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We Can Do Better.  We Must Do Better. Now! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

From overcrowded, undignified conditions… 

…to permanent homes, dignified shelter and 
connections to hope and opportunity. 
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REPORT AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

OF THE SAINT PAUL SINGLE ADULT OVERNIGHT SHELTER TASK FORCE:  

A ReVision for the Dorothy Day Center 

Introduction 
 
The following sets forth the report and recommendations of the Task Force established by Saint Paul Mayor Chris 
Coleman to address the need for single adult overnight shelter in Saint Paul. The Task Force was established 
primarily to address the urgent need arising from the inability of the Dorothy Day Center, owned and operated by 
Catholic Charities, to meet the increased need for shelter and services in a dignified manner in a physically 
deteriorating facility.  
 
As we undertook our work, we relied extensively on the expertise of the City, Ramsey County and Catholic Charities. 
We have confidence in their work. Indeed, the purpose of this Task Force was not to delve into the details of the 
current service delivery system.  Rather, our purpose was to provide guidance to the mayor at a high level based on 
five key principles which guided our work. As the ReVision recommendations are reviewed by the community and 
other stakeholders, and as opportunities and constraints appear, we anticipate that improvements and changes will 
be suggested. It is important, however, that we move ahead.  
 
The report and recommendations of the Task Force are set forth as follows: 
 

I. The  Urgent Need for a ReVision of the Dorothy Day Center and Surrounding Campus (Page 3) 
II. Mayor Coleman’s Task Force on Single Adult Shelter/Dorothy Day Center (Page 4) 
III. Key Background Information Considered by Task Force (Page 5) 

a.  Homelessness and the Affordable Housing Shortage 
b.  Higher Ground and the Opportunity Center in Minneapolis   

IV. Primary Recommendations of the Task Force (Page 7) 
a. Dignified Shelter-and-Housing Facility  
b. State of the Art Connection Center 
c. Permanent Supportive Housing in the Heart of Downtown Saint Paul 

V. Site locations and Related Due Diligence (see Map 1 and Map 2 attached) (Page 8) 
VI. Preliminary Capital Cost Estimates, Project Timeline, Financing Scenario and Phasing Summary (Page 9) 
VII. Recognition of Critical Need to Address Family and Youth Homelessness (Page 11) 
VIII. Conclusion (Page 11) 

 
Two videos also were reviewed by the Task Force. First, a video about Karl, a current client/customer of the Dorothy 
Day Center, which can be found online at: http://bit.ly/18iur9h. Second, a video on the Higher Ground model which 
can be found online at: http://bit.ly/1aludBl. All materials reviewed and considered by the Task Force have been 
provided to Mayor Coleman’s office. 
 
 
  

http://bit.ly/18iur9h
http://bit.ly/1aludBl
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I. The  Urgent Need for a ReVision of the Dorothy Day Center and Surrounding Campus 
 
Increased Use and Uses Never Intended 
 
In 1981, Catholic Charities opened the Dorothy Day Center as a “drop in” center that welcomed approximately 50 
men each day for meals and access to services. No overnight shelter was provided or intended. In 1999, in response 
to increased homelessness, a portion of a newly renovated Dorothy Day Center was transformed into a “temporary” 
overnight shelter during the winter months. It was never designed, permitted, or intended for this purpose. 
Nevertheless, two years later the shelter began to be used year-round. In 2005, due to a shortage of expensive detox 
beds, the Dorothy Day Center became a “non-medical” detox for less severe cases, saving Ramsey County hundreds 
of thousand of dollars.  In 2007, in response to increased homelessness among women, a second floor storage area 
was made into space for 42 women, which became inadequate soon thereafter, forcing men and women to now 
sleep on mats in separate sections of the same large room divided only by chairs.  
 

Beginning in the winter of 2010, the Dorothy Day Center ran 
out of room so temporary space and mats were added to 
accommodate 30-50 men in the old funeral home owned by 
Catholic Charities next door. Then, for the first time ever, in 
the summer of 2011, the Dorothy Day Center itself became 
overwhelmed and ran out of space and was forced to turn 
people away, a situation that continues to occur periodically 
today. All of this has put the Dorothy Day Center on a “short 
leash” with City inspectors.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Crisis Management, Community Impact, Dignity Denied 
 
The overcrowding makes it difficult for caseworkers to 
assist clients with mental health, job counseling, and 
permanent housing needs. The Dorothy Day Center is now 
too often a “crisis management” center rather than a place 
for temporary respite and connect to opportunities that 
offer permanent stability.  
 
The chaos that surrounds the Dorothy Day 
Center at busy intersections in a gateway 
to the core of downtown Saint Paul 
(including occasional “tent cities” in 
surrounding public spaces) can be 
dangerous to clients who are often victims 
of crime, create challenges—real and 
perceived—for downtown visitors and 
employees, and diminish the dignity of 
clients who resent being “on display.” 
 
 
 
 
 

Each night, over 200 mats are laid inches apart where 
people not only sleep, but also eat meals and try to keep 

their personal belongings safe. 

Our most vulnerable residents lying on the floor each night, 
seeking rest and hoping for better days. 

Hundreds of people line up each night outside the Dorothy Day Center – too many nights, 
some must be turned away because there simply isn’t room to shelter them safely. 
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The Catholic Charities Deteriorating, Inefficient Continuum of Housing/Shelter in Saint Paul  
 
Catholic Charities also owns and operates other permanent housing developments for the vulnerable and formerly 
homeless that comprise an ecosystem with the Dorothy Day Center. These include Mary Hall (155 permanent units 
and 20 shelter) located on the block to the northwest of the Dorothy Day Center, which once served as the nurses’ 
dormitory for St. Joseph’s Hospital.  It is now over 90 years old, in need of significant repair, and functionally 
inefficient.  In addition, the 71-unit St. Christopher Place on Marshall Avenue, while not in as desperate condition as 
Mary Hall and the Dorothy Day Center, is operationally inefficient. Clients of the Dorothy Day Center often find 
permanent housing at Mary Hall or St. Christopher, and tenants at Mary Hall and St. Christopher often rely on 
Dorothy Day Center for meals and other services.  
 
Catholic Charities provides over 85% of the “drop in services” available in Ramsey County, nearly 80% of the 
emergency shelter capacity, and nearly 30% of the “supportive housing” (e.g. Mary Hall) for single adults. This 
capacity must be preserved and enhanced to address current and anticipated future needs.  

 
II. Mayor Coleman’s Task Force on Single Adult Shelter/Dorothy Day Center 
 
Due to the urgent situation at the Dorothy Day Center and the related ecosystem, Mayor Coleman established this 
Task Force to develop recommendations for meeting the shelter needs of single adults. The Task Force received 
staff support from WJS Consulting Group, The Saint Paul Foundation/Minnesota Philanthropy Partners, the City, 
Ramsey County and Catholic Charities. In addition, regional, state and national leaders on housing and 
homelessness were consulted during this process by those providing staff support. The Task Force met four times at 
the offices of The Saint Paul Foundation/Minnesota Philanthropy Partners: 

 Meeting 1: September 4, 2013: Task Force charge and charter, background on homelessness in Minnesota, 
current conditions at the Dorothy Day Center and the related ecosystem, background on Higher Ground 
and the Opportunity Center, potential future options. 

 Meeting 2: October 29, 2013: analysis of who provides services to single adults and families experiencing 
homelessness in Ramsey County, discussion of family homelessness, site options for the Dorothy Day 
Center related facilities, strategy implementation and communications. 

 Meeting 3: November 13, 2013: further information on the Dorothy Day Center and Higher Ground in 
Minneapolis, report on discussions related to Task Force direction and consistency with emerging state plan 
to prevent and end homelessness, report and discussion with Ramsey County, further discussion of site 
options, costs estimates and financing plan. 

 Meeting 4: December 10, 2013: review and approval of draft Task Force report.  
  
The Task Force pursued its work and sought to review potential solutions based on the following principles: 

1. Improving the dignity for customers/clients 
2. Advancing long-term solutions to homelessness 
3. Advancing community vitality interests of city and downtown community 
4. Maintaining a downtown presence for meeting the needs of vulnerable people 
5. Sound financial and other stewardship practices 

 
 
Key Background Information Considered by Task Force 

 

a. Homelessness and the Affordable Housing Shortage 
 
Every three years since 1991, on a single night Wilder Research has conducted a comprehensive survey of 
Minnesota’s homeless population. This point-in-time assessment indicated that, while progress was occurring in the 
mid-2000s, there was a 25% increase during the Great Recession and another 6% increase from 2009-2012.   
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One-night study counts of the Minnesota homeless population, 1991-2012 
 

 
   Homelessness in Minnesota – 2012 results; Wilder Research, September 2013 

 
People become homeless due to a crisis or a lack of income. They are often unable to find housing because of a 
severe shortage of affordable options. In Saint Paul, as the general vacancy rate approaches 4%, the vacancy rate for 
low income housing is essentially zero. Until there is more housing which people can afford, temporary shelter like 
that offered by the Dorothy Day Center is an unfortunate, but necessary, part of the housing continuum.   
 
There are two trends related to homelessness overall that are reflected at the Dorothy Day Center – racial 
disparities and an aging population. About two-thirds of those who utilize the Dorothy Day Center are people of 
color, and about a fourth are age 55 or older. Increasingly, older guests are also disabled or infirmed.  
 

b. An Innovative Model: Higher Ground and the Opportunity Center in Minneapolis 
 
The Dorothy Day Center and its housing ecosystem provide (1) emergency shelter, (2) permanent housing, and (3) 
connections to opportunities that prevent or solve homelessness. The facilities are old, have insufficient capacity, 
are not designed well for their purpose and are deteriorating. As a result, too many people don’t get the right type 
of assistance when they need it and get stuck in their homelessness.    
 
Catholic Charities and the community have a model which is working in 
Minneapolis: the Opportunity Center and Higher Ground. The Opportunity 
Center, a former drop in center much like the Dorothy Day Center is now, 
was renovated in 2011 with the support of Hennepin County. The 
Opportunity Center now provides enhanced services, including housing 
services, job training, mental health services, access to veterans’ benefits, 
apartment searches and related subsidies, as well as meals. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 A client puts his skills to work in the 
Culinary Job Skills program at the 

Opportunity Center. 

At The Opportunity Center in Minneapolis, clients get personalized assistance to connect 
with housing services, health care, job training, counseling, meals and much more. 
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Just as Catholic Charities was asked by Saint Paul 
to “temporarily” shelter the homeless at the 
Dorothy Day Center in the 1990s, Minneapolis 
asked Catholic Charities to open a “temporary” 
shelter in a film warehouse at about the same 
time. Over time, it became as bad as or worse 
than the Dorothy Day Center is now. With state, 
county, city and private support totaling $18 
million, Higher Ground became a reality in 2012.  

Higher Ground provides dignified shelter on the 
first floor, with the innovation of “pay-for-stay” 
(private lockers and bunk space for rent which is 
returned to customers to assist with housing) on 
the second floor and permanent housing on the 
five floors above. Those experiencing 

homelessness, now with some dignity, can aspire to and literally see a permanent home on the higher ground above 
them. As a result, shelter stays are decreasing; more people have stable, permanent homes, including those who 
cost the public systems the most as a result of their long-term homelessness. Higher Ground has received two 
awards: The 2012 AIA Minnesota McKnight Foundation Affordable Housing Design Award and The Precast Institute 
Award for High Performance. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
III. Primary Recommendations of the Task Force 

 
Our recommendations for the ReVision of the Dorothy Day Center include three distinct, inter-connected facilities 
that provide dignified shelter, permanent supportive housing and connections to services to help people move up 
and out of poverty and homelessness. 
 

a. Build a new dignified shelter and permanent housing facility (co-located in the same building) adjacent to 
the northeast quadrant of downtown Saint Paul. We are impressed with the dignity offered and results 
achieved at Higher Ground, which opened in June 2012 north of the downtown core in Minneapolis and has 
capacity to house and shelter 336 people. We recommend a Saint Paul “Higher Ground-style” development 
with capacity to house and shelter 470. The plans for a Saint Paul “Higher Ground” include two innovations 
not currently available in Saint Paul. First, a pay-for-stay program for 75 people that charges a minimum 
amount for guaranteed enhanced shelter.  The proceeds are saved and returned to the client to provide for 
a first month’s rent or security deposit when housing becomes available. This program has helped over  

Higher Ground in Minneapolis is an innovative, dignified model that 
literally moves people from emergency shelter up to stable 

permanent homes, all in one light-filled building. 

The upper floors of Higher Ground offer private, permanent 
homes where residents – many of whom have been 

homeless for years – can rebuild their lives. 

Pay-for-Stay beds on the 2nd floor of Higher Ground offer 
greater stability, privacy and support services to help 

people take the next step to permanent housing 
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1,000 people obtain permanent housing. Second, a medical respite program with the capacity to provide 
housing to 10 people released from hospitals that do not have stable housing available and are at risk of re-
hospitalization.  Shelter and moderate medical services are provided until stable housing is available. A 
similar program in Minneapolis avoided nearly $500,000 in acute care medical costs to one provider in 
about a nine-month period.  

 
b. Build a state-of-the-art Connection Center near to or co-located with a new “Higher Ground-style” shelter-

and-housing development. The Dorothy Day Center was originally conceived to be a place to get connected 
to services and opportunities. Its capacity to do this diminished as it was asked to provide shelter for 
increasing numbers of people, causing people to become trapped in homelessness. Similar to the 
Opportunity Center which supports the clients of Higher Ground in Minneapolis, we recommend building a 
Connection Center that works to both prevent and solve homelessness with a capacity to serve 450 people 
daily is recommended. Preliminary discussions between Catholic Charities, Ramsey County and other 
providers are focused on integrating the Connection Center with emerging plans to better coordinate 
provision of emergency services. The Opportunity Center is located over a mile from Higher Ground in 
Minneapolis, which is not ideal. Consequently, the Saint Paul Connection Center should be located near or 
co-located with the new Higher Ground-style development.  

 
c. Preserve and increase the number of permanent housing units for the homeless in the heart of downtown 

Saint Paul. The solution to homelessness is a home and this community offers too few affordable housing 
opportunities to the homeless. Our plan recommends 376 housing opportunities, including 135 new units 
and the preservation of 241 more which are deteriorating or otherwise inadequate or inefficient. 

 
The combination of these three distinct yet interconnected resources will create a new dynamic and impact that is 
greater than the sum of its parts. It is not just the replacement of what currently exists, it is a plan that will bring 
long-term solutions to help prevent and end homelessness in Saint Paul. We have been assured that these 
recommendations are fully consistent with the State of Minnesota’s Plan to Prevent and End Homelessness, 
released in December 2013.  
 

IV.  Site Locations and Related Due Diligence (see Map 1 and Map 2 attached) 
 
City staff and the Catholic Charities housing and development teams conducted significant due diligence by: 1) 
completing an “after action review” of lessons from Higher Ground and the Opportunity Center, interviewing the 
Dorothy Day Center staff, clients, and other stakeholders; and 2) researching numerous sites in Saint Paul based on 
availability, suitability (access to transit and services etc.), cost, community acceptance and other factors. The 
resulting recommendation is that a new Higher Ground-style shelter-and-housing facility and a Connection Center 
be located adjacent to northeast downtown and a new permanent housing development be located approximately 
1.5 miles away, near the current site of the Dorothy Day Center. There are several specific site options under 
consideration. (See Map 1 attached.) 
 
The increased capacity for shelter, housing, and service opportunities is our most critical recommendation.  Our 
review of the real estate site analysis of City and Catholic Charities staff suggests that adding the capacity needed 
within the downtown core, particularly at the current Dorothy Day Center site, would be problematic. It would, for 
example, require major reconstruction on or near the current site while it was still being used. Nor would expansion 
of the current site advance downtown vitality interests.  There has been hundreds of millions of dollars of 
investment in entertainment, health care, hospitality and retail in the area surrounding the Dorothy Day Center. A 
commercially vital downtown and a Dorothy Day Center “stretched to its limits” have become increasingly 
incompatible, particularly given the concern of some of those served at the Dorothy Day Center of being “on 
display.”  
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V. Preliminary Capital Cost Estimates, Project Timeline, Financing Scenario and Phasing Summary  
 

The preliminary Total Development Cost (TDC) for the ReVision is $64 million as detailed below: 
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The following provides an overall summary of the ReVision, including a phasing plan. The estimated closing and 
opening dates are based on an aggressive schedule and may need to be adjusted due to funding availability and 
other factors. 
 

 
 
The project would have two phases. Phase I would include a Saint Paul Higher Ground and the Connection Center 
for $39 million. Phase II would be 226 units of new permanent supportive housing in the downtown core for $24 
million. A large amount? Yes. But a bargain for the human dignity it will promote and the public costs that 
permanent solutions to homelessness avoid. The financing plan reviewed by the Task Force includes state and non-
state resources and a strong partnership between the public and private sectors to address this important 
community issue. 

As you know, the Legislature convenes in February to consider a capital investment plan that the Governor will 
propose. It is critically important to the success of many important projects across the state and for the Dorothy Day 
ReVision that the maximum amount possible—up to $100 million be appropriated for housing infrastructure bonds. 
This will allow the permanent housing portion of the a Saint Paul Higher Ground-style development to compete for 
this resource and be completed. 

It is important that the City’s $22 million request for state general obligation bonds, which has been submitted with 
the support of Ramsey County, be supported to finance the shelter and the Connection Center portions of the 
ReVision as housing infrastructure bonds cannot be used for shelter. We appreciate that the City of Saint Paul and 
Ramsey County are demonstrating leadership in support of the State’s effort to prevent and end homelessness by 
offering homes and hope to some of Minnesota’s most vulnerable citizens. This leadership and compassion should 
be rewarded, not penalized, when competing for other state resources that are necessary to enhance the vitality of 
our Capital City and Ramsey County. We are confident that community support will allow non-state funds to be 
raised that will reduce the amount of state general funds necessary. 
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VI. Recognition of Critical Need to Address Family and Youth Homelessness  
 
The Task Force spent time reviewing the broader issues related to homelessness, including the needs of families and 
young people.  In particular, and as it relates to Ramsey County, we learned that family homelessness is more 
complex and that the consequences of child and youth homelessness are severe. In recent years, the state and 
national governments have focused on chronic or long-term homelessness, particularly for single adults and 
veterans. The federal government has recently expanded its vision, but unfortunately not resources, to address all 
homelessness. Minnesota’s emerging state plan will offer strategies to prevent and end all homelessness. We are 
encouraged by the discussions with Ramsey County on family homelessness during the Task Force process, and urge 
community leaders to develop and implement a plan to address the critical needs of families experiencing 
homelessness.    
 

VIII.  Conclusion 
 
It is rare when the “stars align” to make significant progress to advance the interests of those most in need in our 
community. It occurred 30 years ago for the original vision of the Dorothy Day Center to become a reality. The need 
for a ReVision is now urgent.  The community is prepared, the plan will work, and the environment is favorable. 
Nevertheless, the “eye of the needle” is narrow and the window of time short. We, all of us, must act now to make 
the ReVision of the Dorothy Day Center a reality.    
  

Mayor’s Task Force on Overnight Shelter Membership 

Name Title 

Chris Coleman Mayor, City of Saint Paul 

Matt Kramer, Co-Chair President, Saint Paul Area Chamber 

Carleen Rhodes, Co-Chair President and CEO, The Saint Paul Foundation 

Jim Adams Senior Vice President, Real Estate Investments, Travelers Companies 
Toni Carter  Ramsey County Commissioner District 4 

Phyllis Goff Civic Leader (Board of Directors, Mardag Foundation) 

Tom Handley President & COO, Ecolab 

Bill Lester Retired (Metro Sports Commission) 

Tim Marx CEO, Catholic Charities 

Jon McTaggart President, MPR/APM  

Chris Tolbert City of Saint Paul, Councilmember – Ward 3 

Paul Williams Deputy Mayor, City of Saint Paul 

Task Force Supporting Resources 

Nancy Homans Policy Director, City of Saint Paul 

Diane Nordquist City of Saint Paul PED 

Scott Tempel City of Saint Paul PED 

Joe Collins City of Saint Paul PED 

Cathy ten Broeke State Director to Prevent and End Homelessness 

Ryan O’Connor Director, Policy and Planning, Ramsey County 

Laura Kadwell Statewide Director, Heading Home Minnesota 

Tom Fulton President, Family Housing Fund 

Lisa Radzak Managing Director, Public Affairs & Government Relations, MPR/APM 

Donald Kerr Executive Director, Minnesota Department of Military Affairs 

Stephanie Battle Minnesota Philanthropy Partners 

Tracy Berglund Director of Housing Stability, Catholic Charities 

Janet Pope JL Pope and Associates 

Dick Brustad Community Housing Development Corporation 

Bill Svrluga WJS Consulting Group 

Anna Schmalzbauer WJS Consulting Group 
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Map 1 
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Map 2 
 

 


