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LETTER OF SUPPORT

Kim O'Brien & the Rice & Larpenteur Alliance

August 11, 2026

Saint Paul Housing & Redevelopment Authority
City of Saint Paul
Saint Paul, Minnesota

Re: Support for Kim O'Brien and Continued Investment in the Rice & Larpenteur Alliance

To the Saint Paul Housing & Redevelopment Authority:

I am writing in strong support of Kim O'Brien, Executive Director of the Rice & Larpenteur 
Alliance, and the continued public investment in the work of the Alliance.

My family and I met Kim approximately three years ago, and since then we have had the 
opportunity to work alongside her in efforts to improve and strengthen the Rice & Larpenteur 
neighborhood. Over that time, I have seen firsthand the amount of work, care, and commitment 
she gives to this community.

Rice & Larpenteur is not just one intersection. It is a shared neighborhood where Saint Paul, 
Maplewood, and Roseville meet, serving approximately 18,000 residents. It is also one of the most 
diverse corridors in Minnesota, with 67% of residents being people of color and 37.5% speaking a 
language other than English at home. This diversity is one of the neighborhood's greatest 
strengths, but it also means that many residents and business owners are navigating systems, 
financing, permitting, and government resources for the first time.

Kim has been an essential bridge between those systems and the people who live and work here.

For many years, the Rice and Larpenteur area struggled with a negative reputation, public safety 
concerns, blight, and disinvestment. The three cities began formally working together to address 
those challenges, ultimately adopting the Rice-Larpenteur Gateway Area Vision Plan in 2018. 
Since then, the changes in the neighborhood have been significant.

My family and I have personally witnessed that transformation. Places that were once associated 
with repeated problems, including nightclubs and the former Lamplighter Lounge, have been 
replaced or redeveloped into businesses that better serve the surrounding community, including 
grocery stores, restaurants, and other neighborhood-serving businesses. Public safety officials 
from all three cities have reported a drastic reduction in major crimes and safety incidents since 
2018. The Lamplighter Lounge itself closed permanently in 2022 after sustained neighborhood 
advocacy, and the space later became home to a grocery business serving the community.

Kim and the Alliance have also played an important role in making this corridor a place where 
entrepreneurs can open, grow, and succeed.

I have personally seen Kim help first-time business owners navigate resources that can otherwise 
be extremely difficult to understand. She connects entrepreneurs with grants, loans, technical 
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assistance, education, sponsorship opportunities, and local government resources. That work has 
produced real results. The Alliance has facilitated more than 30 business improvement and 
construction-impact grants, more than $223,500 in grants to small businesses, more than 80 new 
jobs, and at least 15 new or expanding businesses welcomed to the corridor since 2021.

My own businesses have been part of that growth. The Alliance recognizes The Perfect Coffee and 
Tromperia el Zac, along with many other immigrant- and minority-owned businesses that have 
invested in the corridor.

Kim's work goes far beyond helping individual businesses. Her meetings and community 
engagement efforts create a direct connection between local business owners, residents, elected 
officials, city staff, public safety departments, schools, and other organizations. These 
relationships allow local government to hear directly from the people who experience the 
neighborhood's needs every day. They also give small business owners a place where they can 
ask questions, raise concerns, and better understand how to work with government.

Her leadership was especially important during the difficult period surrounding federal 
immigration enforcement and Operation Metro Surge. At a time when many immigrant and 
minority families and businesses were experiencing fear, uncertainty, and severe disruption, Kim 
did not simply watch from the sidelines. She helped coordinate meetings, made information 
accessible, connected community members with attorneys who could educate them about their 
rights, assisted businesses and families with practical needs, and helped organize mutual aid.

What stood out to me during that period was Kim's presence. She was constantly checking on 
businesses, asking what people needed, connecting people with resources, and looking for ways 
the Alliance could help. In difficult moments, communities remember who showed up. Kim 
showed up.

Her work also extends beyond the business community. The Alliance has worked with 
neighborhood schools and youth, including the Community School of Excellence, and has built 
partnerships connecting student success with strong neighborhood relationships.

The Alliance has also created something that is difficult to measure but extremely important: a 
stronger sense of belonging.

Through the Summer Block Party, Winter Warm-Up, Community in Bloom, Spring Clean-Up, and 
other events, Kim and the Alliance bring together families, business owners, elected officials, 
schools, nonprofits, public safety departments, and neighbors from all three cities. More than 
1,200 people attended Alliance events in 2025, including more than 600 people at the Summer 
Block Party, and the organization reports more than 500 volunteers involved in its work.

These events may appear simple from the outside, but they are part of what changes a 
neighborhood. They allow people who may live only a few blocks apart but come from 
completely different backgrounds to meet one another. They introduce residents to local 
businesses. They give business owners exposure. They create pride in the area. They help people 
feel that Rice & Larpenteur is their neighborhood and that they have a role in its future.

This is why I believe continued investment in the Rice & Larpenteur Alliance is so important.

The Alliance has demonstrated that public investment can be leveraged into much more. Its own 
reporting shows that Saint Paul's municipal investment has helped attract county, philanthropic, 



Juan Lopez | Letter of Support  • 

corporate, business, and individual support, with approximately $3.67 directly invested for every 
$1 contributed by Saint Paul.

There is also still significant work ahead. The Alliance is working to support redevelopment of 
vacant and underutilized properties, provide technical and marketing support for small 
businesses, support the Rice Street reconstruction and future transit improvements, improve 
pedestrian infrastructure, encourage investment in parks and green spaces, prevent 
displacement of existing residents and businesses, and connect underserved communities with 
jobs, education, training, and youth development opportunities.

These goals require more than a plan on paper. They require someone who understands the 
neighborhood, knows the people, has earned their trust, and is willing to do the daily work 
necessary to bring government, businesses, residents, and community organizations together.

Kim has done that.

The impact Kim and the Rice & Larpenteur Alliance have had on this neighborhood is not always 
easy to quantify because much of the most important work happens quietly. It can be found in 
the entrepreneur who finally understands how to apply for a grant, the resident who feels 
comfortable attending a community event, the immigrant family that knows where to turn 
during a crisis, the business owner whose concerns finally reach local officials, the young person 
who becomes involved in their neighborhood, or the neglected property that becomes a thriving 
business.

Those individual moments add up to the transformation we are seeing today.

In my experience, Kim consistently does the work that many people do not see and often do not 
think about doing. She builds relationships, connects resources, responds when the community is 
struggling, advocates for local businesses, and continually looks for ways to improve the corridor.

The Rice & Larpenteur Alliance has become an important part of the progress this neighborhood 
has made, and Kim's leadership has been vital to that work.

I strongly encourage the Saint Paul Housing & Redevelopment Authority and the City of Saint 
Paul to continue supporting Kim and the Rice & Larpenteur Alliance. Continued investment will 
not only benefit the immediate Rice & Larpenteur neighborhood; it will strengthen Saint Paul, 
Maplewood, and Roseville by supporting a safer, more economically vibrant, more connected, 
and more welcoming gateway between all three communities.

The progress made over the last several years is significant, but there is still much more that can 
be accomplished. With additional tools and continued support, I believe Kim and the Alliance can 
build on that momentum and create an even greater impact for the people and businesses who 
call this neighborhood home.

Thank you for your consideration and for your continued investment in the Rice & Larpenteur 
community.

Sincerely,

Juan Lopez
Business Owner and Community Member
Rice & Larpenteur Area


