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intRoDUction
The City of Columbia Heights, its Economic Development Authority (EDA), 
and the community can help protect a strong local economy by creating 
and retaining desirable jobs which provide a decent standard of living for 
individuals and diversification of the local tax base.  Since the city has long 
been fully developed, this effort includes looking at areas in need of upgrade, 
modernization, better utilization and in some cases, redevelopment.  This 
chapter will outline the City’s goals and policies with respect to economic 
competitiveness; provide an overview of the employment and economic 
conditions in Columbia Heights, and describe the districts where economic 
activity is concentrated.  There are a variety of economic competitiveness tools 
and techniques that will be important for the City to be aware of and utilize 
when appropriate.  These tools can benefit not only economic competitiveness 
measures, but redevelopment and housing as well.  For that reason, all of the 
financial tools are assembled together in Appendix A.  

One of the first steps is to analyze the local economy to get an indication of how 
well the economy is performing.  In order to achieve a better understanding 
of the economy, it is best to use more than one measure of economic size to 
adequately compare the economic competitiveness of the community as a 
whole (State of Minnesota or Metropolitan Area), and to compare it against 
other surrounding communities that face similar economic conditions that are 
often competitors for businesses.

Economic 
compEtitivEnEss GoALs 
AnD poLiciEs
In an effort to improve and diversify the local tax base and increase jobs, 
the City has established various economic goals, policies and practical 
implementation steps.  These goals, combined with the policy and 
implementation steps, will help provide direction for current and future policy 
leaders to create and sustain a strong local economy.  

Goal: Enhance the economic viability of the community.
1. Meet with existing businesses to understand needs and determine how the 

City may be able to supply assistance.

2. Develop a revolving loan fund to provide low interest loans for improvements 
of exterior façades, building structures, and other various aesthetic 
improvements.

Goal: Promote the reinvestment of properties in commercial 
and industrial sectors.
1. Support and encourage activities promoted by the Chamber of Commerce 

and other merchants to attract visitors and shoppers to Columbia Heights.

2. Use fiscal tools to financially support expansion efforts.

Economic 
compEtitivEnEss 
cHAptER
The economic competitiveness 
chapter of the Comprehensive 
Plan will:
•	 Outline goals and policies that 

can help the city enhance its 
ability to maintain economic 
competitiveness.

•	 Provide data and information 
regarding the city’s 
employment, wages, and 
income.

•	 Outline the city’s market 
conditions and economic 
advantages and disadvantages.
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3. Explore creating a grant program to provide funding for improvements of exterior facades, building 
structures, and other various aesthetic improvements.

4. Create a specific marketing and promotion effort for downtown with the intent of creating a unique and 
marketable identity for downtown.

5. Utilize the City’s website, newsletter, newspaper and industry journals to market and promote opportunities 
for business growth and development in the city.

6. In order to provide businesses with superior long term access to employees and customers, redevelopment 
in key transit corridors should be designed with provisions to support existing transit service and flexibility to 
upgrade for known future transit service.    

7. Identify federal and state programs that exist which could encourage economic competitiveness in Columbia 
Heights.  

8. The City will consider the number and average wage rates of created jobs when deciding on the use of 
financial incentives for industrial uses in an effort to more fully utilize the higher skill sets of local workers. 

Goal: Provide a wide variety of employment opportunities within the community
1. Determine what industries will best fit specific opportunity sites and directly seek and motivate their interest.

Goal: Enhance Columbia Heights’ competitive advantage by creating local economic 
development opportunities.
1. Pursue incubators, accelerators, or other economic development strategies that support local business 

startups.”

2. Continue business relationships with the community that encourage job growth through entrepreneurships, 
sole proprietorships, and micro businesses.

totAL EmpLoYmEnt
As a first ring suburb, Columbia Heights has long been a fully developed community and therefore lacks 
the vacant land that could result in significant employment growth. As illustrated in Figure 5-1 and Table 5-1, 
employment in the city peaked at over 6,000 positions in 2000 but declined drastically in 2010 to between 
3,000 and 4,000 positions. The Metropolitan Council projects employment will steadily grow by nearly 1,200 
positions between 2010 and 2040.

Figure 5-1. eMPLOYMeNT grOWTH (1990-2040)

Source:  Metropolitan Council

0

1,000

2,000

3,000

4,000

5,000

6,000

7,000

1990 2000 2010 2020 * 2030 * 2040 *

Number of Jobs by Year



5-84    Columbia Heights 2040 Comprehensive Plan APRIL DRAFT

  cHAnGinG EconomiEs
Columbia	Heights	recognizes	the	changing	technologies	and	economies	that	can	influence	the	
community’s job growth. Rather than speculate on how or when these trends will impact the future of 
Columbia Heights, this plan highlights a few topics for future consideration in long-range plans. 

•	 eCommerce: Retailers in general have been impacted by the rise of online commerce, competing 
markets and behavioural change. In fact, online retail now constitutes a larger share of shopping in 
the U.S. This impact has played a role in a shrinking market for big-box retailers; resulting in some 
big-box stores closing or reducing the size of their building’s footprint. This trend has also had an 
impact on community commercial uses.

•	 Circular Economies: More Minnesota companies (e.g., 3M, Cargill, General Mills, Medtronic and 
Target) are embracing a circular economy. Circular economies are closed looped sustainable 
systems.	Products	and	energy	created	on	site	happens	efficiently	and	renewably,	creating	a	circular	
flow	of	resources.	For	example,	reusing	a	bi-product	(e.g.,	steam)	to	create	a	sustainable	energy	
source is one of many close looped technologies.   

•	 Autonomous Vehicles: Over the next 30 years, ride-sharing, autonomous vehicles and increased 
access to public transportation are anticipated to change how future generations move about the 
region. The biggest unknown is the advancement of autonomous vehicle and its impact on the 
economy from how we get to work and transport goods.

TabLe 5-1. COLuMbia HeigHTS eMPLOYMeNT (1990-2040)

Year Employment
1990 4,536 

2000 6,397 

2010 3,484 

2020 * 4,280 

2030 * 4,440 

2040 * 4,600 

* Projected
Source: Metropolitan Council

Columbia Heights’ employment per household is less than half of the rate 
in the Metropolitan Area as a whole and indicates that the city is largely a 
bedroom community rather than a regionally significant employment center.  As 
noted in Table 5-2, over 10,000 residents of Columbia Heights work outside the 
community. While nearly 3,400 people commute to jobs in Columbia Heights 
from outside the city, the community continues to operate as a bedroom 
community to other areas in the Twin Cities. 
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When viewed against the other comparison cities (Figure 5-3 and Table 5-4), 
Columbia Heights is near the bottom in employment per household, trailing all 
cities except Crystal.  Columbia Heights’ lack of employment is not the concern 
that it would be in many other communities because it is located immediately 
adjacent to the State’s largest employment center, Minneapolis, and therefore 
local residents have a wide range of employment possibilities nearby.

TabLe 5-2. LabOr FOrCe LiViNg iN COLuMbia HeigHTS
2015

Labor Force Participants Living in Columbia Heights 10,497 

Labor Force Participants Living and Working in Columbia Heights 432 

Labor Force Participants Living in Columbia Heights, but Employed 
Outside the City 10,065 

Source:  OntheMap, U.S. Census

TabLe 5-3. LabOr FOrCe eMPLOYeD iN COLuMbia HeigHTS
2015

Labor Force Participants Employed in Columbia Heights 3,789 

Labor Force Participants Living and Working in Columbia Heights 432 

Labor Force Participants Employed in Columbia Heights but Living 
Outside the City 3,357 

Source:  OntheMap, U.S. Census

Figure 5-2. eMPLOYMeNT Per HOuSeHOLD (1990-2040)

Source:  Metropolitan Council, HKGi
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Figure 5-3. eMPLOYMeNT Per HOuSeHOLD

Source:  Metropolitan Council, HKGi

TabLe 5-4. eMPLOYMeNT Per HOuSeHOLD (2016)

city Employment Households
Employment / 

Household
Columbia Heights 4,280 8,155 0.52

Anoka 15,603 7,436 2.10

Brooklyn Center 12,916 11,042 1.17

Crystal 4,366 9,461 0.46

Fridley 22,947 11,578 1.98

New Brighton 10,030 9,378 1.07

New Hope 11,235 8,819 1.27

Richfield 17,295 15,173 1.14

Shoreview 11,030 10,964 1.01

South St. Paul 6,625 8,351 0.79

West St. Paul 8,070 8,975 0.90

White Bear Lake 12,451 10,366 1.20

Twin Cities (7-County Area) 1,704,360 1,192,467 1.43

State of Minnesota 2,931,513 2,185,172 1.34

Source:  Metropolitan Council

0.00

0.50

1.00

1.50

2.00

2.50

Employment / Household

N
um

be
r o

f J
ob

s p
er

 H
ou

sh
eo

ld



5-87    Economic CompetitivenessAPRIL DRAFT

Ec
o

n
o

m
ic

 c
o

m
pEtitiv

En
Ess

WAGEs
Given the relatively small size of the employment base in Columbia Heights, it 
is not surprising that the city lags in comparison to cities in total annual wages, 
with approximately $150 million being paid to local workers each year (Figure 
5-4, Table 5-5).  

Figure 5-4. TOTaL aNNuaL WageS (2016)

Source:  Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development

TabLe 5-5. TOTaL aNNuaL WageS (2016)

2016 total Annual Wages
Columbia Heights $150,146,781 

Anoka $781,070,482 
Brooklyn Center $6,323,144,646 

Crystal $157,521,177 
Fridley $1,702,729,550

Hopkins $790,369,399 
New Brighton $555,487,213 

New Hope $517,810,092 
Richfield $1,279,497,896 

Shoreview $710,624,024 
South St. Paul $306,136,467 
West St. Paul $286,791,368 

White Bear Lake $543,789,198 

Source:  Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development

The average weekly wage goes beyond the total wage information and attempts 
to measure what is often referred to as “job quality”.  Higher average weekly 
wages tend to support higher residential values as employees will pay more 
to locate near high quality jobs and bid up the local housing stock.  Higher 
average weekly wages may also lead to more discretionary income and result in 
an increase of retail and service options in the community.  Columbia Heights’ 
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average weekly wage (by employer) is near the bottom of the comparison cities 
and 60% of the Metropolitan Area average (Table 5-6, Figure 5-5).  However, 
since Columbia Heights is in close proximity to Minneapolis the quality of life 
of residents is less dependent on the wage generating capacity within the city 
limits as compared to other cities.    

TabLe 5-6. aVerage WeeKLY Wage (2016)
Average Weekly Wage

Columbia Heights $698 
Anoka $988 

Brooklyn Center $944 
Crystal $685 
Fridley $1,433

Hopkins $946
New Brighton $1,069 

New Hope $898 
Richfield $1,429 

Shoreview $1,196 
South St. Paul $891 
West St. Paul $677 

White Bear Lake $865 
Metropolitan Area $1,171 

Minnesota $1,044 

Source:  Minnesota Demographic Center, Minnesota Department of 
Employment and Economic Development

Figure 5-5. aVerage WeeKLY Wage (2016)

Source:  Minnesota Demographic Center, Minnesota Department of Employment and 
Economic Development
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EmpLoYER pRoFiLE
Table 5-7 lists the largest employers in Columbia Heights.  This data source has 
limited analytical value because the information may be dated, part-time and full-
time employment is often mixed, and companies are often resistant to providing 
updated information. However, it serves as a useful snapshot of where the major 
drivers of employment are occurring within the community.

TabLe 5-7. MaJOr eMPLOYerS iN COLuMbia HeigHTS

Employer number of Employees
Medtronic 600

Pro Health Care 300
Columbia Heights school district 220

Crest View Lutheran Home 180
City of Columbia Heights 125

Fairview Clinics 120
Jeff Bobby & Steve's Auto World 106

Unique 75
Invest Cast Inc. 70

Sarna's Classic Grill 60
Global Academy Inc. 55

Savers 51
La Casita Mexican Restaurant 50

M E Global 50
US Post Office 50

Source: City of Columbia Heights
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Employment by Industry
Table 5-8 and Figure 5-6 present data on the distribution of jobs by industry 
and the change in the number of jobs by industry from 2007 to 2016.    

From the table and chart, it may be concluded that the employment base in 
Columbia Heights is about 80% concentrated in the service industries.  The 
top industries are Education and Health Services; Professional and Business 
Services; and Trade, Transportation and Utilities.  

Columbia Heights has experienced a broad based decline in employment 
across most sectors since 2007.  The primary exceptions to this negative 
trend have been in Education and Health Services (+23.3%) and Public 
Administration (+4.3%).  One area of particular concern is the large decline in 
Professional and Business Services, which has been traditionally one of the 
highest paying service industry sectors.  

TabLe 5-8. eMPLOYMeNT bY iNDuSTrY 2007 aND 2016

industry
number of Jobs, 

2007
number of Jobs, 

2016 % change
Total, All Industries 4,976 4,135 -16.9%

Goods-Producing Domain 973 432 -55.6%

Construction 107 108 0.9%

Manufacturing 866 324 -62.6%

Service-Producing Domain 4,005 3,559 -11.1%

Trade, Transportation and Utilities * 910 552 -39.3%

Professional and Business Services 905 590 -34.8%

Education and Health Services 1,231 1,514 23.0%

Leisure and Hospitality 570 561 -1.6%

Other Services 178 122 -31.5%

Public Administration 211 220 4.3%

* The job categories in 2007 broke out this category separately into Transportation and Utilities; Retail Trade; 
Information; and Financial Activities

Source: Minnesota Department of Employment & Economic Development
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Figure 5-6. DiSTribuTiON OF eMPLOYMeNT bY 
iNDuSTrY 2007-2016

Source:  Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development

Resident Employment
The skill set of the residents of Columbia Heights is extremely broad and is 
fairly similar to the Metropolitan Area as a whole, as seen in Table 5-9.  This 
range of resident employment is likely the result of Columbia Heights’ close 
proximity to the broad range of employment possibilities within Minneapolis 
and Anoka County.  Columbia Heights residents are more likely than the 
Metropolitan average to work in the Manufacturing and Arts, entertainment, 
and recreation sectors and less likely to work in the Construction, Wholesale 
Trade, Transportation and Warehousing, and Finance and Insurance industries.  
Anoka County has the largest manufacturing sector in the Twin Cities and 
therefore represents a key employment draw for Columbia Heights and 
surrounding communities in this portion of the metropolitan area.
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TabLe 5-9. reSiDeNT eMPLOYMeNT bY iNDuSTrY (2015)

columbia Heights minneapolis Anoka county 7-county metro Area

Employed 
Residents

Employed 
Residents

Employed 
Residents Employed Residents

# % # % # % # %
Agriculture, forestry, 
fishing and hunting, 

and mining
17 0.2% 564 0.4% 1,103 0.6% 9,618 0.6%

Construction 473 4.7% 5,835 3.8% 12,695 6.9% 72,318 4.5%

Manufacturing 1,423 14.1% 16,665 11.0% 31,082 16.8% 208,843 13.0%

Wholesale trade 323 3.2% 4,099 2.7% 5,087 2.7% 47,511 3.0%

Retail trade 1,026 10.2% 13,843 9.1% 20,501 11.1% 175,584 10.9%

Transportation and 
warehousing, and 

utilities
538 5.3% 5,676 3.7% 9,884 5.3% 71,441 4.4%

Information 189 1.9% 4,134 2.7% 2,983 1.6% 34,784 2.2%

Finance and 
insurance, and real 

state and rental and 
leasing

556 5.5% 16,368 10.8% 14,435 7.8% 146,204 9.1%

Professional, 
scientific, and 

management, and 
administrative and 
waste management 

services

1,184 11.8% 24,695 16.3% 17,879 9.7% 201,564 12.5%

Educational services, 
and health care and 

social assistance
2,249 22.4% 33,910 22.4% 40,426 21.9% 376,551 23.4%

Arts, entertainment, 
and recreation, and 
accommodation and 

food services

1,150 11.4% 15,019 9.9% 13,822 7.5% 139,301 8.7%

Other services, 
except public 
administration

726 7.2% 6,413 4.2% 8,629 4.7% 71,723 4.5%

Public administration 208 2.1% 4,431 2.9% 6,471 3.5% 51,892 3.2%

Total 10,062 151,652 184,997 1,607,334 

Source: US Census
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HoUsEHoLD incomE 
Columbia Heights residents generally lag the Metropolitan Area in household 
income, particularly in the percentage of residents with a household income 
above $75,000 per year (Figure 5-7, Table 5-10).  Although the local economy 
does not provide a large number of high paying jobs within the city, those 
opportunities are in ample supply in close proximity within Downtown 
Minneapolis and throughout Anoka County.  This income situation is therefore 
less likely to be an economic competitiveness problem and more a lack of 
suitable lifecycle housing options within the city.  This forces residents to move 
outside of the city as their incomes rise.  

Figure 5-7. MeDiaN HOuSeHOLD iNCOMe (2016)

TabLe 5-10. MeDiaN HOuSeHOLD iNCOMe
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Columbia Heights Twin Cities Metro Area

columbia 
Heights

columbia 
Heights %

twin cities 
metro Area metro %

Less than $15,000 851 10.1% 114,055 8.3%

$15,000 - $24,999 922 10.9% 93,419 6.8%

$25,000 - $34,999 1,000 11.9% 107,019 7.8%

$35,000 - $49,999 1,207 14.3% 158,647 11.6%

$50,000 - $74,999 1,819 21.6% 248,223 18.1%

$75,000 - $99,999 1,191 14.1% 196,247 14.3%

$100,000 - $149,999 1,033 12.3% 246,016 18.0%

$150,000 - $199,999 220 2.6% 103,396 7.6%

$200,000 + 178 2.1% 101,162 7.4%

Source for Figure 4-7 and 4-10: ESRI
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commUtE timEs
Table 5-11 and Figure 5-8 display commute times for employed Columbia Heights 
residents and Metro Area residents.  From Figure 5-8, it is possible to see a 
proximity advantage that the city has in relation to other communities in the 
Metropolitan Area.  

TabLe 5-11. DaiLY COMMuTe TiMeS (2015)

columbia Heights metro Area

Employed 
Residents (Age 16+) 

commuting

% of Employed 
Residents (Age 16+) 

commuting

Employed 
Residents (Age 16+) 

commuting

% of Employed 
Residents (Age 16+) 

commuting

Less than 5 minutes 176 1.8% 38,569 2.2%
 5 to 9 minutes 704 7.4% 145,421 8.4%
10 to 14 minutes 903 9.5% 217,798 12.6%
15 to 19 minutes 1,675 17.5% 263,820 15.3%

20 to 24 minutes 2,224 23.3% 285,059 16.6%
25 to 29 minutes 812 8.5% 142,370 8.3%
30 to 34 minutes 1,658 17.4% 257,173 14.9%
35 to 39 minutes 308 3.2% 63,075 3.7%
40 to 44 minutes 255 2.7% 77,276 4.5%
45 to 59 minutes 276 2.9% 135,863 7.9%
60 to 89 minutes 378 4.0% 72,644 4.2%

90 or more minutes 181 1.9% 22,949 1.3%
Source: US Census 2011-2015 ACS 5-Year Estimates

Figure 5-8. DaiLY COMMuTe TiMeS (2015)
 

Source: US Census 2011-2015 ACS 5-Year Estimates
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REAL EstAtE mARKEt 
conDitions
The following provides a summary of market conditions in various sectors of the 
real estate market in Columbia Heights as of Summer 2016. This data does not 
constitute a formal market analysis, but instead provides context for the City’s 
economic competitiveness planning going forward.

Office Market

Following the removal of a six-story office building at 40th and Central from the 
local market, the city contains only 138,000 square feet of office space in 2016, 
according to CoStar. The office market in the city is relatively small compared 
to the broader metro market and contains fewer large scale tenants. Instead, 
office properties in Columbia Heights tend to include tenants focused on 
medical office uses, or the offices for small companies. As of Summer 2016, the 
City reported vacancy rates and lease rates for office properties on par with 
surrounding communities.

Industrial Market

The industrial market in Columbia Heights is relatively small and has decreased 
in scale since 2000 as a number of formerly industrial properties converted 
into residential uses. As of 2016 the city contains around 132,000 square feet of 
industrial space. Vacancy rates and lease rates for this industrial space remain 
fairly similar to the metrics for the northern part of the metro area, for industrial 
space.

Retail Market

The stock of retail space in Columbia Heights includes primarily neighborhood-
serving, local-oriented retail uses (including groceries, convenience retail, 
etc.). The city contains a number of aging areas of retail, particularly along 
Central Avenue. The prospect of the Hy-Vee development along Central has the 
potential to strengthen the overall retail position of Columbia Heights. With the 
new Hy-Vee and additional development, the city has the potential to attract 
retail sales dollars from Northeast Minneapolis and other adjoining, inner-ring 
suburbs. The city also has the opportunity to integrate newer restaurants and 
other local-serving retail along the redeveloping Central Avenue corridor, in 
order to strengthen its retail position. As of the end of 2016, the city contained 
just under 375,000 square feet of retail space. The vacancy rate for retail stood 
at 5 percent and the average lease rate, according to CoStar, was just under $10 
per square foot.

Multi-Family Market

The city has a significant pool of aging multi-family properties that have the 
potential to be rehabilitated and repositioned, going forward. The multi-family 
market is strong, in line with recent trends across the metro area. According to 
CoStar, the city had 1,465 multi-family units in 2016. The vacancy rate was only 
3.2 percent, and average monthly rent, on a per square foot basis, has increased 
from $0.97 / SF in 2007 to $1.05 in 2016. The increase in rent has been less 

Central Avenue serves as one of Columbia 
Heights’ key commercial areas that supports a 
variety of businesses. 
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dramatic in Columbia Heights as compared to other cities in the metro area. 
However, the presence of a significant pool of aging properties likely limits the 
degree to which landlords are able to increase rents in the city, compared to 
other communities that have newer multi-family developments.

For-Sale Residential Market

The Metropolitan Council estimates that Columbia Heights has 5,319 owner-
occupied residential units. A total of 3,222 residential units sold in the city. This 
figure was obtained by using property tax records. While this information may 
reflect some homes that sold more than once over the last decade, the overall 
data indicate that around 60 percent of the homes in Columbia Heights have 
been sold to a new owner over the last ten years.

In line with trends across the metro area, Columbia Heights has a limited 
inventory of for-sale homes available as of the end of 2016. Property values 
continue to rise as younger families are seeking out options to purchase in the 
community. According to the Minneapolis Area Association of Realtors, the 
median home price in Columbia Heights has increased from less than $200,000 
in 2011 to nearly $250,000 in 2016.

TabLe 5-12. HOuSeS SOLD

Year number of Houses sold
2006 174 
2007 189 
2008 239 
2009 248 
2010 209 
2011 258 
2012 315 
2013 347 
2014 339 
2015 397 
2016 507 

Total: 3,222 

Source:  City of Columbia Heights

tARGEt mARKEts
The previous analysis provides a view of the Columbia Heights economy 
at a broad level, but does not provide the level of detail that is necessary 
for determining how various sectors of the economy are performing and 
whether certain sectors should receive additional attention in local economic 
competitiveness efforts.  In order to accomplish this task, the location quotient 
technique was used.  In this location quotient analysis, the performance of 
Columbia Heights was compared to the broader activity in the Twin Cities 
metro area as of 2015.
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The location quotient technique compares the employment performance at the 
two digit North American Industrial Classification System (NAICS) level.  The 
NAICS framework classifies the nation’s industries into major market sectors. 

Industry sectors that receive a location quotient above 1.0 are performing 
better than the metro economy and those that have a score below 1.0 are 
lagging metro performance.  For this analysis, industries scoring 1.25 or above 
are achieving above average performance, scores of .75 to 1.24 are achieving 
average performance and scores below .75 are achieving below average 
performance.  

Once the market sectors are analyzed, economic development agencies 
typically look at the sectors that are performing above and below average to 
attempt to determine some of the community’s strengths and weaknesses.  
Actions are taken to ensure that competitive advantages are maintained and 
weaknesses are minimized.  Actions are then focused and limited resources are 
targeted to those activities where the most benefit can be realized. 

Columbia Heights’ top market sectors (Figure 5-9) are Other Services (except 
public administration); Arts, Entertainment and Recreation; and Transportation 
and Warehousing, and Utilities.  With the exception of Transportation, 
Warehousing, and Utilities, the other two sectors are all industries that benefit 
from being near large business areas but can survive without direct access to 
the interstate highways or railroads.  In addition, these two sectors can survive 
on the relatively small average commercial lot size in the community.  

Figure 5-9. LOCaTiON QuOTieNTS (2015)

Source:   U.S. Census, HKGi

Columbia Heights’ worst performing sectors include industries that rely heavily 
on highway visibility (such Finance and Insurance).  

Two remaining lagging industries, Professional and Technical Services; and 
Information would be candidates for increased focus since they often prefer 
to be located in areas near, but not inside, large business areas.  This ties with 
the recommendations made in the Anoka County Economic Development 
Roadmap Report, which indicated that Columbia Heights should explore 
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locating back office operations (for medical device companies and call center) 
and data centers in the community. The primary difference with these industries 
is that they often require updated buildings, with access to reliable power and 
internet services and tend to seek out locations with moderate visibility and 
a “sense of place” with elevated amenities and character.  Expansion of these 
industries would provide access to significantly higher wage jobs.  The following 
table outlines the averages wages in Anoka County for different professions 
contained in the Professional and Technical Services category.

TabLe 5-13. Wage raNge FOr PrOFeSSiONaL 
SerViCeS

Wage Range of Jobs in professional services
Anoka county 

Average cluster 
Wage (Annual)

Offices of Lawyers (NAICS 541110) $45,853 

Title Abstract and Settlement Offices (NAICS 541191) $49,901 

Offices of Certified Public Accountants (NAICS 541211) $44,937 

Tax Preparation Services (NAICS 541213) $22,264 
Other Accounting Services (NAICS 541219) $41,489 

Engineering Services (NAICS 541330) $79,174 
Testing Laboratories (NAICS 541380) $59,315 

Custom Computer Programming Services (NAICS 541511) $90,888 

Computer Systems Design Services (NAICS 541512) $81,170 

Other Computer Related Services (NAICS 541519) $51,364 

Administrative Management and General Management Consulting Services (NAICS 
541611) $56,424 

Environmental Consulting Services (NAICS 541620) $72,315 

Other Scientific and Technical Consulting Services (NAICS 541690) $50,645 

Research and Development in the Physical, Engineering, and Life Sciences (except 
Biotechnology) (NAICS 541712) $100,376 

Photography Studios, Portrait (NAICS 541921) $22,503 

Veterinary Services (NAICS 541940) $35,239 

All Other Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services (NAICS 541990) $30,289 
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Columbia Heights has advantages that it can capitalize on in its economic 
competitiveness efforts.  The first is proximity to the large business areas in 
the central cities.  Columbia Heights’ location makes it extremely convenient 
for companies and “back- office” operations that support the larger businesses 
downtown but want the lower costs, convenience of parking and simplicity 
of access found in more remote suburban markets.  This advantage could be 
increasing in importance as the economy adjusts to a long term reality of more 
expensive transportation costs.

Proximity is also a challenge to economic competitiveness as Columbia Heights 
must carve out a market niche in an extremely competitive environment.  It must 
compete not only with other first ring suburbs, but at times, the central cities 
themselves.  In order to be competitive and preserve scarce resources, it will be 
important for the City to focus its economic competitiveness efforts in targeted 
areas and industries.

A key challenge facing Columbia Heights – as well as Anoka County and 
region – is securing sufficient talent and employees for local companies. The 
labor market is very tight across Minnesota, and attracting and retaining talent 
remains a key issue for most communities. A report prepared for Anoka County 
in December, 2017, entitled the “Economic Development Business Recruitment 
and Roadmap”, highlights the challenges that municipalities in the county face 
in attracting and retaining talent.

The second primary advantage is history. Columbia Heights still has a supply 
of old commercial structures, particularly along Central Avenue. Older 
structures are more likely to attract unique uses, such as artists, neighborhood 
coffee shops, antique stores, restaurants, nightclubs, etc. that are critical 
to establishing Columbia Heights as a destination and pull traffic off of the 
interstate highway system or out from Minneapolis. On the one hand, this 
presents a challenge, due to natural decline and functional obsolescence; 
however, when managed carefully, retention, upgrading and reuse of older 
commercial structures can provide a sense of character and quality that cannot 
be replicated through redevelopment efforts alone and are not commonly 
found in other nearby suburban communities. Merging redevelopment 
with maintenance and upgrading of older structures can take a significant 
commitment of leadership and partnership between the private and public 
sectors.  

Columbia Heights has taken many positive steps to maintain its 
competitiveness.  Development and redevelopment in recent years has had 
a higher level of aesthetic quality than has previously been experienced in 
the community and public streetscape enhancements along the southern 
half of Central Avenue have started to improve the image and character of 
this commercial district.  Further efforts in this area will assist the City in 
establishing a positive image and promoting Columbia Heights as a destination.

Examples of Columbia Heights’ local 
businesess and older structures that define the 
community’s character.
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The City also faces several challenges to maintaining a strong economy.  
The first is that the city doesn’t have locations that have superior access to 
the interstate highway or rail systems.  This limits the amount and types of 
commercial and industrial development that can occur within the city and 
also makes an area like northern portion of Central Avenue dependent on the 
vitality of a commercial area in an adjacent community.  North Central Avenue 
faces an additional identity challenge because it is not readily apparent whether 
someone is in Columbia Heights, Fridley or Hilltop and this limits Columbia 
Heights’ ability to be a destination location.

In the industrial market, Columbia Heights’ historical land use pattern has 
exacerbated this situation because most industrially zoned property does not 
have access and visibility onto a major roadway but rather sits in scattered 
pockets that are often accessed via local, residential streets.  The ideal industrial 
user is therefore limited to a small business that does not require much in 
the way of visibility or access and generates few impacts on the surrounding 
residential neighborhoods.

By promoting its advantages and being conscious of its challenges, Columbia 
Heights has an opportunity to further develop its quality of place which is 
critical to position itself as a destination location.  Communities that do not 
have an ability to compete with others on interstate highway convenience need 
to provide outsiders with a reason to venture a bit further to discover their 
economic assets.  

Establishing a community as a destination location can have spinoff effects as 
well.  Communities with a high quality of life capture a greater portion of the 
talents of its local population because residents seek to find employment within 
the community in which they reside, even if they must become an entrepreneur 
to do it.  Businesses overlook minor location disadvantages because of the high 
quality of life, particularly in some high technology and financial service sectors.  
Finally, the establishment of a few high quality developments forces other 
development within the community to upgrade its own level of quality to remain 
competitive with the new community standard. 

DEvELopmEnt tooLs
As mentioned earlier in this chapter there is numerous development and 
redevelopment tools that are available to the City.  Many of the tools can 
benefit not only economic competitiveness, but also redevelopment and 
housing.  Using these tools can help achieve the future vision for Columbia 
Heights in areas where market forces alone will not be sufficient. State law 
provides a broad array of powers and tools that may assist the City in these 
initiatives. The Implementation Chapter includes a summary of the development 
tools currently available to the City.   This information is designed as a point of 
reference in continued economic competitiveness planning.

JoB cREAtion
  The Comprehensive Plan 
Advisory Committee and 

the	public	identified	job	creation	
as an important part of the 
City’s future. The Comprehensive 
Plan’s goals and policies are 
committed to attracting new 
employers, while supporting the 
existing job base. 

The	land	use	plan	has		identified	
redevelop opportunities in key 
parts of the community that will 
help support job growth. The 
Advisory Committee and the 
public	also	identified	University	
Avenue and Central Avenue as 
one of the community’s strongest 
assets in helping attract new 
employers. The entire length 
of these corridors (from I-694 
to the Minneapolis border) 
should be utilized to their fullest 
potential to support job creation 
throughout the community.


