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Can Michigan become a climate haven? Duluth is already planning.  [Can 

Ann Arbor?] 

DULUTH, Minn.—When Mayor Emily Larson first heard the hype about her city’s potential as 

a so-called climate haven — a place people will flock to as rising seas, drought, heat and wildfire 

make other regions less hospitable — “I thought it was bananas.” 

But in the years since, Larson said, she has come to realize “it’s already happening.” 

Duluth Mayor Emily Larson poses near the city’s riverwalk, a major piece of public 

infrastructure that required a multi-million-dollar rebuild after a series of intense storms wiped 

out large sections. Such storms are expected to grow more common in Duluth as the climate 

changes.   

As climate change fuels dramatic changes that scientists say will make places in the West, South, 

and along the ocean coasts increasingly unlivable, the city has become a national poster child for 

the population shift that experts expect to see across the Great Lakes region, where milder 

climates and abundant fresh water could fuel  

But even a city dubbed a climate refuge is not immune from the impacts of climate change, and 

part of preparing for the future means recognizing and addressing the Great Lakes region’s 

vulnerabilities to its own climate hazards.  

What can Michigan and the rest of the Great Lakes learn from how Duluth has grappled 

with its “climate haven” moniker so far? 

The making of a climate haven 

Jesse Keenan is largely responsible for the buzz about Duluth. The associate professor and social 

scientist in the School of Architecture at Tulane University sparked a media blitz when he led a 

team commissioned by the University of Minnesota Duluth to study Duluth’s capacity to meet 

that anticipated wave. 

But Keenan wants to make one thing clear: The predictions he has made about Duluth apply 

to the entire Great Lakes region. What draws a newcomer to Duluth might be different from 

the appeals of say, Detroit or Cleveland, he said, but ultimately all of these cities should be 

preparing for a coming influx. 

“People are already thinking about the transfer of wealth to these places, and they're already 

making investments,” he said. 

Vivek Shandas, a Portland State University professor who specializes in climate adaptation, said 

he occasionally receives cold-calls from real estate investors wanting to know where they should 

buy climate-safe property. 

“There’s a speculation market going on,” he said. 



To the extent people are physically relocating to Duluth for its climate assets, for now it’s 

happening at a trickle. Duluth actually lost population over the past decade, census data shows. 

But that trend reversed during the pandemic and area planners predict a continued influx. 

Ben Corby is among the newcomers. Growing up in Florida, Corby is used to extreme weather. 

But in recent years, the hurricanes have grown fiercer and more frequent. After enduring back-

to-back-to-back hurricanes over three years in Florida, he moved to Georgia in hopes of escaping 

inland. No such luck. Last October, Tropical Storm Zeta pummeled his community hundreds of 

miles from the nearest coastline. 

Ben Corby moved to Duluth from Florida after enduring one too many intense hurricane seasons. 

The city, he said, seemed like the best place to settle amid a changing climate. (Courtesy photo)  

“Something’s not right,” he thought. So he started looking for a new home away from climate 

hazards. “Duluth seemed like a more sustainable place to live long-term.” 

Larson said Duluth is uniquely positioned to attract newcomers like Corby in part because it has 

worked to cultivate social assets beyond the climate alone. Voters approved a sales tax 

increase to fund road maintenance, which she said will come in handy as worsening storms put 

additional strain on the hilly city’s roads. 

They also taxed themselves to fund parks and recreation development, an investment that has 

helped turn the city’s mountain biking trails into a major attraction.  

That ability and willingness to raise taxes to fund public infrastructure stands in contrast from 

some other cities in the region, where public officials have long bemoaned their inability to 

address civic problems due to a lack of funds. 

Climate haven, climate risks 

But while the city reckons with its role as a possible climate haven, some activists note that it 

must do more to address climate hazards at home.  

One of Duluth’s draws is its mild summers, a consequence of the breeze blowing in from frigid 

Lake Superior. The phenomenon has earned the northern Minnesota city, situated along a river 

mouth at the lake’s western edge, a reputation as “the air conditioned city.” 

But as I talked with Jordan van der Hagen about the city’s future, we sweated on a muggy May 

afternoon. 

“Normally we’d still have snow,” said van der Hagen, founder of a group called the Duluth 

Waterfront Collective, a group that sees the highway that cuts through the city’s downtown as a 

barrier to climate readiness. 

Winters in the Great Lakes northlands are growing milder and shorter, leading to earlier thaws 

and thinner ice cover on the Great Lakes. 

Van der Hagen worries that, amid all the hype about its climate assets, the region will fail to see 

the threats it faces locally. The city needs to deprioritize paved infrastructure that heats cities as 
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well as highways that support fossil fuel-using automobiles, he said, while investing in green 

space to offer cooling shade during hotter summers.  

Other advocates expressed worry that failing to carefully plan for population growth could 

worsen existing inequities in the city. Think of places like Northern Michigan’s vacation towns, 

where outside money has pushed up housing costs, leaving low- and middle-wage workers with 

nowhere to live. 

Home sale prices in Duluth have surged between 10 and 15 percent in the past year amid a 

nationwide COVID-19 home-buying boom. The city’s hot real estate market has already begun 

to squeeze those lower on the economic ladder, said Shaina Nickila, president of the Lake 

Superior Area Realtors board of directors. 

Nickila worries about this trend going into hyper-drive if predictions of climate migration prove 

true, and Duluth hasn’t made major strides by then to modernize and expand its aging housing 

stock.  

“I think about my kids, and are they going to be able to afford a home if this continues?” Nickila 

said. 

As for how the city and other Great Lakes hubs can absorb the demand so longtime residents 

don’t get priced out as newcomers buy up houses?  “New construction, new construction, new 

construction,” Nickila said. 

LeAnn Littlewolf, a senior program officer with the local Northland Foundation, said the city 

must be careful to make sure that includes housing for those on the lowest end of the income 

spectrum. In Duluth and nationally, that’s disproportionately Native Americans and people of 

color. 

When the American Indian Community Housing Organization opened a 29-unit low-income 

housing development in downtown Duluth’s former YWCA building, more than 400 people 

applied for a spot. 

That mismatch between housing need and availability has consequences, Littlewolf said: “More 

than ever, we have people living outside.” 
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