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Focus Group Meetings Summary

ZONE 3

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.

To encourage localized dialogue, the
20-county region was divided into four
focus group zones determined by the
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The Steering Committee developed the  Figure 1: Focus Group Zones AN
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 3 included the counties of Cedar, Dixon, Dakota. The meetings for Zone 3 were held on July
22, 2025, with the in-person option at Northeast Community College South Sioux City Campus —
College Center, Room 126. 1001 College Way, South Sioux City, NE and at Wakefield Civic
Center Meeting Room B, 407 E 7th St, Wakefield, NE.

Afternoon Meeting Evening Meeting

Meeting Time: Noon to 1 p.m. 6to7 p.m.

No. of virtual participants: 12 0

No. of in-person participants: | 8 3

Communities represented: Hartington Wakefield
Laurel Laurel
South Sioux City Hartington
Wakefield
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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 3 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

9 9 0

Discussion Themes

e Affordability is poor, and prices have nearly doubled in the past 5-10 years.
Taxes and insurance are big contributors to the lack of affordability.

e Housing costs have increased while wages haven’t kept pace.

¢ First-time homebuyers are often priced out.

e Mortgage rate lock-in effect: many current homeowners with 2—3% rates are
not selling and the homes that are listed are often in poor condition.

Community-Specific Insights
o Wakefield:

o Affordable housing is needed for new, young school staff but none is
available. The school district has lost new staff to surrounding larger
community school districts.

o Laurel:

o Experienced a recent uptick in listings, but there are still not many
being sold and quality remains an issue.

e South Sioux City:

o Middle-value homes are available, but affordable housing is lacking.



ZONE 3 FOCUS GROUP MEETINGS SUMMARY

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 (14x)
Senior housing (5x)
Multi-family housing (3x)
Rentals (2x)
Apartments (1x)

Discussion Themes

Massive need for affordable rentals and starter homes. Any affordable starter
homes on the market have quality issues.

Senior citizens increasingly prefer to age in place using home health services.
College towns like Wayne skew rental prices upward.

Communities struggle to support large multi-family buildings, but small
apartments (8 units or less) are feasible.

There is a need for townhouse and duplex options.

Downtown/upper story living is becoming more popular.

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

Mentimeter Results

Written responses from participants

Available housing supply (6x)

Overall cost of housing (5x)

Insurance (4x)

Property taxes (3x)

Quality of homes (2x)

Cost of living (1x)

Land availability (1x)

Access barriers (e.g., needing personal connections) (1x)
Biased behaviors (1x)

Discussion Themes

Increasing property taxes and insurance drastically raised overall housing
costs. |

Creditworthiness and rental history frequently disqualify prospective buyers.
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e Disparities in rental pricing and low inventory make housing inaccessible.

e Qutsiders often struggle to buy homes due to off-market or behind-the-scenes
deals in smaller communities.

e Diversity and inclusion are an issue, especially in smaller communities.

Community-Specific Insights
e Laurel:

o Land is available, but infrastructure costs prevent development.

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

Mentimeter Results
Written responses from participants

Construction costs (5x)
Land prices (3x)

Land availability (2x)
Financing (2x)

Discussion Themes

e Cost of infrastructure makes it difficult for communities, and the cost of
materials makes it difficult for builders.

e Land availability for both infill and greenfield development. Landowners are
unwilling to sell, and vacant lot registries haven’t worked well.

e Shortage of contractors and skilled labor, especially for workforce housing.
New college grads often choose trades like welding over construction careers
due to better pay and stability.

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

Mentimeter Results
Written responses from participants, in no particular order

e Setback requirements for in-fill lots (1x)
e Tribal areas lack defined zoning and face water infrastructure issues (1x)

Discussion Themes

e Small infill lots don’t conform to modern zoning, making redevelopment
challenging. Variances are hard to get, limiting adaptive reuse.

e Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) are not prohibited but unclear whether _®
planning commissions will approve them. a
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e Parking requirements are not an issue when it comes to housing.

Community-Specific Insights
o Wakefield and Laurel:
o Use International Building Code to help avoid complex local policies.
o Tribal areas:

o Face additional challenges due to undefined zoning and infrastructure
limitations. There is a lot of red tape to go through when constructing
new housing.

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

Mentimeter Results

Written responses from participants, in no particular order

Workforce housing funding (1x)

Financial incentives and programs (1x)
Strategies to attract builders/developers (1x)
Spec homes (1x)

Reducing risk for developers (1x)

Available and affordable housing (1x)
Renovation assistance (1x)

Discussion Themes

e Banks have offered limited-time down payment assistance, which was very
popular, and they had more applicants than they could serve. The assistance
came from a federal grant.

e There is a need for education on funding resources and the tools that are
available to help communities.

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

Mentimeter Results

Written responses from participants

New housing (5x)

Rehabilitation of homes (3x)

Affordable housing (2x)

Job growth (1x) u
Developers willing to build a variety of housing types (1x) a
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Discussion Themes

e Need for rehab programs to fix aging homes, especially post-storm or flood.

e Need for affordability and availability.

e Link between housing and economic development: housing must attract and
retain workers.

e Lack of jobs and childcare options are also hurting housing.



