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Market Analysis
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Population Change by Decade

 » Columbus has experienced steady 
population increases since the 1990s. 

 » A healthy job market has supported 
strong growth in Columbus and 
stabilized populations in surrounding 
smaller communities. 

Population
Population 

Change from 
Previous Decade

% Change 
During Decade 

Annual 
Rate

1960 12,476
1970 15,471 2,995 24.0% 2.17%
1980 17,328 1,857 12.0% 1.14%
1990 19,480 2,152 12.4% 1.18%
2000 20,971 1,491 7.7% 0.74%
2010 22,111 1,140 5.4% 0.53%
2020 24,028 1,917 8.7% 0.83%

2000-2020 3,057 0.7% 0.12%
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Construction Activity

 » While construction activity has 
been strong in the last few years 
only 2019 and 2020 saw rates 
above 100 units 

 » The 2017 housing study identified 
a need for greater housing variety 
which began to be addressed in 
the last two years 75
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Regional & Aspirational Peer Cities 

 » Columbus’ business mix and 
available jobs support much 
stronger growth patterns 
than Fremont, Norfolk, or 
North Platte. 

 » Much of Nebraska’s growth 
occurred in the urban 
centers along Interstate 80 
and in the smaller urban 
centers in the eastern 
portion of the state.  

2000 2010 2020
Difference 
2010-2020

% Change

Columbus 20,971 22,111 24,028 1,917 8.67%

Fremont 25,174 26,397 27,141 744 2.82%

Kearney 27,431 30,787 33,790 3,003 9.75%

Norfolk 23,516 24,210 24,955 745 3.08%

North Platte 23,878 24,733 23,390 -1,343 -5.43%

Lincoln 225,581 258,379 291,082 32,703 12.66%

Omaha 390,007 408,958 486,051 77,093 18.85%



7

2030 Population Scenarios

 » While Columbus has grown in the past two 
decades the number of available jobs would 
indicate that even stronger growth is possible.

 » Despite slower development patterns coming 
out of the recession, Columbus grew by 
almost 1%.  

 » With a continued focus on housing 
development and employee recruitment 
Columbus should grow to almost 26,500 by 
2030. 

Growth Rate 2020 2025 2030

0.5% 

(2000-2010 rate)
24,028 24,672 25,334

0.8% 

(2010-2020 rate)
24,028 25,048 26,111

1.00% 24,028 25,254 26,542

Source: RDG Planning & Design
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Occupancy Changes

 » The Census has not yet released the split 
between owner and renter occupancy.

 » The number of vacant units has increased 
but is still low. Vacant units are needed in 
a healthy housing market to offer options 
to those looking for a house to meet their 
current life situation or to move into the 
community. 

 » Columbus will need to continue to add 
units to meet both pent up demand and 
future growth.  

2010 2020
Change 

2010-2020
Total Units 9,322 9,963 641

Occupied Units 8,874 9,477 603

Total Vacant 448 486 38

Vacancy rate 4.8% 4.9%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 
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  » The population forecast, recent construction activity 
and assumptions about people per household 
generates a ten-year overall housing demand.

  » Distribution of household income in a community is 
important.

  » Income ranges were matched with affordability price 
points, based on housing costs equal to 30% of gross 
income.

  » Price breakouts were defined for new housing 
demand, based on the assumption that new 
construction should ideally be affordable to the 
existing household income distribution.

The Demand Projection Process
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 » Over the past few years Columbus has 
experienced much stronger housing 
construction activity; however, it has 
not been enough to address the housing 
shortage.

 » To address the pent up demand in the 
market the vacancy rate should increase to 
nearly 6%. 

 » To meet much of the city’s pent up demand 
nearly 127 units annually should be 
constructed. 

 » The city also has approximately 2,000 
job openings today and the potential 
for employment growth is strong with a 
number of businesses just noting their 
immediate need. If Columbus captured 1/3 
of those jobs as need residents they would 
have an immediate need for nearly 670 
units. 

Development Projection

  2020 2025 2030 TOTAL

Population at End of Period 24,028 25,254 26,542

Household Population at End of 
Period 23,623 24,828 26,094

Average People Per Household 2.45 2.45 2.45

Household Demand at End of 
Period 9,642 10,134 10,651

Projected Vacancy Rate 4.9% 5.4% 5.9%

Unit Needs at End of Period 10,136 10,710 11,316

Replacement Need (total lost 
units) 40 50 90

Cumulative Need During Period 613 656 1,269

Annual Need 153 131 141

Source: RDG
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Income Distributions and Housing Affordability Ranges

* HH = Households 
Source: U.S. Census, 2019; RDG Planning & Design

(2019 estimates)

Income Range
# HHs 

in Each 
Range

Affordable 
Range for 

Owner Units

# of 
Owner 
Units

Affordable 
Range for 

Renter 
Units

# of 
Renter 
Units

Total 
Affordable 

Units
Balance

$0-25,000 1,594 >$60,000 308 $0-499 925 1,233 -361

$25,000-49,999 2,364
$60,000-
124,999

2,057 $500-999 1,881 3,938 1,574

$50,000-74,999 1,847
$125,000-
199,999

2,209
$1,000-
1,499

167 2,376 529

$75-99,999 1,638
$200,000-
249,999

529
$1,500-
1,999

23 552 -1,086

$100-150,000 1,205
$250,000-
399,999

971
$2,000-
2,999

0 971 -234

$150,000+ 621 $400,000+ 150 $3000+ 49 199 -422

 » This analysis evaluates the 
availability of affordable housing 
and compares the quantity of 
housing affordable to each income 
group. 

 » These estimates are from 2019 and 
do not reflect recent price inflations. 

 » The city likely continued to 
have a large supply of housing 
priced under $200,000 and 
rents below $1,000, but 
these units are filled and not 
available 

 » Note: these numbers should not be 
taken as demand that will need to 
be filled but where opportunities 
and issues may exist. 
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Comparative Regional Affordability

 » An affordable, self-sustaining 
housing market, with adequate 
value or revenues to support 
market rate new construction, 
typically has a value to income 
ratio between 2.5 and 3.

 » Ratios above 3.0 exhibit 
affordability issues. 

 » Ratios below 2.0 are significantly 
undervalued relative to income and 
make it difficult to support new 
construction costs.

 » Despite new construction, 
Columbus’ rental rates remain 
comparable 

Median 
Household 

Income

Median House 
Value

Value / Income 
Ratio 

Median Contract 
Rent

Columbus $60,110  $145,500 2.42  $628 

Fremont $49,474 $132,700 2.68 $615

Kearney $57,064 $178,900 3.14 $639

Norfolk $49,372 $145,400 2.94 $548

North Platte $54,357 $118,900 2.19 $635

Lincoln $57,746 $169,800 2.94 $730

Omaha $60,092 $159,700 2.66 $762

 » Columbus has the highest median income among peer cities and despite 
inflation should continue to be able to support new construction that 
will free up existing housing for the households making at or below the 
median. 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 
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Housing Development Program

 » This analysis assumes a split 
of 50% owner-occupied and 
renter-occupied. This is to 
address the need for variety in 
the market.

 » New construction will cost 
$200,000 or more, causing 
demand for lower-cost units 
to be met either by existing 
housing units or heavily 
subsidized construction. 
Creating more variety in 
housing types can motivate 
households to place their 
$180,000 or less home on the 
market.    

Source: RDG Planning & Design

2025 2030 TOTAL
Total Owner Occupied

Affordable Low: <$200,000 168

307

180

328

348

635
Moderate Market: $200-250,000 65 70 135

Market: $250-350,000 48 52 100

High Market: Over $350,000 25 27 51

Total Renter Occupied 
Low: Less than $500 66

307

70

328

136

635
Affordable: $500-1,000 97 104 202

Market: $1,000-1,500 76 81 158

High Market: $1,500+ 67 72 140

Total Need 614 656 1,270

} } }
} } }



14

Themes
The following section is based on listening 
sessions completed in October 2021 and 
the market analysis.
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  » Builder Capacity 

  » Lot Shortage 

  » Lack of Housing Variety 

  » For Sale Shortage 

  » Downtown Opportunities 

  » Infill and Redevelopment Sites 

  » Strong Economy 

  » Appetite for New Products 

Opportunities and Challenges
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 » Builder Capacity 

 » Lot Shortage 

 » Lack of Housing Variety 

 » For Sale Shortage 

 » Downtown Opportunities 

 » Infill and Redevelopment Sites 

 » Strong Economy 

 » Appetite for New Products

The 2017 housing study noted builder capacity was 
one of the key issues facing the city. Over the past 
four years this issue has continued. While construction 
has increased the city has $3.5 million in Workforce 
Housing funding and no builders that have accepted the 
opportunity. 

The construction trades still need to be part of any 
community workforce development strategy to build 
capacity for both housing construction and business 
expansion. This will likely take a partnership with Central 
Community College, specifically in finding the space for 
the program. 

Opportunities and Challenges
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A strong ag economy has resulted in continued increasing 
land prices. At the same time the available opportunities 
inside city limits for new lot development is limited. 
Finding new opportunities, thinking about sites in new 
ways, and building partnerships with surrounding property 
owners will all be important. 

Most importantly is making sure that land is used 
in the most efficient way possible. Very low density 
developments cannot be supported inside the city limits. 
New development patterns and product types will be 
essential to using land and infrastructure to the highest 
degree. The more units on a site also lowers the lot cost 
per unit. 

 » Builder Capacity 

 » Lot Shortage 

 » Lack of Housing Variety 

 » For Sale Shortage 

 » Downtown Opportunities 

 » Infill and Redevelopment Sites 

 » Strong Economy 

 » Appetite for New Products

Opportunities and Challenges
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Since 2016 Columbus has had more rental housing built 
than in the past 20 years. These units, along with the 
townhomes that have been built, have filled quickly. The 
very low vacancy rate that remains among these units 
continues to illustrate the shortage of housing variety. 

Maintenance free or lower maintenance options for 
empty-nesters and retirees remains limited. For many of 
these households they remain in units that no longer fit 
their needs or end up moving to one of the surrounding 
communities and commuting to Columbus.  Development 
of these units can be an essential strategy for bringing 
the homes below $200,000 to market. 

 » Builder Capacity 

 » Lot Shortage 

 » Lack of Housing Variety 

 » For Sale Shortage 

 » Downtown Opportunities 

 » Infill and Redevelopment Sites 

 » Strong Economy 

 » Appetite for New Products

Opportunities and Challenges
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In 2017 Columbus was experiencing a shortage of for-
sale homes that has only become an even greater issue 
in 2021. Since 2020 the issue is no longer localized but a 
national issue for several reasons. 

 » Low interest rates have allowed many to purchase.  

 » Lack of variety of product types has resulted in 
older households remaining in their units and many 
households choosing to renovate existing homes rather 
than moving.  

 » COVID-19 resulting in fewer people putting their homes 
on the market while the demand remains high. At the 
time of this report there were fewer than 50 units listed 
for sale. Despite the pandemic individuals are still 
moving and need to fill local jobs. 

Opportunities and Challenges

 » Builder Capacity 

 » Lot Shortage 

 » Lack of Housing Variety 

 » For Sale Shortage 

 » Downtown Opportunities 

 » Infill and Redevelopment Sites 

 » Strong Economy 

 » Appetite for New Products
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Unlike many of Columbus’ peer communities, housing has 
been slow to come to downtown. At the same time the 
district has thrived despite the Pandemic. The interest and 
opportunities for additional housing remain strong. Like 
every district issues around building codes, parking, and 
accessibility will need to be addressed but other similar 
districts have resolved these issues, they are not unique to 
Columbus. 

Life safety and adequate parking are a must in a 
downtown, but a healthy district should also be one where 
parking is challenging. 

Opportunities and Challenges

 » Builder Capacity 

 » Lot Shortage 

 » Lack of Housing Variety 

 » For Sale Shortage 

 » Downtown Opportunities 

 » Infill and Redevelopment Sites 

 » Strong Economy 

 » Appetite for New Products
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As noted earlier, Columbus has a limited number of 
available lots and a shortage of locations to develop 
new on greenfield* sites. However, there are a number 
of growing opportunities within the city. Many cities are 
looking to their older commercial corridors to provide 
housing opportunities, especially higher density housing. 

Even before the Pandemic, retail was changing and many 
smaller box retailers were going out of business. These 
sites can be locations for new development. La Vista is a 
great example of this, where hundreds of units and new, 
smaller commercial spaces have been developed on the 
former sites of a Walmart and Hobby Lobby. 

*Greenfield sites are any sites that have been previously undeveloped, often ag 

land in the Midwest.  

Opportunities and Challenges

 » Builder Capacity 

 » Lot Shortage 

 » Lack of Housing Variety 

 » For Sale Shortage 

 » Downtown Opportunities 

 » Infill and Redevelopment Sites 

 » Strong Economy 

 » Appetite for New Products
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Columbus is currently experiencing record unemployment 
and hundreds of job openings. This is a great sign for the 
city, indicating continued opportunity for growth. However, 
if these workers cannot find adequate housing they are 
less likely to accept jobs or to move on more quickly. 

The strong economy should be leveraged to bring more 
partners to the table to help with gap financing, workforce 
development, and site opportunities. 

Opportunities and Challenges

 » Builder Capacity 

 » Lot Shortage 

 » Lack of Housing Variety 

 » For Sale Shortage 

 » Downtown Opportunities 

 » Infill and Redevelopment Sites 

 » Strong Economy 

 » Appetite for New Products
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The previous study noted the survey results and growing 
number of households entering retirement years as 
evidence of Columbus’ strong appetite for a variety of 
new housing products. This appetite has been further 
demonstrated by the success that several new projects 
have experienced. 

The need for more modern rentals remains strong along 
with townhomes, small lot single-family, and downtown 
opportunities. 

Opportunities and Challenges

 » Builder Capacity 

 » Lot Shortage 

 » Lack of Housing Variety 

 » For Sale Shortage 

 » Downtown Opportunities 

 » Infill and Redevelopment Sites 

 » Strong Economy 

 » Appetite for New Products
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Directions 
Forward
Following is a set of strategic objectives 
to help guide the city and its partners 
in setting priorities and taking action to 
support the growth of the housing market.  



25

Strategic Objectives

Columbus has made progress in addressing the housing 
issues identified in the 2017 plan. These include 
significant new rental housing and upticks in single-
family units. New tools have been implemented to 
facilitate these projects and innovative approaches are 
being explored. At the same time businesses continue 
to grow and demand more workers. 

Despite all of this work the undersupply in housing 
remains. Record low numbers of homes for sale are 
leaving many out of the ownership market. At the same 
time new residents looking to rent cannot find the units 
that are appropriate to their stage of life. In addition, 
existing vacant positions and potential employment 
growth are being held back by both a labor and housing 
shortage which only adds further stress to the regional 
housing market. 
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Strategic Objectives

A.  Provide a range of housing environments 

by offering housing types that meet 

housing needs for households at different 

points in their life cycle. 

B.  Add lots in a variety of locations and sizes 

to accommodate a wider range of housing 

types and ensure that zoning supports 

new innovative approaches. 

C.  Use strategic rehabilitation and housing 
conservation to meet the need for housing 

priced below $200,000 and preserve 

moderate priced housing.

D.  Continue a focus on downtown residential 
growth as both a rental housing solution 

and a downtown revitalization tool.

As the area continues to address housing challenges, 
we recommend the following strategic objectives:
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Lifecycle Housing (A & B)

» Places to try out and experiment
» Housing within one’s means
» Economic opportunity

= Each stage often requires the previous to be possible

» Places to establish a household
» Housing within one’s changing means
» Places to build equity
» Room to grow

» Places to put down roots and grow 
a household
» Settings that adapt to stages of life

» Places that meet lifestyle needs
» Places that accommodate mobility needs
» Places for active retirement

» Options
» Places for growing old with dignity 

Growing Up

Housing Stages

Starting

Prospering

Lifestyle Value

Aging
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Housing Diversity (A & B)

 » Increase the number of rentals

 » Assemble lots for the production of affordable 
housing

 » Use tools like TIF  

 » Rehab programs

 » Rural Workforce Housing Fund

Increase mobility through housing diversity: 

The low supply of “for-sale” or “for-rent” units that meet 
buyers expectations or price points is a significant challenge 
for new employees to the area and for current residents 
looking to move within the community. Low mobility rates 
among existing households is the key issue for available units. 
Traditionally, as households earn more they would look to 
purchase larger homes. This trend is changing in many places, 
with more homeowners staying in housing longer instead 
of looking for products that fit their lifestyles. This includes 
retirees who are leaving jobs but not their housing units. A 
variety of housing products are needed to increase mobility 
and provide options for individuals transitioning into the 
community. For empty-nesters, this may be lower maintenance 
units that will allow them to easily transition into their 
retirement years.  
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Housing Diversity (A & B)

Examples of Housing Diversity: 

 » Townhomes and duplexes

 » Multi-family structures

 » Small lot single-family 

 » Accessory dwelling units (ADU’s)

 » Manufactured & modular housing 

 » Downtown units 

Accessory Dwelling Unit

Townhomes on the edge of a downtown
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Housing Diversity (A & B)
Examples

Small Lot Single-Family Detached with alley loaded garages

Cottage Court Single-Family Detached with shared maintenance

Historically attached units seamlessly fit into single-family neighborhoods

Infill development on a former Wal-Mart site
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Increase the number of rentals 

Despite construction of the largest number of rentals in two decades the 
need for these units at all price points remains strong. To address this 
issue the community will need to:

 » Expand perceptions of sites suitable for higher-density housing to include traditional 
commercial areas.   

 » Consider advance acquisition of sites (cities have done this for industrial sites).

 » Create development partnerships including businesses and institutions with similar 
recruitment needs.

 » Recruit developers interested in producing multi-family housing. If local interest or 
capacity does not quickly respond then recruitment of those working in the larger region 
or state may be needed. 

 » Encourage downtown housing, including both adaptive reuse and new construction on 
underused sites adjacent to downtown.

Housing Diversity (A & B)
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Housing Diversity (A, D) 

Downtown Living 

Residential living in downtown Columbus offers great 
opportunities for satisfying housing diversity needs and 
creating lively and appealing city centers. To alleviate 
concerns the community should: 

 » Assembly a “how to guide” on how to do downtown 
housing rehabilitation. This may include bringing in 
speakers from Hastings with examples of how they 
completed projects. 

 » Form business improvement district (BID) to manage 
projects and support beautification efforts. 

Additionally, programs like historic tax credits, TIF, and the 
Value Improvement Program (VIP) can be used to offset 
costs.
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Lot & Site Development  (A & B)

Assemble Lots for Greater Housing Options: 

The policies and strategies for lot development 
is directly impacted by a community’s absorption 
rate. Rural communities have several options for lot 
development. 

  » Assemble lots. Development of a Land Bank may 
help with securing lots. These efforts not only use 
infrastructure resources more efficiently, but they 
stabilize values of surrounding properties. 
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Lot & Site Development  (A & B)

Assemble Lots for Greater Housing Options: 

New Lots. Finding sites for new lots is one of Columbus’ biggest 
challenges. Potential options include:  

 » Look to sites not previously considered, like older commercial 
corridors

 » Push for medium to higher densities, especially in redevelopment 
areas to maximize the land that is available 

 » Work with employers to identify adjacent property that may be 
available for development

 » Assemble partnerships, like industrial groups of the past, to 
purchase land and share the risk 

Ultimately a partnership may need to consider nearly giving away the lots 
to incentive builders; however, those lots should not be the traditional 
larger lots but need to meet the need for variety. 

Example: Lot Development & 
Housing Financing 

Newton, Iowa population 15,000, 
used a bond initiative to assist 
with subdivision development and 
incentivizing housing construction 
after the Maytag closing resulted in a 
loss in confidence by the development 
community. Lots were offered at 
a heavily discounted price and an 
additional closing cost incentive 
provided.
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A targeted approach should continue to identify 
strategies that will elevate the overall values of 
neighborhoods and communities. Programs should 
include:  

 » Purchase-Rehab-Resale Program 

 » Demolition of Dilapidated Structures

The existing housing stock within Columbus today is 
the best source of affordable housing. Preservation 
of this housing is essential to having a supply of 
diverse affordable housing. 

Rising costs is making it more difficult to “flip” 
homes due to the initial purchase price being higher. 

Housing Conservation (C)
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Housing Conservation (C)

Purchase-Rehab-Resale Program: 

 » This highly successful NeighborWorks Northeast Nebraska 
program should continue to be supported. In this program a home 
is purchased, rehabbed, and sold to a qualified buyer. 

 » The lack of for sale homes is challenging this program like any 
other buyer. 

 » This could be combined with a senior oriented development 
that allows the senior to move into more appropriate housing 
and creating a supply of homes for the program.

 » The formation of land bank could also help but many of 
those homes may require more repair than the program can 
traditionally afford. 
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Housing Conservation (C)

Demolition Programs:  

 » The city must continue to fund removal of dilapidated housing 
after all means to preserve and restore the house have been 
exhausted. This may include a program that offers salvageable 
units to those willing to rehab the property. 

 » Once a house is removed the lot should transition to a buyer 
willing to develop new housing or a land bank for future 
development. 
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Housing Conservation (C)

Housing rehab programs are usually limited to funding 
through CDBG. Expansion of these programs should 
focus on: 

 » Basic repair and maintenance and the avoidance of 
band-aid projects

 » Improving the energy efficiency of units and lower 
overall cost of housing  

 » Rehab of both owner and renter occupied units

This should be combined with continued enforcement 
of existing codes and the funding necessary for 
enforcement. 
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Workforce Development (A, B, C)

The workforce shortage within the building trades is a national issue, 
therefore finding ways to retain those trained in this field will be important. 

Local training can be very important to the process. Finding a space for 
Central Community College to hold building trades classes would be a first 
step. 

However, there is no guarantee that graduates remain in the area. 
Community leaders should consider: 

 » Sponsorship of students within these programs with the requirement they 
remain in Columbus or Platte County after completing their program 

 » Outreach to current trade businesses to assist with succession planning

 » Greater encouragement of students into these programs 
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Employer Assistance (A)

Employers can play an important role in 
addressing housing needs through a variety of 
initiatives: 

 » Funding of housing development programs that target 
income ranges of their employees. 

 » Donation of excess property for housing development. 

 » Sharing the risk of new developments, such as pledging 
to rent a unit or cover rents if units are not filled. 

 » Direct development of rental housing or subdivisions. 

Every employer may have a different comfort level but 
traditional programs like moving costs and down payment 
assistance have little impact when the unit is nearly 
impossible to find.  

Credit: Omaha World Herald 

Streck Inc, a biotech company in La Vista, announced in 
October that they would be building an 84 unit apartment 
building adjacent to their Sarpy County facility. The units 
will be rented to their employees at a discount. 

https://omaha.com/business/local/streck-sweetens-the-
pot-for-new-workers-by-building-apartments-for-them/
article_883f89ba-3350-11ec-afdf-9ff62d207829.html


