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W
hat happens to all that 
malted barley after 
beer is done brewing, 
or all those oats after 

being soaked to make oat milk?
They are increasingly ending up 

back in food.
Minnesota’s nascent “upcycled” 

food industry — which is one part 
recycling and another part food manu-
facturing — has gone from nearly non-
existent to vibrant in just a few years.

The aim of upcycling is to find new 
uses for otherwise discarded, yet still 
nutritious, foodstuffs. Repurposed 
grains are hitting shelves in baking 
mixes, crackers and even cereal.

“It used to be a movement. Now it’s 
an industry,” said Sue Marshall,  founder 
and CEO of St. Paul-based upcycling 
company Netzro. 

The practice of redirecting food 
waste — which the industry calls 
“byproduct utilization” — has been 
around since agriculture began, mostly 
by reusing it in animal feed or com-
post. But rebranding it as upcycling, 
and finding ways to commercialize 
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Brian Singer, who taught 
high school math in rural 
Tanzania when he was in the 
Peace Corps in the 1990s, came 
to love the country.

After earning a degree in 
international development 
from Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity and working in small-busi-
ness lending for the Neighbor-
hood Development Center in 
St. Paul, he decided to do more.

In 2000, after visiting Tan-
zania, he pledged to under-
write the education of two 
young orphans whose family 
he knew. A year later, he and 
wife Karen Stupic formed 
a nonprofit called Project 
Zawadi to fund more students.

Education is not free in the 
country, and it is especially 
hard for working-poor par-
ents to afford even a primary-
school education. Kids often 
have to work on their parents’ 
subsistence farms or shops.

“I found them to be amaz-
ing people,” said Singer, who 
is fluent in Swahili. “Humbling 
in their hard work, their happi-
ness and how difficult are their 
lives. They deserve more.’’

Three years later, the 
entrepreneurial Singer, now 
51, launched a safari business 
in the country, leveraging his 
relationships in the stunning 
land of Mount Kilimanjaro and 
the Serengeti.

The venture called Access 
2 Tanzania worked, thanks 
largely to 20-plus Arusha-
based staff and tour guides. 
Revenue was $3 million in 2019.

Then the pandemic hit — 
and the travel shut down. The 
jobs of 40 African employees 
of Access 2 and Project Zawadi 
were on the line.

Singer and his wife made a 
combined $100,000 from the 
business in 2019. They turned 
to unemployment insurance 
and other relief to cover their 
St. Paul mortgage and other 
expenses during the pandemic. 
The Tanzanian employees 
didn’t have a safety net.

Singer told the Access 
workers that he could afford 
three months of severance pay.

He also set up a GoFundMe 
account, notified his past cus-
tomers and raised $114,000 
in 2020. Meanwhile, the 
customers and past donors 
nearly doubled contributions 
to Project Zawadi for 2020 to 
$537,000.

Singer sobbed in his home 
office in St. Paul when he realized 
he would both avoid layoffs and 
offer a record number of schol-
arships that were so needed dur-
ing the pandemic. Fundraising 
efforts continued in 2021.

“I know every single 
employee and most of their 
families,” he said. “Our busi-
ness is coming back, but we 
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 Rising mortgage rates 

are also squeezing 

potential homeowners.

By JIM BUCHTA  
jim.buchta@startribune.com

The cost of renting is on 
the rise in the Twin Cities, 
and those gains are expected to 
accelerate in coming months.

During July, rents in the 
metro rose 4.2% compared 
with a year ago, according to 
Yardi, a national research firm. 
In an end-of-year forecast, the 
group said that although rent 
increases in the Twin Cities 
have been the lowest of more 
than 30 large metros in the 
nation, annual rent increases 
are expected to accelerate by 
the end of the year to nearly 
5%.

“It is a serious concern,” 
said Mary Bujold,  president 
of Twin Cities-based Maxfield 
Research. “We already have an 
[affordable] housing crisis.’

Rents are on the rise at a 
time when higher mortgage 
rates are already putting a 
squeeze on the number of 
people who can afford to buy 
a home. Rising construction 
costs are also making it dif-
ficult for developers to build 
apartments that are affordable.

Bujold, who does market 
research and feasibility studies 
for developers, municipalities 
and others, said Yardi’s 4.2% 
doesn’t reflect the reality of 
what’s happening in many 
suburbs. In those places, rent-
ers are facing double-digit rent 
increases.

In Woodbury, for exam-
ple, Bujold is seeing 10% rent 
increases in newer buildings. 
And concessions, or induce-
ments to rent, have completely 
dried up, she said.

“Stuff is just leasing up dra-
matically — really fast,” she 
said. “People just aren’t able to 
move into the for-sale market.”

The total number of occu-
pied rentals in the Twin Cit-
ies metro increased by a record 
3,900 units during the first half 
of the year, including those in 
new and existing buildings, 
according to Marquette Advi-
sors. That total, referred to as 
absorption, takes into account 
people who moved in and out 
of rental, and it beat a previous 
record of 3,700 units, recorded 
just last year.

Curt Gunsbury,  a Twin Cit-
ies developer and rental-prop-
erty owner, said that while 
mortgage rates were near all-
time lows, many renters were 
breaking their lease or not 
renewing because they were 
planning to buy a home. Even 
in Minneapolis, where rental 
demand sagged the most dur-
ing the pandemic, he’s seeing 
stronger demand and fewer 
concessions.
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the practice for human food, 
has helped the industry rapidly 
take off.

“The first upcycled certifi-
cation came in 2021, now there 
are hundreds of products at 
grocery stores,” said Marshall, 
who is also a founding board 
member for the three-year-old 
Upcycled Food Association.

It wasn’t until 2020 that a 
formal definition for upcycled 
foods was adopted with indus-
try, nonprofit, government and 
academic input: “Upcycled 
foods use ingredients that oth-
erwise would not have gone 
to human consumption, are 
procured and produced using 
verifiable supply chains and 
have a positive impact on the 
environment.”

Up to 8% of human-caused 
greenhouse gas emissions 
can be attributed to food loss 
and waste globally, according 
to the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United 
Nations. In the U.S., food loss 
and waste annually results 
in carbon-dioxide emissions 
equivalent to 42 coal-fired 
power plants.

“If food wastage were a 
country, it would be the third-
largest emitting country in the 
world” after the U.S. and China, 
the U.N. agency said in a report. 
“A reduction of food losses and 
waste at global, regional and 
national levels would have a 
substantial positive effect on 
societal resources and in par-
ticular, climate change.”

Distilleries and brewer-
ies present some of the largest 
opportunities for upcycling, 
given the amount of grain they 
use every week. Grains also have 
a high carbon footprint and com-
prise a quarter of global food 
waste, according to the U.N.

Dual Citizen Brewing Co.  
in St. Paul aims to be the first 
brewery in the world to send 
100% of its spent grain back 
into the food system once its 

new production space opens 
later this year.

That’s around 1,200 pounds 
of grain per batch of beer that 
will be given a second life.

“With supply-chain issues 
and food shortages, [upcy-
cling] could alleviate some of 
the hunger we see in our coun-
try and possibly worldwide,” 
said Dual Citizen head brewer 
Bradley Zimmerman. 

With plenty of grain and 
other ingredients available 
for reuse, food companies and 
entrepreneurs are fine-tuning 
recipes and finding flavors that 
will make upcycling a sustain-
able business model.

Zimmerman pictures upcy-
cled pretzels or other snacks 

sold in the brewery; grains from 
the Cereal Money stout would 
make for a great brownie or 
chocolate cake, he said.

“If we can show people it 
works here, I don’t see why we 
can’t implement this around 
the world.”

Taste testing
Upcycled crackers, cookies 

and edible cups decorate the 
vast second-floor corner of St. 
Paul’s Wycliff building, where 
Netzro moved its operations 
earlier this year.

The company doesn’t make 
upcycled consumer products 
but rather processes byproducts 
like a brewery’s spent grains 
into a dried, pathogen-free com-

modity for other businesses.
Netzro plans to sell the 

equipment and license the reci-
pes that allow different grains 
and byproducts to be processed 
with a push of a button.

Marshall’s goal is to take 
care of 100% of a company’s 
byproduct stream. Netzro’s 
partnership with Dual Citizen 
will test that premise.

Netzro first partnered with 
Utepils Brewing in 2015 and 
Tattersall Distilling a few years 
later. Demand for upcycled 
ingredients has since soared, 
and Netzro is now fielding 
interest from around the world.

Columbia Heights-based 
Agrainery was an early Netzro 
partner and has developed a 

host of upcycled baking mixes, 
including orange polenta cake 
and rye brownies.

“It has to be better than the 
standard offering, because if it’s 
not, people won’t eat it,” said 
Agrainery founder Shelley 
Santrach.  “Our graham crack-
ers are better than any you can 
buy at a store,” in part because 
the upcycling process toasts 
the recycled grains, she said.

The environmental bene-
fits of getting more life out of 
food won’t be enough to get 
consumers to buy in, she said.

“When people see the value 
of upcycling, as well as that it 
tastes good, that will make 
things move forward,” San-
trach said. “We might not be 

the ones who do it, but it’s fun 
to be part of the process.”

Scaling up
Minneapolis-based Puris 

is a major supplier of pea pro-
tein, which is having a moment 
among plant-based businesses 
and consumers.

By taking the protein out of 
peas, a great deal of starch is 
left behind — or it was, until 
Puris started selling upcycled-
certified pea starch.

The certification “allows 
us to amplify that all parts 
of the pea, more specifically 
starch, can play an important 
role in mitigating food waste,” 
Puris Proteins Chief Executive 
Tyler Lorenzen  said in a news 
release this spring. Applica-
tions for pea starch include 
baking, sauces and a pectin 
and gelatin alternative.

For Eden Prairie-based 
SunOpta, a leading plant-
based milk manufacturer, a 
whole lot of nutrients are left 
in oats after oat milk is made.

“Oats are about 30 percent 
insoluble, and that’s where 
a lot of the fiber and protein 
in the oat are located,” said 
SunOpta Chief Executive Joe 
Ennen.  “What would typically 
be referred to as a byproduct, 
we are drying it, milling it and 
now have Oat Gold.”

The company’s protein-
packed Oat Gold powder 
received upcycled certifica-
tion earlier this year and has 
already found a home in a 
breakfast cereal brand and 
secured another customer 
focused on upcycled foods.

Upcycled Food Association 
CEO Turner Wyatt,  in a state-
ment, praised the efforts to cap-
ture “nutrients that slip through 
the cracks of our food system.”

“It’s the single-most effec-
tive thing people can do to 
address climate change, by 
using all of what we have.”

Brooks Johnson • 218-491-6496

‘Upcycling’ a fast-growing food industry in Minnesota
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Netzro  founder and CEO Sue Marshall  and director of business development Ashley Brown  at the company’s St. Paul headquarters.  

“We are definitely seeing 
far fewer transitions from 
rental to ownership among 
our residents,” he said.

His company, Solhem, is 
codeveloping the Fred, an $85 
million apartment project on 
the site of what was Pentagon 
Park in Edina, which posted 
more than 12% annual rent 
gains — among the highest in 
the metro during the second 
quarter.

The two-phase, mixed-use 
project will include several 
hundred rentals that at what’s 
now the gateway to Fred Rich-
ards Park. Gunsbury said con-
struction costs have long been 
a serious barrier to creating 
more affordable rental hous-
ing and the situation is getting 
worse.

“Pricing is quite unpredict-
able, other than going up, up, 
up,” he said.

The Mortenson Construc-
tion Cost Index, which tracks 
construction costs in the 
Twin Cities and other major 
U.S. markets, rose 11.8% to a 
new high during the second 
quarter.

“The construction market, as 
with many, continued to expe-
rience inflationary headwinds 
through the first half of the year,” 
said Clark Taylor,  vice president 
of estimating at Golden Valley-
based Mortenson.

Those increases come at 
a time when homebuilding 
is on the decline and higher 

mortgage rates are stifling 
home sales. At the end of 
July, there were just 704 
houses priced from $190,000 
to $250,000 on the market in 
the Twin Cities metro, 34% 
fewer than last year at this 
time, according to the Min-
neapolis Area Realtors. For 

all homes priced at less than 
$350,000, there was a double-
digit decline in listings.

When mortgage rates were 
at record lows, it was cheaper 
for many families to buy a 
home than to rent. For many, 
that’s no longer the case. Rates 
have nearly doubled since the 

beginning of the year and 
home prices are at record 
highs, eroding affordability — 
especially for entry-level buy-
ers. Though pending sales are 
down because fewer people are 
able to qualify for a mortgage, 
there are also far fewer listings. 
That’s because so many home-
owners with rock-bottom rates 
aren’t willing to sell their house 
only to have to buy another 
house at a higher rate.

And that shortage of listings 
is forcing a growing number of 
would-be buyers to consider 
rentals, putting pressure on 
what has otherwise been a 
relatively stable rental market.

At the end of the second 
quarter, the average rent in 
the metro was $1,397, a 1.1% 
increase over the previous 
quarter, but 5.8% higher than 
a year ago, according to Mar-
quette Advisors. Those fig-
ures don’t include income-
restricted housing, which is 
already in short supply, and 
senior housing.

During the second quarter, 
the rents increased on average 
7.8% in Minneapolis and 2.9% 
in St. Paul. Even within the city, 
rent increases varied. In the 
southwest Minneapolis neigh-
borhoods rents increased  
8.7%  while renters in down-
town Minneapolis saw rents 
increase 5.8%. Most suburbs 
saw rents increase 5  to 5.8% 
over the past year, but there 
were several suburbs that saw 
double-digit increases.

Doug Ressler,  manager of 
business intelligence for Yardi, 
said that for much of the past 
year rent increases in the Twin 
Cities have been the lowest in 
the nation in part because job 
gains, household formation 
and in-migration to the metro 
have lagged other cities.

He said that as the supply of 
rentals tighten, rent increases 
will stay sizable. And a hard-
to-break spiral may be starting: 
Renters will be more likely to 
renew at a current apartment 
than risk moving to a building 
where the rents are higher.

“They’re saying, ‘If I stay 
here and renew I probably have 
better control of my costs,’ ” he 
said. “Renters are staying in 
place and not moving.”

Jim Buchta • 612-673-7376

Rents climb as rising mortgage rates hit potential homeowners
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Projects such as the Fred, an $85 million apartment project on the site of what was Pentagon Park in Edina, are hitting the market 
at a moment of high demand for rentals. In part, that’s because rising mortgage rates have made homeownership more expensive. 

“They’re [renters] saying, ‘If I stay 

here and renew I probably have 

better control of my costs.’ Renters 

are staying in place and 

not moving.”
Doug Ressler, manager of business intelligence for 

Yardi, a national research firm
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