rental investment is seen as high-risk due to income extremes.
o Madison & Battle Creek:

o Cooperating on shared economic development to support housing
growth.

Question 3: What barriers exist for people trying to buy or rent a home
in your area?

Mentimeter Results
Written responses from participants

Housing cost (9x)

Housing availability (6x)

Knowing what resources are available (2x)
Small infill lots (1x)

Credit (1x)

Competition (1x)

Interest rates (1x)

Insurance costs (1x)

Understanding the homebuying process (1x)

Discussion Themes

Cost (both purchase and construction) is a leading issue.

Buyers often lack awareness of home-buying steps and financial resources.
Incomes in rural areas vary widely, creating affordability gaps.

High interest rates and leading to less people wanting to buy a new home.
High insurance costs hurt affordability.

Community-Specific Insight
e Norfolk:

o More rentals exist due to higher population.
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Neligh:

o Hard to invest in a rental due to income extremes in rural areas.

Question 4: What barriers exist for home construction in this area?

Mentimeter Results

Written responses from participants

Construction costs (6x)

Contractor availability (3x)

Financing (2x)

Land availability (2x)

Local regulations (2x)

Setbacks for infill housing (1x)

Local Political opposition to growth (1x)
Workforce availability (1x)

Discussion Themes

Construction cost inflation driven by energy, electrical, and stormwater code
changes.

Shortage of contractors, especially in rural areas where the demand isn’t
enough to sustain local builders. Wait times in rural areas can be up to a year.
Aging contractor workforce with insufficient pipeline of younger replacements.
Students are more interested in skilled trades because they can start their
business right away. That is hard to do in housing development and
construction.

Builders often avoid low-income projects due to limited profitability.

Community-Specific Insight

Norfolk:

o Faces contractor retirements and lack of replacements.

Question 5: Are there local policies or zoning rules that you think help
or hurt housing availability?

Mentimeter Results

Written responses from participants

Increasing code requirements makes it difficult to construct affordable housing

(1x)
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Discussion Themes

e Overregulation is a core issue: 25% of new home costs are attributed to
regulatory requirements.

e Building codes are becoming burdensome and should focus on health and
safety only.

e Rural communities struggle with long wait times for permits due to staff
shortages.

e Setback requirements make it difficult for infill, as older lots are much smaller.

Question 6: What information would be most helpful for you to increase
or improve housing in your area?

Mentimeter Results
Written responses from participants

e Data driven, survey-based information on what people need, want, and feel
they can afford (3x)

Updated housing studies (2x)

State and federal grant and financing programs (1x)

Startup in technical and financial assistance for new contractors (1x)
Assistance to help remove dilapidated housing (1x)

Discussion Themes

e There are resources available, but many people don’t know about them or are
unable to use them. There needs to be a centralized housing resource center.

e Collaboration rather than competition among communities and counties is
critical for resource-sharing efficiency. An example is Battle Creek, Madison,
and Madison County are working together on a shared economic
development position and projects.

Question 7: If you could prioritize one idea to improve housing in your
area, what would that be?

Mentimeter Results

Written responses from participants, in no particular order

e Affordable housing (2x)
e Opportunities for low to moderate income households (2x)
e Smaller rural communities and counties working together on housing (1x)
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Discussion Themes

Desire to revitalize communities by removing blighted housing stock.

Giving incentives to businesses to build homes for their workforce.
Supporting recent graduates and workers with housing assistance.

There is a need for community-based development models supported by
training.



