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CHAPTER 1
Introduction and Summary
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ABOVE THE FALLS 
VISION
Vision: Develop a regional park amenity and support 
compatible new development along Minneapolis’ upper 
riverfront.

In 2000, the City of Minneapolis and the Minneapolis Park 
& Recreation Board jointly adopted a bold vision for the 
upper Mississippi riverfront, defined as the area north of 
Plymouth Ave N on the west side of the river, and 8th St. 
NE on the east side. The Above the Falls plan envisioned 
new parks, trails, and transformational redevelopment of 
the adjacent land uses.

In the time since the plan’s adoption, significant progress 
has been made towards achieving that vision, especially 
in terms of park and trail improvements. However, much 
remains to be accomplished. In 2009, the Minneapolis 
City Council renewed its commitment to this area by di-
recting staff to pursue a review and update of the plan. At 
the same time, the Minneapolis Park & Recreation Board 
(MPRB) initiated a high profile and ambitious initiative to 

refresh the park vision for the same area.  The resulting vision, known as RiverFirst, was approved by the Park Board in 
2012.

The Above the Falls Master Plan Update reflects a renewed vision of the original Above the Falls Master Plan, focused on 
“developing the Mississippi riverfront into a regional park amenity in north and northeast Minneapolis.” Likewise, this 
plan update supports addressing land use conflicts, improving environmental quality, and supporting new investment – 
in order to leverage the unique and valuable asset that is the Mississippi River. 

This plan update does have some key differences from the original, however. The most significant changes focus on future 
land use, based on market and feasibility analysis, and a renewed appreciation for uses that were initially dismissed in 
the original plan. The parks component of this plan retains the broad vision and goals of the original while incorporating 
significant new parks elements from RiverFirst. The plan update continues to reflect a desire for positive change that will 
benefit the residents of North and Northeast Minneapolis, as well as the city as a whole. 

This plan update also focuses on a more robust implementation section with clearer action steps and accountability. It is 
an important tenet of this plan update that the vision must not only be a positive one, but must be realistic and achiev-
able using available resources and within a given time frame. While the plan update continues to take the long term view 
of the original visionary document, it focuses more attention on nearer term implementation, as actions now will set the 
stage for what is possible later.

GUIDING PRINCIPLES
The guiding principles that form the foundation for this plan are largely consistent with the original. They are outlined 
below:

•	 Provide public access to the river. Consistent with the model elsewhere in the city of providing public parks and 
trails along and around water bodies, this plan affirms support for a continuous riverfront Regional Park system to 
be constructed along both banks for the entire length of the study area, providing parkway and trail connections 
from the central riverfront all the way to the northern city limits.

•	 Create linkages to neighborhoods and parkway system. Described in the original plan as “Riverway Streets,” 
and referred to here as “greenway street” consistent with RiverFirst, these are enhanced connections along exist-
ing streets on both sides of the river, providing attractive, safe, and meaningful connections from neighborhoods 
to the riverfront. Riverfront parks and trails must be accessible  for everyone if they are to be of value to the com-
munity. 

•	 Support environmental restoration. The river and river corridor serve numerous other purposes besides being a 
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public amenity. The ecological function of the river corridor relates to water quality and supply, plant and wildlife 
habitat, migratory flyways, and the strength of our region as a whole. The plan provides guidance for addressing 
contamination and degradation, and strengthening these natural functions.

•	 Link the upper riverfront to the Grand Rounds parkway system. The parkways surrounding the Chain of Lakes 
connect to the lower and central Mississippi riverfront but stop short of the upper riverfront. This plan outlines an 
approach for remedying this situation by constructing new parkway along the west riverbank, and by extending 
and enhancing existing street networks on both sides of the river.

•	 Realize the potential for community and economic development. The original plan and subsequent analysis 
make it clear that the existing mix of uses along the riverfront is not capitalizing on the riverfront’s potential for 
amenities. Additionally, a number of adjacent neighborhoods struggle with disinvestment and lack of positive 
economic activity. Furthermore, comparing this to other areas of the city that are more amenity-rich and prosper-
ous raises substantial equity concerns. Realizing some of this unmet potential has a great possibility of raising this 
area up through improved conditions and opportunities. 

•	 Establish design guidelines and standards. Regardless of the mix of uses along the riverfront, it is apparent that 
existing development patterns need to be improved if the area is to increase in value. To be consistent with the 
overall vision for the area, this plan must present a clear picture of expectations for urban design. Furthermore, to 
be most effective, these standards should address ways to retrofit and improve existing properties in addition to 
guidance for new construction.

PLAN OVERVIEW
Mirroring to a significant extent the original plan, this plan addresses a wide range of topics for the study area. The chap-
ters in the plan are briefly described below:

•	 Chapter 1 – Introduction and Summary. Provides an overall introduction to the plan, vision, and guiding prin-
ciples. Summarizes major recommendations and the general implementation strategy.

•	 Chapter 2 – Context. Summarizes the history and background of the area. Includes an overview of existing condi-
tions in the study area. Lists major constraints and opportunities, and describes the planning process.

•	 Chapter 3 – Policy Issues. Summarizes some of the major policy issues addressed by the plan, including the deci-
sions to be addressed.

•	 Chapter 4 – Supporting Analysis. Describes and presents the findings from the technical analyses undertaken 
as research for this plan update, including the health impact, market, economic and fiscal, and land availability 
analyses.

•	 Chapter 5 – Land Use and Urban Design. This chapter presents an evaluation of the land uses by subarea, includ-
ing the recommended future land use. Also included are urban design standards for the various types of future 
land use, designed to complement the riverfront park.

•	 Chapter 6 – Parks and Trails Plan. This outlines the long-term goals for the development by the MPRB of parks 
and trails within the Above the Falls Regional Park, incorporating substantial portions of the RiverFirst vision ap-
proved by the Park Board in 2012.

•	 Chapter 7 – Environment and Infrastructure Plan. To complement the vision for land use and parks, this chapter 
addresses environmental and infrastructure conditions and recommendations for investment and improvement.

•	 Chapter 8 – Community and Economic Development. This chapter references how the land use and other rec-
ommendations fit into the community and economic development approach for North and Northeast Minneapo-
lis.

•	 Chapter 9 - Implementation Plan. This summarizes the recommendations presented throughout the plan and 
presents a framework for implementation.

•	 Appendices include the technical reports produced throughout the planning process and a summary of outreach 
strategies. They also include the text of the Regional Park master plan update and the Health Impact Analysis, two 
closely related processes coordinated with this plan update.
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IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGY
Because of the new policy and resource environment, the implementation approach for this plan must necessarily change 
to reflect a feasible path to progress. The original plan relied on geographic phasing, moving up the riverfront in large 
blocks, reflecting areas of concentrated public investment. It also relied heavily on the ability of the public sector to ac-
quire and redevelop sites.

The new plan has a different focus, much more based on taking advantages of opportunities as they emerge. Addition-
ally, it acknowledges that there are some compelling vision elements of the original plan that do not currently have a path 
to implementation, but might in the future. This is reflected in a new two tiered approach to implementation, reflecting 
the need to balance vision and feasibility. The implementation strategy for this plan is divided into two main categories: 
the Priority Plan and the Vision Plan.

The Priority Plan represents a series of achievable goals for redevelopment and parks along the upper riverfront. It has 
identifiable resources, tools, and implementing agencies. While the components of the Priority Plan may still take a sub-
stantial amount of time to complete, implementation can begin in the very near term. 

The Vision Plan represents a more ambitious image of change for the upper riverfront. The larger scale concepts here 
require resources, tools, and conditions that are not currently available and may require significant effort to obtain. 

It is not the intent of the plan to be limited just by current conditions, but rather to be realistic about what it will take to 
move towards a transformational vision. It is suggested that the plan should be revisited at least once every 10 years to 
ensure the framework is still robust and relevant to the vision for the upper riverfront.

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS
The top recommendations from the Priority Plan are listed below. More detail can be found in Chapter 9:

Park and Trail Priorities 

•	 Riverfront Trail System

•	 Habitat Restoration and Water Quality

•	 Farview Park Connections

•	 Scherer Park District

•	 Northside Riverfront Park 

Development Priorities 

•	 Upper Harbor Terminal redevelopment 

•	 Grain Belt area development

•	 Zoning and regulatory guidance

Other Priorities

•	 Organizational and resource development

•	 26th Avenue North connection

•	 Marshall Street NE bicycle/pedestrian facilities

•	 BN rail bridge vacation/redevelopment

Chapter 9 also discusses the Vision Plan priorities. As described above, the implementation path and timeline for these is 
less certain, and will need to be reevaluated in the future.
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M a p  1 . 2 :  F u t u r e  L a n d  U s e
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CHAPTER 2
Context
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HISTORY AND BACKGROUND
HISTORY OF THE AREA
The recorded history of this area begins as does much of Minne-
sota – with the native tribes of the area living along the corridor, 
their lives attuned to natural features and cycles. However, since 
the earliest years of European settlement, the history of this area 
has been largely an industrial one.

The area has been defined and shaped by a series of transporta-
tion corridors – from the earliest rough trails along the river corri-
dor to the development of Interstate 94. The development pattern 
that is there today was largely built by the expanding city between 
the 1880s and World War I. 

Railroads, drawn by the high value of goods in the downstream 
milling district, were among the first to establish connections 
through this area. By the 1870s, much of the area was served by 
rail – which continued to expand for several decades with compet-
ing mainline providers. The road network expanded as well, with 
the original Plymouth Avenue bridge completed in 1872. Growth 
followed, and Minneapolis repeatedly extended its corporate lim-
its northward to incorporate new development. 

One of the first industries in the area was lumber. Propelled by the 
success of lumber milling in the central riverfront, industrialists 
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extended operations northward to the upper riverfront.  As they did not have access to water power, these new facili-
ties were powered by steam – and eventually replaced the water powered ones. By the mid-1890s the west side lumber 
district extended all the way up to 44th Avenue North.  This lumber was used to fuel the growth of the rapidly expanding 
city, which more than tripled in population from 1880 to 1890.

Within a decade, however, the Minneapolis lumber industry had suffered a precipitous decline as the forests of northern 
Minnesota were depleted, and by 1920 almost all had closed. Only a few remnants of this industry remain in this area.

There was a similar wave of activity with brickyards, fueled by access to local clay ideally suited to brick making. However, 
like lumber, this business declined as the resource was exhausted and was largely gone by 1940 – though some cement 
works remain today. This vacated a great deal of land near the upper limits of the city on the west bank, which was to al-
low for the eventual development of the North Mississippi Regional Park, which developed incrementally from the 1940s 
to the 1990s.

During a similar time, other industries grew and flourished. Of particular note on the east bank was the development 
of breweries, building on Old World expertise of immigrants and ample grain supply. The earliest brewing operations 
were started in the 1850s. The industry grew and expanded for several decades, but contracted again when a number of 
smaller brewers were bought up and consolidated in the 1890s and into the 20th century.

In the wake of these natural resource industries came a much more urban one: scrap metal. Drawn by rail access and 
vacant lands, this area became a center for scrap metal collection and processing, starting as early as 1885. Scrapyards 
proliferated in the area in the 1920s (American Iron – now Northern Metals – being the largest). With the abundance of 
metal scrap came other metal-related businesses, including foundries, fabricators, and machining industries. 

The area had plentiful jobs, but few houses. Many workers reached the area via streetcar lines, such as one running along 
Washington Ave N. These were later replaced by buses. 

Water navigation, due to the downstream falls, was limited for many years. This changed in 1937, with legislation au-
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thorizing the creation of an upper Mississippi harbor via a 
series of locks and dams. The project began in 1948, and 
proceeded with a number of delays – eventually opening 
in 1963. However, there was no actual terminal site until 
1967, when the city acquired a site near Dowling Avenue 
and began development of facilities at that location.

In the decades since, rail service has been supplemented 
by the development of Interstate 94, and the diversifica-
tion of the industry mix in the area. The area remained 
industrial and intensified, as the central riverfront largely 
transitioned away from its industrial past. Waves of city 
involvement have supported reinvestment in some ar-
eas, especially those closest to downtown. At present, the 
study area contains a diverse mix of uses, with a strong 
concentration of industrial activity.

In adjacent neighborhoods, there has been a strong tra-
dition of diversity. Historically, the north side has been 
largely Jewish and African American, and the northeast 
has been Eastern European, Scandinavian, and German. 
This has continued to change and diversify with waves of 
new immigrants. Strong ethnic traditions in the various 
immigrant populations have shaped these areas, through 
the housing, churches, businesses, and other institutions. 
Characteristic of this has been the mix of uses, especially 
on the northeast side. Throughout the history of these ar-
eas, they have remained largely blue collar and working 
class neighborhoods.

As traditional industrial uses have declined, a number of 
industrial buildings have been converted to space for cre-
ative uses, including arts and artist housing.  The commu-
nity has hundreds of working artists, live music, and many 
creative industries.  The Northeast Arts District has its hub 
nearby, and the area has a variety of attractions, including 
restaurants, bars, shops, and galleries.

In more recent years, the diversity of the population has 
continued to grow and change. At present he student 
body at Edison High School, one of the nearby public high 
schools, has over 60 languages spoken at home - giving 
the area a global reach. 

Except for some areas close to Downtown, the affordability 
of the traditionally blue collar neighborhoods has largely 
remained. This has become attractive to those seeking ac-
cess to urban amenities at an accessible price, including 
everyone from new immigrants to young professionals. It 
is for this growing, changing population this area is being 
planned.
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SUMMARY OF PREVIOUS PLANNING EFFORTS
One of the first plans for the area was the 1972 Mississippi/Minneapolis plan, which focused on sweeping change for the 
central riverfront. With regards to the upper riverfront, it proposed a high employment manufacturing area with quality 
structures and river edge setbacks at non-barging sites. Additionally, it proposed significant open space, river access, and 
trail development goals. This plan helped in the formation of the North Mississippi Regional Park, including changes to 
the proposed I-94 alignment to allow for river access in that area.

Over a dozen plans since 1972 have addressed the study area in some manner, including “The Upper River in Minneapolis” 
(1985), “Mississippi Corridor Neighborhood Coalition” (1994), and “Gateways to the River” (1997). The basic goals identi-
fied throughout these plans for the upper riverfront remain the same:

•	 Create continuous recreational trails along both banks of the river.

•	 Seek opportunities for public ownership of the riverbank.

•	 Enhance streets leading to and paralleling the river.

•	 Create locations for observing the river.

•	 Work toward a pattern of river-enhancing land uses.

•	 Restore true ecological function to the riverbanks.

•	 Remove unneeded railroad spurs.

•	 Improve river ecology and water quality.

•	 Reduce or eliminate sources of air, noise, or water pollution.

•	 Develop a coordinated effort at all levels of government to implement goals.

In December of 1997 the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources executed an agreement approving a grant to the 
Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board from the Legislative Commission on Minnesota Resources “to develop a master 
plan addressing green space and trail development, riverbank restoration, and stimulation of river-oriented land uses 
within a corridor along the east and west banks of the Mississippi River from Plymouth Avenue north to the Minneapolis 
city limits.” The primary goal was for a parks plan to “provide the final link in the Mississippi riverfront green space system,” 
but the scope of study also included “neighborhood economic revitalization and sustainable development through a 
gradual shift in land use toward light industrial parks and residential neighborhoods in conjunction with greenways and 
riverfront trail systems,” and “environmental questions regarding possible soil contamination by previous and current 
land uses and the restoration of the ecological integrity and stability of the riverbanks.” This process resulted in the devel-
opment of the 2000 Above the Falls Master Plan.

Adopted by both the Minneapolis City Council and the Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board in 2000, Above the Falls 
represented “a bold vision for developing the Mississippi riverfront into a regional park amenity in North and Northeast 
Minneapolis.”  It sees the upper river as a unique asset that is magnificent in both scope and character.  But the plan notes 
that the river is relatively unavailable to City residents, and is similarly underutilized as a tool for attracting new growth 
and investment. It recommends the development of a regional park facility along both banks of the upper riverfront from 
Plymouth Avenue to the Camden Bridge. It calls for complementary redevelopment of adjacent areas to support the new 
park and leverage its value. 

This vision entails a long term, major land use transition which would replace much of the existing industrial landscape 
with new residential neighborhoods. The existing mix of largely industrial uses, especially on the west bank, was deemed 
incompatible with the new parks, and therefore the plan presented a detailed and ambitious plan for complete land use 
transformation – with many areas changing from industrial to residential The plan also envisioned a new scenario which 
concentrated jobs in higher value and more dense clusters, and opened up space for residential, commercial, and mixed 
use areas along the parkway
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The plan acknowledged that the transformation was a long term proposition. It included a phasing plan, along with direc-
tions to create a new implementing agency to move things forward.

A number of the Above the Falls Plan’s recommendations, especially as outlined in its Phase I recommendations, have 
been implemented. These are summarized in the Implementation Plan chapter, and serve as a basis for the next steps in 
implementation.

PLANNING PROCESS
ABOVE THE FALLS POLICY REVIEW AND IMPLEMENTATION STUDY
At the ten year anniversary of the Above the Falls plan adoption, there was an ongoing, and even renewed, sense of ur-
gency to advance its implementation. There was also, however, significant concerns about the sweeping redevelopment 
called for in the plan because of its impact on existing businesses and the shrinking supply of industrial land. The City 
Council turned these concerns into direction to City staff through conditioning the adoption of its new comprehensive 
plan with the following direction:

“Direct staff to include the following considerations as part of the Above the Falls rezoning study to be conducted after 
adoption of The Minneapolis Plan for Sustainable Growth:  (1) Explore policy and regulatory strategies for providing ex-
isting property owners clearer expectations about the phasing of long-range land use transitions; and (2) analyze and 

report back to the Council on the potential impacts of the land use guidance in the Above The Falls study area related to 
the extent and phasing of the proposed long-range transition from industrial to non-industrial development.” 

Staff responded to this direction with the development of the Above the Falls Policy Review and Implementation Study 
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(ATF PRIS). This process addressed questions about the redevelopment vision of the Above the Falls Plan through an 
evaluation of its policy basis. It formed the basis for this plan update, specifically regarding changes to land use and de-
velopment guidance.

The ATF PRIS has three phases:

•	 Phase I: Analysis. Review and augment the analytical basis for evaluating the land use and development recom-
mendations of the Above the Falls Plan, including an updated survey of existing conditions and several technical 
analyses. Product included recommendations concerning plan modification.

•	 Phase II: Plan Revision. Based on the results of Phase I, staff undertook a plan update to modify the land use 
and development guidance. This also included incorporating the updated vision from parks and trails developed 
though the RiverFirst process led by the Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board (MPRB).

•	 Phase III: Implementation Actions.  Following the adoption of the Above the Falls Plan Update, staff will under-
take actions to advance plan implementation. See the Implementation Plan chapter for details.

The project has being managed by City staff, working in collaboration with MPRB and featuring broad public and stake-
holder engagement. Key stakeholders include Above the Falls Citizen Advisory Committee (AFCAC), Mississippi Riverfront 
Partnership (MRP), neighborhood and business organizations, property owners, and many others.  A cross-functional 
City-MPRB collaboration is serving as a technical advisory committee to the project.  Initial presentations to stakeholders 
began in December 2009.

From the start it was stated that, while there are strongly divergent views on the guidance of the ATF Plan, the outcome 
of this study was not pre-determined, and recommendations have been shaped through ongoing research and public 
input.  Furthermore, the purpose was not to completely replace the existing plan but to make needed modifications to 
ensure it provided clear and feasible guidance that could be implemented in the coming years, and provide certainty to 
area stakeholders.

RIVERFIRST
The parks components of the Above the Falls master plan are shaped significantly by the RiverFirst vision for the upper 
Mississippi riverfront. RiverFirst emerged from an international design competition hosted by MPRB, with the goal of 
reinvigorating community energy and imagination around the upper riverfront. The competition was a 6-month process 
which awarded the commission to the KVA/TLS consultant team out of 55 entries from around the world. The resulting 
Minneapolis Riverfront Development Initiative (MR|DI) was a visionary planning effort for the Minneapolis Upper Missis-
sippi River corridor that included extensive research and analysis, design inquiry, community outreach, and consensus 
building.

The KVA/TLS concept, RiverFirst, offers a dynamic vision for a renewed and revitalized Upper River corridor through a pro-
posed series of eight areas of opportunity, focusing on establishing parks as an economic development engine, knitting 
both sides together, and refocusing the city toward one of the great rivers of the world. The recommendations focused on 
eight areas of opportunity, six of which are in the Above the Falls study area (the other two are in the Central Riverfront 
area, outside the scope of this plan).

At the Park Board’s meeting on March 14, 2012, following stakeholder engagement process and a standard 45-day com-
ment period, the Board approved the RiverFirst vision and authorized staff to pursue next steps, including contracting 
with the design team for further work on select RiverFirst projects.  At this time the Board also directed staff to use River-
First as a basis for coordinating with the City of Minneapolis to update the Above the Falls master plan and Above the Falls 
Regional Park master plan. The RiverFirst priority projects are reflected in the Regional Park master plan appended to this 
document. The update to the parks element of this plan triggers a required modification to the Regional Park plan. More 
information about RiverFirst can be found in Appendix E.

The update to the parks element of this plan triggers a required modification to the regional parks plan, as the expanding 
upper riverfront park and trail network is a regional park. More information on this is available in Chapter 6.
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HEALTH IMPACT ASSESSMENT
During the earlier stages of the Above the Falls Plan update, there was an opportunity to add onto the analysis a health 
impact assessment (HIA). A HIA is a public engagement and decision-support tool used to assess the health impacts of 
proposed planning and policy changes. It uses an objective and scientific approach, and engages affected stakeholders 
in the process. A HIA develops recommendations to improve health outcomes associated with those proposals. The fun-
damental goal is to ensure that health impacts and inequities are considered in decision-making processes. Since much 
of the intent of the original plan was to improve the well-being of residents and neighborhoods near the riverfront, it was 
a good match for the area and project.

The Minneapolis Department of Health and Family Support conducted the Health Impact Assessment (HIA) in collabora-
tion with a range of project partners. Funding for the HIA came from collaboration between the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation, Pew Charitable Trusts and the Blue Cross Blue Shield Foundation. The HIA was initiated in January 2012, and 
focused on the health implications of proposed land use changes along the Mississippi riverfront in North and Northeast 
Minneapolis. Results from the HIA have been incorporated into recommendations throughout the plan, including ele-
ments related to physical activity, safety, economic well-being, and others.

The finalized goals developed for the HIA were to:

•	 Elevate health considerations during the ATF Plan revision process

•	 Maximize potential health benefits and mitigate identified risks of proposed changes

•	 Receive input from diverse stakeholders including groups not reached previously

•	 Serve as a catalyst for accelerated redevelopment efforts along the Upper Mississippi Riverfront in Minneapolis

COORDINATION AND OUTREACH
The simultaneous planning efforts by the City and MPRB required ongoing, close coordination to ensure they produced 
combined, consistent results and recommendations. Staff involved in the process met together regularly. Additionally, 
most large public outreach efforts were conducted as joint meetings, to allow people to learn about the progress of each 
in context to the others and to provide combined input and comments. The final element was the production of this joint 
plan update, and the shared commitment to implementing its recommendations.

Community outreach for this process was extensive, and was conducted in several phases, reflecting the various ele-
ments of the plan update. The process relied upon the Above the Falls Citizen Advisory Committee (AFCAC) as the pri-
mary interface with the community, but included many other groups and outreach methods as well.

The process relied on a variety of means to get the word out to the public about the process and opportunities for input. 
Outreach methods included:

•	 Extensive email outreach via staff and project partners

•	 Several direct mail pieces to all property owners within the study area

•	 Press releases and other media contacts, resulting in many new stories

•	 Attending a variety of community special events and regular meetings to provide updates and distribute informa-
tion

•	 Updated website information and online content, including surveys, blogs, and Facebook updates

•	 One-on-one contacts and meetings with key stakeholders

A summary for all the outreach involved in the plan is available in Appendix A. Information on the main phases of out-
reach is provided below.
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MINNEAPOLIS RIVERFRONT DESIGN INITIATIVE AND RIVERFIRST
In the spring of 2011, the Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board established the Minneapolis Riverfront Development 
Initiative (MR|DI) as a special project to transform the winning proposal from the Minneapolis Riverfront Design Competi-
tion to a visionary plan and implementation strategy for development of parks and open space along the Minneapolis 
upper riverfront. The RiverFirst design team refined the vision through extensive community engagement involving in-
put from the public and three stakeholder committees: Steering, Technical and Advisory. 

Other engagement included the following: 

•	 Six large, scheduled public meetings were held;

•	 The design team and MR|DI representatives met with over 100 individuals and half as many organizations in key 
communities and areas of relevant expertise;

•	 A community input survey taken by more than 600 people;

•	 Promotion and participation occurred in more than 30 community events throughout Minneapolis; 

•	 Three additional public meetings held in association with the City of Minneapolis and the Minneapolis Riverfront 
Partnership; 

•	 More than 40 presentations and meetings were held with neighborhood associations, community-based non-
profit organizations, agencies and other stakeholder groups;

•	 Seven paid part- and full-time “youth ambassador” interns represented the MR|DI at more than 35 community 
event; and

•	 The debut of “River Is,” a figurative gathering of people’s thoughts about the Mississippi today and for the future.

POLICY REVIEW AND IMPLEMENTATION STUDY
The City-led Policy Review and Implementation Study was a much more technical exercise than the design competition. 
Likewise, the public outreach was more focused on responding to the findings. The outreach was focused around report-
ing on the findings and soliciting feedback. Outreach during this period included:

•	 A series of three large public forums was held in 2010 and 2011 to report out on the research and interim findings, 
as they were developed by staff and consultants. 

•	 Numerous focus group discussions and key stakeholder interviews were set up as needed, including developers, 
property owners, residents, businesses, and others. 

•	 To complement the resident-oriented community input survey circulated by the Park Board, a business survey 
(and series of related site visits) was conducted to gain more information on existing conditions, and received over 
50 responses. 

•	 Developer roundtables were set up to discuss development feasibility, and included over a dozen high profile lo-
cal developers with expertise in the area. 

•	 Regular meetings were held with the Riverfront TAC and AFCAC to keep them updated on the research, and to 
involve them in shaping the public process.

ABOVE THE FALLS PLAN UPDATE STAGE
In 2012, a number of combined meetings and outreach efforts, including the Health Impact Assessment process, sum-
marized findings and outcomes from earlier phases and launched into review of draft projects and recommendations to 
be included in the update. Outreach during this phase included: 

•	 A second series of three large public forums was held in 2012, coordinated with AFCAC and other partners.
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•	 More than 50 outreach meetings total regarding the ATF plan update, including more than 30 meetings with 
groups other than elected officials or agency/non-profit staff (community organizations, churches, schools, se-
niors, etc.)

•	 Targeted outreach, with Hispanic, Southeast Asian, African American, youth, senior, and persons with disabilities 
populations. The Hispanic, Southeast Asian, and persons with disabilities meetings included simultaneous transla-
tion into Spanish, Lao, and sign language, respectively.

This was concluded via a series of public outreach efforts and official public hearings in late 2012 and early 2013, to review 
the plan content through the official comment period. This included a round of meetings targeting the ten impacted 
neighborhoods, and more specific outreach to underrepresented populations. A summary of the extensive comments 
received during that period and responses are in Appendix A.

EXISTING CONDITIONS SUMMARY
STUDY AREA
Interstate 94 sets the western boundary of the study area. The eastern extent of the study area is Marshall Street NE. Since 
the area is so shallow on the east bank, the analysis did include land east of Marshall to the parallel Burlington Northern 
rail spur to provide context. However, there are few specific recommendations for this inland area in either the original 
plan or this update.

The northern boundary of the plan is the Camden Bridge at 43rd Avenue North and 37th Avenue NE. Although part of the 
Upper River, North Mississippi Regional Park is covered by its own master plan and therefore is not included in this one. 
Investigation of circulation and traffic patterns extends outside the study area for land use. The southern boundary is the 
Plymouth Avenue N/8th Avenue NE Bridge.

Much of the study area is within the boundaries of the Mississippi National River and Recreation Area, a 72 mile long river 
park under the jurisdiction of the National Park Service. It also lies along the Mississippi River flyway of migratory birds.

The study area contains approximately 2,000 acres of land.

GEOLOGY AND SOILS
The Mississippi River in Minneapolis has three distinct geographical zones: the gorge below the falls, the Falls of St. An-
thony, and the area above the falls; which have for planning purposes been correspondingly labeled the Lower Gorge, 
Central Riverfront, and Upper River. Plymouth Avenue Bridge serves as the dividing line between the Central Riverfront 
and the Upper River.  The Lower Gorge displays visible evidence of the falls collapse and recession over the millennia, as 
softer sandstone was undercut by the force of the water flowing over the harder limestone riverbed. The different geol-
ogy of the gorge and falls areas from the Upper River is revealed in the geography above ground, with early accounts 
of the area before urbanization noting the clear distinctions in topography and vegetation. Only a few hundred yards 
upstream from the present location of the falls, the limestone that forms the bluffs and falls ends. In contrast to limestone 
bluffs, the area above the falls is characterized by deep sand terraces, remnants of former channels and floodplains left 
from the time when the ancient river swelled with glacial melt. 

The topography of this terrace is most apparent on the west side of the river where the bank is low, only a few feet above 
the water, giving way to a mostly level plain that steps up to a glacial outwash west of the interstate. In most areas, the 
east bank is higher and the slope from the river steeper, up to 25 feet above the average water level, but also generally 
flat land above the bluff line – with the exception of the area immediately north of the Plymouth Avenue Bridge. This dif-
ference in elevations shows the cut and deposit action of the river, with its slight meander to the east between the outfall 
of Shingle Creek and the Burlington Northern railroad bridge.

Shingle Creek and Bassett Creek enter the river from the west bank and mark important topographic boundaries for the 
Upper River. The Plymouth Avenue Bridge was built just north of Bassett Creek, while Shingle Creek meets the Mississippi 



         PAGE 23Chapter  2    •     A B O V E  T H E  F A L L S  M A S T E R  P L A N  U P D AT E

M a p  2 . 1 :  C o n t o u r s



   A B O V E  T H E  F A L L S  M A S T E R  P L A N  U P D AT E    •     Chapter  2
       

 PAGE 24

M a p  2 . 2 :  A g g r e g a t i o n  o f  H i s t o r i c a l l y  M a p p e d  W a t e r  F e a t u r e s ,  S p r i n g s ,  W e t 
S o i l s  a n d  D e p r e s s i o n a l  A r e a s



         PAGE 25Chapter  2    •     A B O V E  T H E  F A L L S  M A S T E R  P L A N  U P D AT E

M a p  2 . 3 :  A b o v e  t h e  F a l l s  S u b a r e a  S o i l  C o n d i t i o n s



   A B O V E  T H E  F A L L S  M A S T E R  P L A N  U P D AT E    •     Chapter  2
       

 PAGE 26

immediately north of the Camden Bridge. Downstream of Camden Bridge, the Canadian Pacific Railroad Bridge marks 
the end point of the dredged channel maintained by the Corps of Engineers. There are no surface streams on the east 
side in the study area, and no major creeks were documented at the time of European settlement. Historically, a small 
stream flowed into the Mississippi River near the intersection of Marshall Street NE and Lowry Avenue NE. This has been 
converted to a large utilitarian outflow point for stormwater at present.

Site alterations throughout the study area have included dredging, importation of fill to level and stabilize ground, as 
well as placement of bulkheads and other structures along much of the bank. Historically, some wetlands existed on both 
banks. The area around Xcel’s Riverside Plant on the east bank and the central industrial area on the west bank have been 
filled and graded in years past, so no longer are considered wetlands or flood areas.  Many of the largest wetlands inland 
have been transformed over time into large rail yards for the major rail lines serving this area.  The one remaining flood 
plain in the study area is on the site of the Park Board’s proposed Scherer Park.

Storm sewers carry surface runoff from North and Northeast Minneapolis to 33 outfalls along the river.

Most of the land on the east side of the riverfront is flat.  Where there are bluffs on the east bank of the river, the ground is 
typically fairly flat between the top of the bluff to Marshall Street.  On the west side of the river, the land is fairly flat from 
Plymouth Avenue to 26th Avenue.  North of 26th Avenue the grades become progressively steeper up to around 36th 
Avenue, where the grades start to diminish up to the North Mississippi Regional Park.

The current path of the Mississippi River is different from its historic path, which carved out a deep valley in the bedrock.  
This underground valley crosses from the east side of the river to the west side of the river north of downtown Min-
neapolis, before traversing the Heritage Park development, Bassett Creek Valley, and the City’s Chain of Lakes in South 
Minneapolis.  This is an important feature today because the soils that have filled in this underground valley are typically 
clays and other wetland soils that do not support development without additional structural investment.  See below for 
a map of depth to bedrock.  Conversely, there are areas on the west side of the river where the limestone bedrock comes 
essentially to the surface—which is great from a structural perspective, but may impact development where an under-
ground level is desirable.

A look at the soils along this stretch reveals some of its history – elements like ash and sawdust reveal industrial byprod-
ucts that were used as fill in years past.  Apart from contamination and some questionable areas of fill, soils on the west 
side of the river are relatively stable and suitable for development—with the possible exception of area south of West 
Broadway.  The east bank, particularly the middle section, includes more problematic soils.  This can cause problems and 
add to water infiltration and structural costs. Chapter 7 contains more information about soil contamination.

As development plans move forward, a more detailed site analysis of soil conditions will be helpful to avoid a project 
coming to a halt when this information is belatedly discovered. Chapter 4 takes a closer look at the costs associated with 
site cleanup.

LAND USE AND ZONING
The existing land use in the study area, as represented in the 2009 citywide comprehensive plan, is shown on Map 2.4. The 
west bank is predominantly industrial with some commercial and a few isolated residential areas. The east bank is mainly 
industrial at northern and southern ends, but largely lower density residential in the middle with a mix of other uses. 

Residential areas are generally low density – less than 20 dwelling units per acre.  These are characterized generally by 
single family and duplex homes, with some multi-family properties. Parkland exists along stretches of the river on both 
sides at northern and southern ends, but only on isolated sites in the middle. The largest concentrations of heavy industry 
are in the central and southern areas on the west bank.

The current zoning reflects the existing land use much more than the future land use guidance.  Existing industrial areas 
are largely zoned industrial (ranging from I1 to I3), matching existing land use. Residential zoning on the east bank co-
incides with existing residential, but is generally higher density than the existing single and duplex pattern in this area. 
The shoreland overlay district impacts at least the first row of parcels all along both sides of river. There are some pockets 
of the Industrial Living Overlay District (ILOD) where residential development has occurred in formerly industrial areas. 
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There are also areas of I3 zoning on the west bank in central area and port area, reflecting existing heavy industrial uses, 
as well as on the site of the Xcel Riverside Plant.

This difference between adopted land use and zoning needs to be addressed. This updated plan will present policy guid-
ance and implementation steps to make them consistent with one another.

OWNERSHIP
Although there is still a substantial amount of privately owned land, an ownership map of the upper riverfront shows 
numerous tracts of publicly owned lands, including railroads and utilities. The largest publicly owned pieces are (1) the 
park system on both banks and (2) the Minneapolis Upper Harbor Terminal area on the west bank.  

Railroads own track on both banks along much of study area, as well as rail yards on the east bank.  Additional rail spurs 
are located on easements. Xcel Energy, a public utility, owns a large area on the northern part of east bank around their 
Riverside Plant; there are a couple other smaller utility-owned sites on west bank. As is typical for an interstate, there is a 
significant amount of public right-of-way along the I-94 corridor.

The public ownership in this area provides an opportunity to influence a significant amount of land with a relatively few 
property owners. This will be addressed in the plan’s implementation section, as it was in the original plan.

PROPERTY VALUES AND CONDITION
Looking at the value and condition of property provides clues as to the level of investment and value in the property - and 
whether they are attractive for future redevelopment.  Property value per square foot, building to land value ratio, and 
building condition each give insight into these issues.

The highest values per square foot are in some of the residential areas, as well as some commercial and industrial build-
ings on the southern end of the east bank. The lowest values per square foot are along rail corridors and at the upper har-
bor terminal – presumably because both have relatively little value for uses other than what is currently on them, unless 
the sites are changed considerably.  Accurate reassessments of these property values are less frequent, as they do not pay 
property taxes. The industrial sites range generally from medium to low value per square foot, with the exception of the 
Xcel Energy property.  Smaller commercial/industrial sites right near I-94 also appear to be worth more per square foot.

The building to land value ratio, shown on Map 2.6, follows a very similar pattern to the value per square foot pattern in 
the study area.  

In the study area, it is notable that the condition of buildings tends to be average to poor, with very few buildings in the 
better condition categories.  This is true both in residential and industrial areas, not following the overall patterns of value 
in the other maps. This data suggests both (1) aging buildings with few new structures in the area, and (2) relatively low 
level of investment in properties.  A closer look at sites will determine which of these factors is predominant.  However, it 
seems likely that this area has not experienced a lot of investment in the properties in recent years, even if the buildings 
and uses (residential, commercial, industrial and otherwise) remain viable.

 HISTORIC RESOURCES
There is just one historically designated group of properties in the study area: The Grain Belt Brewery campus, located 
along Marshall St NE, 13th Ave NE, 14th Ave NE, and Broadway St NE, is locally designated and on the National Register. 
This former brewery has been rehabilitated in conformance with historic guidelines, and is currently used for a range of 
adaptive reuses, including office space, a library, and artist studios.

The City has been involved in three recent historic resource inventories that included properties within the Above the 
Falls study area. 

In 2004, the Northeast Minneapolis Historic Resources Inventory provided a reconnaissance survey of historic resources in a 
4,564 acre area which included over 12,000 buildings. The survey found 38 individual properties and one historic district 
which were good candidates for additional research and documentation for potential local designation or listing in the 
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National Register. However, these were almost entirely outside the boundaries of the Above the Falls study area.

The northeast study identified for additional investigation a pumping station on publicly-owned land on the northern-
most portion of the east bank in Minneapolis. A few additional properties were identified (including a cluster of worker 
housing), but they were east of Marshall Street NE, so not directly impacted by the study’s recommendations.

In 2007, the Upper Mississippi Harbor Development Architectural/Historic Survey documented the history and significance 
of structures along the upper riverfront related to barging and industry. It concluded that there were a number of struc-
tures that may contribute to an upper river historic district, due to the significance of the area to the city’s history.  It rec-
ommended further research on some specific features, additional historic interpretation of that era, preservation and/or 
adaptive reuse when possible, and 

In 2009, Historic Resources Inventory: Northside Industrial Area covered an area bounded by Plymouth Avenue on the south, 
the Mississippi River on the east, Interstate 94 on the west, and the Minneapolis city limits on the north. The purpose of 
the survey was to identify properties within the study area that potentially meet criteria for historic designation under 
the City of Minneapolis Heritage Preservation ordinance and/or the National Register of Historic Places (National Regis-
ter). The survey area covered approximately 500 acres comprised of 337 parcels. Six properties were identified for further 
investigation as they possessed strong potential for local designation or the National Register.

Following on the 2007 survey, the west side study also called out a number of riverfront industrial elements as a potential 
“Upper Harbor Historical District.” Although the properties do not meet the 50-year threshold for National Register desig-
nation, the study argued that “the resources have achieved exceptional importance because of their role in the industrial 
development of the city… [and] are the only remaining industry intrinsically tied to the Mississippi River in the city of 
Minneapolis; as such they are resources that are fragile, with a future jeopardized by their industrial use and riverfront 
location.” 

The study recommended the Upper Harbor Historic District as a collection of properties that should be considered for 
local designation and for the National Register in the areas of Commerce, Industry, Maritime History, Transportation, and 
Engineering. Possible components of a district might include the properties along the west side of the river between 
Lowry Avenue and including the railroad bridge. Many of these were older industrial buildings dating from the late 19th 
and early 20th century that are still being used for their original purposes, although many of the specific businesses have 
changed. Designation has not yet occurred, in part, because the properties do not meet the age requirement for designa-
tion in the National Register.  This recommendation will need to be taken into consideration in the implementation plans 
for the area. 

As noted in the historic resource surveys, it is likely that Above the Falls study area has unidentified archaeological re-
mains given the river’s importance in transportation and settlement in both pre-contact and post-contact history. Ap-
propriate archaeological assessment and/or survey should be conducted prior to ground-disturbing activities that have 
the potential to disturb intact archaeological resources.

DEMOGRAPHICS
The population of the neighborhoods adjacent to the upper riverfront is highly diverse. The historic immigrant base of 
this area has changed over time, with the influx of new waves of residents to the city. Also consistent with its past, the 
neighborhoods (with the exception of some areas close to Downtown) have remained largely blue collar – with median 
incomes lower than average.

In recent years, the population has declined slightly. This is in part due to the recession and accompanying foreclosure 
crisis, which has disproportionately impacted these neighborhoods, especially on the north side. A number of homes still 
stand vacant, and home values have declined significantly. Additionally, these areas are primarily low density – and like 
similar areas of the city, declining average household sizes (a national trend) can mean declining population, even if there 
is no increase in vacancies.

In terms of economic activity, there are related stresses on the residents here. Unemployment rates, which are closely cor-
related with race, are significantly higher than average. Businesses serving the immediate community are fewer and less 
successful than some areas of the city.
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These issues are important in several ways. One is that it highlights the strong equity issues that underlie the plan to rede-
velop the upper riverfront. The nearby populations have more challenges than many other areas – and also less in terms 
of amenities and positive economic opportunities. From the perspective of assisting this underserved area, the upper 
riverfront gains importance as a key opportunity.

On a more positive note, the lower values of real estate signal an opportunity. Lower land costs mean that it is more af-
fordable to acquire property for parks or other development. Lower home costs mean that housing is relatively afford-
able, even without subsidy. And the higher than average unemployment rates suggest the potential for a local worker 
base for new or expanding industries. 

PUBLIC HEALTH
Public health issues in this area are a significant concern, due to a range of economic and environmental factors. The fol-
lowing summarizes some of the major public health concerns.

Obesity

The ATF plan has the potential to have a positive impact on an area that currently has relatively limited access to the re-
gional park areas compared to other areas of the city and that experiences disproportionate rates of obesity. According 
to the SHAPE Survey residents of Camden-Near North communities report height and weight values that are considered 
obese significantly more than adults in other areas of the city. Thirty percent of adults in the Camden and Near North 
communities are considered obese compared with 16 percent of adults in other areas of the city. The communities along 
the Northeast Riverfront have prevalence rates of obesity similar to the city overall.  Not only does the North Side of 
Minneapolis experience disparities in obesity compared to the rest of the city, the data clearly underscore the potential 
benefit of increasing access to parkland to increase affordable opportunities for physical activity for residents who live in 
and around the ATF area. 

Air Quality and Asthma

According to the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency (MPCA), the level of air quality in Minneapolis is generally good-
to-moderate, except during the warmest months. In 2011, Minneapolis experienced 4 days during which the level of air 
quality was considered “harmful for sensitive groups,” and zero days in either of the unhealthy categories. 

The ATF area is host to at least four sites with known air pollution-related issues.  The MPCA has twelve air-quality moni-
toring sites in the metropolitan area, two of which are located in Minneapolis. One site is located Downtown and another 
site in South Minneapolis. No monitoring sites are currently located in the ATF area.  In September 2012 with the North 
Minneapolis Air Monitoring Project, plans were developed to begin to monitor air quality at a site located in North Min-
neapolis. 

The effects of particulate matter and ozone air pollution caused by vehicle and industry emissions have been shown to 
lead to negative health outcomes like asthma.  The worst rates of asthma in Minneapolis among children are in a non-
industrial area in South Minneapolis and the worst rates among adults are located in and around the ATF area. 
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An important confounding factor to consider in understanding asthma rates is that they are not only related to ambient 
air pollution; rather they are also affected by indoor air quality. The fact that asthma rates among adults are highest in the 
ATF area could be linked to elevated levels of ambient air pollution, if one assumes that adults spend more time outdoors 
than children. Until local data are available, the extent of harm of ambient air pollution on human health in the ATF area 
will be difficult.

Noise Pollution and Health

Air is constantly filled with sounds, yet most people would probably not say that they are surrounded by noise.  For 
some, the persistent and escalating sources of sound can be considered an annoyance.  This “annoyance” factor is what 
has negative consequences on health. Studies have shown direct links between noise and health.  Problems related to 
noise include stress related illnesses, high blood pressure, speech interference, hearing loss, sleep disruption, and lost 
productivity. 

Noise levels for the most part have not been monitored consistently in the ATF area. An independent study conducted 
by David Braslau & Associates within the ATF zone looked at the noise levels caused by a nearby industry. The Riverview 
Townhomes are located less than 100 feet from a large, concrete-making factory. The 2011 study showed that the factory 
noise levels frequently exceeded night and daytime standards for noise pollution.

Unemployment and Premature Mortality

Unemployment is associated with premature mortality, cardiovascular disease, hypertension, depression and suicide.  
Minneapolis-Saint Paul-Bloomington is sixth in the nation in terms of metropolitan areas with the highest rates of un-
employment among Blacks/African Americans. According to a 2011 Economic Policy Institute Report, the Black-to-White 
unemployment ratio in Minneapolis-Saint Paul-Bloomington is the second worst in the nation behind Milwaukee. The 
ATF neighborhoods, particularly the neighborhoods along the west bank with a large proportion of Black/African Ameri-
can residents, experience some of the highest rates of unemployment in the city. Hawthorne and Jordan neighborhoods, 
which are delimited by two main Riverway streets, West Broadway and Lowry Avenue, have the highest unemployment 
rates among ATF neighborhoods, between 13 and 26 percent, compared to 6.4 percent citywide. Based on 2010 Census 
data, premature age-adjusted death rates are 1.5 times higher in the ATF area compared to outside the ATF area.
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Sense of Community

Extending the network of safe biking and walking trails along the Riverfront and into the surrounding neighborhoods 
could improve the sense of community and social cohesion within the ATF area and surrounding neighborhoods. In-
creased social connection has a variety of health impacts, ranging from reducing stress, ameliorating morbidity and mor-
tality, and supplying access to emotional and physical resources. Based on SHAPE 2010, adults who live in the Near North 
and Camden Communities, reported lower levels of community connectedness compared with Minneapolis overall. They 
were much less likely than respondents from other parts of the city to agree that their community is a good place to raise 
children and they were more likely to distrust their neighbors. Regarding barriers to walking for North Side residents , the 
top two barriers were “too busy or not enough time” followed by concerns about crime and personal safety. 

BUSINESSES
The industrial areas along the upper river contain a diverse mix of industries in terms of scale, impact, product, jobs, and 
other factors. Potential advantages for industrial uses located here include: central location, multi-modal transportation 
access to suppliers and customers, access to major utilities, and existing industrial zoning. Most parcels are occupied by 
active business interests with few noted vacancies visible or advertised. Indeed most land identified as vacant is actually 
being used for parking and/or outdoor storage for a nearby use.

There are some identifiable clusters of like industries, as shown on Map 2.5.  These include 

•	 Construction and building materials – lumber, concrete, plumbing, windows/doors, etc. suppliers and installers

•	 Creative industries – including arts, music, communications, etc.; these are especially prevalent on the east bank

•	 Metal and metalwork – ranging from metal recycling to precision machining
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•	 Printing – printers, paper suppliers, sign makers, etc.

•	 Auto service and parts – parts suppliers, repair shops, custom facilities, gas stations

•	 Other aggregations include business and professional services, bars and restaurants, and religious congregations

The major category of “green” businesses is focused on recycling; this includes scrap metal processing, concrete crushing, 
yard waste/compost sites, and paper recycling operations. These tend to be heavy users of the transportation network, 
including road, rail, and barge. Many have outdoor storage.

There are some high-profile industry headquarter as well, including Coloplast and Graco. Exploring their supplier net-
works and markets may provide insight into directions for economic growth.

At present, there appears to be little formal organization of businesses along the riverfront. This posed a challenge dur-
ing the outreach portion of this plan update. A business survey was administered by phone and in person to collected 
needed information. Results are summarized in Appendix A.

INVESTMENT SINCE 2000
Since the passage of the Above the Falls Plan in 2000, investment in the study area has been more or less comparable to 
the rest of the city. The following is a list of some of the major property investments made in the study area during that 
time.

•	 Grain Belt. The Grain Belt Brew House is a historic landmark that was renovated between 2000 and 2002 as com-
mercial office space.  The Wagon Shed and Shops Buildings were sold to the Minneapolis Public Library and were 
renovated as the Pierre-Bottineau Library. The Warehouse and Bottling House structures were sold to Artspace for 
use as commercial lease space. As of 2013, a developer is working on plans to rehabilitate the Office Building and 
construct additional housing.

•	 Marshall River Run Housing Development. The Marshall River Run project is a mixed income multifamily hous-
ing development constructed in 2005 with ownership and rental components. The rental component is a three 
story building with 74 housing units.  It required pollution remediation and received TIF pay-as-you-go financing 
from the City of Minneapolis in addition to other gap financing. The ownership component was 11 market rate 
townhome units fronting on Marshall Avenue.

•	 Edgewater Park. The Master Plan for this park was approved in 1996 and the Minneapolis Park and Recreation 
Board constructed this park in May through October 2006 with funding from the Mississippi Watershed Man-
agement Organization (MWMO). Artistic elements highlighted in this project include: “Park Landmarks” that are 
interpretive nodes of Minneapolis and St. Paul along the river, signage interpreting cultural and historical stories, 
no-mow turf, porous concrete, pavers and gravel pave system, and a River Overlook with seating area. 

•	 Construction of Phase I trails and landscaping. The Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board undertook trail 
and park construction in 2007 and 2008 on the west bank of the Mississippi between Plymouth Avenue and the 
Burlington Northern railroad bridge north of West Broadway Avenue.  Bicycle and walking trails were constructed 
consistent with the model used elsewhere in the Grand Rounds system—along with riverbank restoration, storm-
water management improvements, and other park development.  Other improvements remain to be done in a 
second phase of construction. 

•	 Scherer Bros. property. The riverfront property formerly owned by Scherer Brother Lumber Company is located 
on the east side of the river just north of Plymouth Avenue. The property, approximately 11 acres, was purchased 
in 2010 by the Minneapolis Park & Recreation Board. In 2012, MPRB completed extensive soils remediation and 
cleanup of the site. Plans to develop parkland are detailed below.

•	 BF Nelson. This 12 acre park received funding for design and construction to enhance the property. The earth-
work, preliminary trail development and shoreline, wetland and native plan restorations were completed by mid-
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2012.

•	 Lowry Bridge Replacement. The replacement of the Lowry Avenue Bridge is expected to be complete in Fall 
2012. The replacement of the bridge implements the Above the Falls plan because the design parameters of the 
ATF plan were used as criteria for evaluating the proposed bridge design. 

•	 Sheridan Memorial Park.  The park is located between the Grain Belt Campus and the river.  MPRB has plans to 
develop park amenities including a memorial and flagpole honoring all U.S. veterans, a peace garden, a picnic area 
and river overlooks. 

•	 Phase 1 East Bank Trail. MPRB is working to acquire property and easements between Plymouth Ave. and the 
BNSF railroad bridge for this segment of the planned east bank riverfront parks and trails.  In 2012, MPRB was 
granted $1 million in federal funding to design and construct the trail segment.

•	 North Mississippi Regional Park. This park, which is outside the Above the Falls Regional Park, has undergone 
additional phases of development since the ATF Plan was adopted. 

•	 Coloplast Headquarters Development. The construction of the North American headquarters of Danish medi-
cal device company Coloplast is consistent adopted land use and development guidance. The 178,000 square foot 
facility provides jobs in sales, marketing, and research and development.

•	 Additional Development Projects.  Other projects completed since ATF approval include the Graco expansion 
(which includes provision of an easement for a trail along the river), Riverview Homes, the Alley, and some North 
Washington Jobs Park projects (DHL, Stremel Manufacturing, and Standard Heating).

Map 2.8 shows new construction building permit activity that took place in the Upper River area between the plan’s 
adoption in 2000 and the end of 2009.  Around 50 permits were issued during this time period, worth around $85 million. 
Nearly 60% of the value was industrial, 30% was multi-family residential, and the remainder was a mix of single family, 
park, and commercial. This does not include building permits issued for renovation or expansion projects.  

PARKS AND TRAILS
While the river itself is the largest amenity and physical feature of the study area, it is the system of public parks and trails 
within the Above the Falls Regional Park that allows residents and visitors to experience the river. As with other Mississippi 
River regional parks in Minneapolis, Above the Falls Regional Park combines distinct, named park components connected 
by linear park features and trails. These form the foundation of the Above the Falls Regional Park. Parks on the east bank 
include Marshall Terrace Park, Edgewater Park, Gluek Park, and Sheridan Memorial Park. Along the northern edge of the 
study area, the Grand Rounds includes Victory Memorial Parkway, Webber Parkway and St, Anthony Parkway, all connect-
ed via the Camden Bridge. Parks on the west bank include North Mississippi Regional Park, Webber Park, and Orvin “Ole” 
Olson Park. West River Road North, a City street, runs along the riverfront for a portion of the area with adjacent parkland 
and trails, as well as the location of MPRB headquarters.

The plan area contains one piece of public art designated by the City of Minneapolis. “Heart of the City,” a statue created 
by Caprice Glaser in 2005, is located at 212 17th Avenue North. It is inspired by the shape of the city, and has images that 
express the mission of Animal Care and Control, whose facility is located on the same property. Outside the plan area, in 
BF Nelson Park, is “Pioneers,” a large granite statue created by John K. Daniels in 1936 to represent three generations of a 
pioneer family.

The study area is anchored by parks at both ends: the Central Mississippi Riverfront Regional Park at the south, and North 
Mississippi Regional Park at the north.

Routes on both banks are designated routes for the Mississippi River Trail Bikeway, the state’s first US Bicycle Route. On 
the west bank, the route follows 2nd Street North, while on the east bank it largely follows Marshall Street NE, joining St. 
Anthony Parkway on the northern end. At present, these are classified as on-street (and unsigned) routes, but this will 
change over time as improvements are made and routes shift to improved facilities.
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TRANSPORTATION
The area is well-served by a range of multi-modal transportation options and facilities, suitable for moving both people 
and freight. 

The historic street grid network is largely intact throughout the area, with the exception of large parcels on the northern 
end of the east bank related to rail yards and utilities, some larger superblocks on the west bank in industrial areas, and 
limited road connectivity over the Interstate 94 trench. There are road bridge crossings at Camden (42nd Avenue N to 
37th Avenue NE), Lowry Avenue, West Broadway Avenue, and Plymouth Avenue N/8th Avenue NE.

Truck traffic in the Above the Falls area is connected to the regional transportation network via Interstate 94 with local 
access at West Broadway, Dowling Avenue, and 49th Avenue N. The route from Interstate 94 to Shoreham Yards (via Dowl-
ing Avenue-2nd Street N-Lowry Avenue-University Avenue-23rd Avenue NE-30th Avenue NE) is designated as part of the 
National Highway System as an Intermodal Connector. The local street network also includes truck routes on Washington 
Avenue, 2nd Street N, West Broadway Avenue, Lowry Avenue and Marshall Street NE.

The major north-south truck routes are Interstate 94 on the west bank and University Avenue on the east bank. Interstate 
94 is one of the highest freight routes in general in the region, though volumes are higher north of Interstate 694 than 
south of it. Over the past ten years, the truck traffic volumes on Interstate 94 have increased, especially near the northern 
end of the study area. It is possible there is a link between the decline of barging and increased truck traffic, though many 
other factors are likely at work as well.

The two highest freight rail users in the area are Burlington Northern Santa Fe (BNSF) and Canadian Pacific (CP). The BNSF 
mainline runs north-south along the east side of the study area.  It runs freight trains, as well as Amtrak, and Northstar 
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passenger service, resulting in 40 to 60 trains per day. The 
CP mainline runs east-west across the northern end of the 
study area, crossing the Mississippi River just south of the 
Camden Bridge.

Both railroad companies have spur lines that serve the up-
per riverfront. The CP spur extends along the west side of 
the river from the CP rail bridge to the Star Tribune printing 
facility. The CP spur is also used by the Twin City & Western 
Railroad (TC&W), a Class III private railroad. The BNSF spur 
extends along the east side of the river, crossing at a rail 
bridge a couple of blocks north of West Broadway. Both 
rail lines have nearby intermodal rail yards in Northeast 

Minneapolis. This convergence of rail facilities offers upper river businesses multiple options for rail freight transport.

There are currently three barging terminals in operation on the City’s upper riverfront. Northern Metal Recycling, at 2800 
Pacific Street, utilizes its terminal for export of recycled metals. The barging facilities of Aggregate Industries, at Pacific 
Street and 26th Avenue, are primarily utilized for the receipt of sand and gravel for utilization in the construction industry.

The third is the Upper Harbor Terminal (UHT), owned by the City of Minneapolis and operated by River Services.  The cur-
rent City contract with River Services runs through 2014. A variety of bulk commodities are received at the UHT.   Almost 
all materials are received rather than shipped at the terminal. River Services reportedly stopped loading barges out of 
Minneapolis around five years ago in order to reduce costs.  The terminal is served by a Canadian Pacific spur rail line that 
is also used by Twin City & Western Railroad (TC&W). 

Barge transport to the upper riverfront is limited by the size of the lock and dam system. The three locks between Min-
neapolis and St Paul can accommodate only two-barge assemblages. This is in contrast to all of the other locks on the 
Mississippi River, which can accommodate assemblages of 9 barges at one time. Over the past five years, the amount of 
commodities passed through the Upper Locks at St Anthony Falls has declined by 47% based on overall tonnage. Ques-
tions remain whether the drop in barging traffic is due to a lack of competitiveness of this location as a shipping option, 
or its uncertain future. The City’s plan is to close the terminal and redevelop the site.

Existing passenger transit service for the upper riverfront is fairly modest. This is consistent with the relatively low density 
of adjacent residential areas, and the relatively low job intensity of much of the industrial. The local transit routes serving 
the area include: 

•	 Route 11 – This route travels primarily north-south from the City of Columbia Heights to Downtown Minneapolis 
to South Minneapolis. It runs along California Street NE and 2nd Street NE in the vicinity of the study area. This 
route has around 47 trips on a typical weekday.

•	 Route 32 – This route travels primarily east-west from Robbinsville through Minneapolis to Roseville. It runs along 
Lowry Avenue, 2nd Street N, and Marshall Street NE in the vicinity of the study area. This route has around 22 trips 
on a typical weekday.

•	 Route 22 – This route travels primarily north-south from Brooklyn Center to Downtown Minneapolis to the VA 
Medical Center on Hiawatha LRT. It runs along Lyndale Avenue N in the vicinity of the study area. This route has 
upwards of 60 trips on a typical weekday.

Numerous express routes run along Interstate 94, but do not typically have local stops in this area. There are high frequen-
cy bus routes running north-south through Northeast and North Minneapolis (for instance Route 10 on Central Avenue 
NE and Route 5 on Fremont and Emerson). However, both of these are at least a mile from the riverfront, so they are prob-
ably not an attractive option for those living or working on the riverfront. Even Route 22, a closer option, is around half a 
mile from the riverfront.  There are few frequent east-west bus routes passing through the area. For more information on 
transportation, see Chapter 7.
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UTILITIES
The upper riverfront is well served by utilities, which have been developed over time to serve significant demand along 
the riverfront and beyond.

For electricity, the most prominent feature of the upper riverfront is the Xcel Riverside Plant, located on the east bank. This 
plant has been in operation for over a century, and has recently converted from coal to natural gas – positively impacting 
local air quality. As such, large high voltage power lines run along both sides of the river, serving not only the uses along 
the way but providing an important connection to Downtown and other parts of the city. In places, these high voltage 
power lines limit nearby development, particularly along the river. 

The area is also served by a large high pressure gas line, running north to south with similar connectivity. This line is 
tapped in several locations to support lower pressure local gas networks throughout the study area. The most noticeable 
above ground facility is Center Point Energy’s peak shaving plant, located near Pacific and 26th Avenue N on the west side 
of the river. This facility regulates gas usage during the highest demand times of the year.

The source of water for the City’s water supply infrastructure is the Mississippi River. It is drawn from the east side of the 
river just north of the city boundary, which is just outside the project study area. The river water is treated at that location 
and put into the City’s water main infrastructure.

A large distribution main runs through the study area from north to south on both the east and the west sides of the river. 
It is anticipated that this supply is adequate to accommodate most future development scenarios. The great majority of 
the other north-south streets in the study area have water mains that provide local service. Similar service is available for 
sanitary and storm sewer.

There is some high speed fiber optic technology in the area used by local industries. This could be further used as a re-
source for other tech businesses in the area.
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CONSTRAINTS AND 
OPPORTUNITIES
The upper riverfront has both constraints and opportu-
nities for redevelopment. Some features can be either a 
constraint or an opportunity, depending on approach and 
intent. This section provides an overview of some of the 
most significant.

EXISTING DEVELOPMENT PATTERNS
The existing pattern of land use has been built up over 
many decades, and is largely developed around industrial 
use. The large block size, continuity of rail access, and treat-
ment of the Mississippi as a “working river” rather than as 
an amenity are all characteristic of this.

For the continuation of job-generating redevelopment, 
this is largely an opportunity. Limitations include some 
parcels which are smaller than what is currently preferred 
by office/industrial uses, and a sometimes unattractive 
public realm, which may discourage new investment un-
less it is upgraded. 

For transformation to residential/mixed use development, 
this is more of constraint. If a plan to establish new river-
front neighborhoods is pursued, especially on the west 
bank, it will require the acquisition of a critical mass of 
property to ensure the new development has a livable 
context and does not function as an isolated island. Addi-
tionally, most industrial sites are being actively used, and 
relocating these businesses may be a difficult and expen-
sive proposition. This is especially true due to changes in 
nonconforming use and condemnation laws since 2000, 
which make it harder to relocate an unwanted or unwill-
ing business. 

Infrastructure has been built up to serve the existing 
uses, including rail, highway, and utilities. In general, this 
is an opportunity, as the excess capacity in these systems 
makes it more feasible to do major new development. 
However, the presence of high voltage power lines above 
ground and main gas and water lines below may put some 
constraints on redevelopment, especially in scenarios that 
recommend moving or vacating right-of-way.

Barging usage on the west bank provides a particular con-
straint to new riverfront parks. It is clear that unless the 
barging is discontinued, public access to the riverfront in 
certain areas will be limited.

The east bank’s development-related issues are on a far 
smaller scale, though they are still significant in terms of 
implementation. The most significant relates to the devel-
opment between Marshall Street NE and the river on the 
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stretch that is guided to be fully park. There are a variety of uses, ranging from 
industrial to single family residential, on this narrow stretch of land. Further-
more, property rights ensure that there is at least some viable redevelopment 
scenario for all of these sites besides park. Land can be acquired for park if there 
are funds available, but if a development is proposed and there is no ability to 
purchase it for parkland, there are limited options for preserving it for park.

INFRASTRUCTURE BARRIERS
Especially on the west bank of the river, there are significant infrastructure bar-
riers to connectivity with adjacent neighborhoods.

The most prominent barrier is Interstate 94, which divides the industrial river-
front development from the largely residential area in the rest of North Min-
neapolis. Crossings are available at overpasses spaced roughly every six blocks 
(two-thirds of a mile) at: Plymouth Avenue N, West Broadway Avenue, 26th Av-
enue N, Lowry Avenue, Dowling Avenue N, 41st Avenue N, 42nd Avenue N, 49th 
Avenue N, and 53rd Avenue N. At Broadway and Plymouth access is available 
to the river bank. At 41st, 49th, and 53rd, overpasses connect to the new North 
Mississippi Regional Park, with an additional underpass at 45th Avenue N.

This placement of Interstate 94 was largely by design, serving not only as a 
transportation route but as a buffer between the residential and industrial por-
tions of North Minneapolis. It becomes a constraint on residential/mixed use 
development east of the interstate, since that area is cut off from the neighbor-
hood fabric and amenities such as neighborhood parks, schools, and corner 
stores.

Additionally, the existing rail spurs on the west bank limit the ability to redevel-
op sites. This is particularly true in that rail crossings are highly regulated, and 
it is difficult to add at grade connections across rail lines that are not already 
in place. Since the rail spurs are still being actively used, and rail companies 
have special status under federal law, options are limited for removing these 
connections. On the positive side, for businesses that might use rail, this ac-
cess provides an alternative to moving freight via truck, especially in times of 
increasing gas prices

The east bank also has some development barriers in terms of rail and industrial 
facilities, especially in the northern half of the study area. While it is anticipated 
that many of these will remain, opportunities for improved connectivity around 
and through these areas need to be considered.

PUBLIC LAND OWNERSHIP
A substantial portion of the land along the upper riverfront is publicly owned. 
As stated in the original Above the Falls Plan, over half of the linear riverfront of 
the upper river is publicly owned. This presents an opportunity for catalyzing 
development led by public action on these lands. 

The most obvious is the land owned by the MPRB, which has been increased in 
recent years due to ongoing acquisition activities. The MPRB has already begun 
work on developing park frontage on several of these sites, and has plans to 
continue this.

The Upper Harbor Terminal is another key site. Currently slated to close, this 
City-owned site would be a prime location for a new riverfront park and com-
patible development. Hennepin County owns some land at the bases of the 
Lowry Avenue Bridge, providing an opportunity for green space and stormwa-
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ter management. Other sites, as shown on Map 2.10, can also be opportunities for redevelopment 
and parkland.  

Additionally, a significant amount of the land is owned by quasi-public entities, including utilities 
and railroads. While the primary mission of these entities may not be compatible with all elements 
of the plan for the area, having relatively consolidated land holdings makes it easier to communicate 
regarding change and direction than in areas with more fragmented private ownership.

One specific, near term opportunity is public land owned by the City and MPRB at the Grain Belt site. 
Guidance for this area is discussed in more detail in Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER 3
Policy Issues



   A B O V E  T H E  F A L L S  M A S T E R  P L A N  U P D AT E    •     Chapter  3
       
 PAGE 48

At the core of the decision regarding the future of the riverfront lie a number of major policy issues. This chapter discusses 
them, along with the implications for planning and development.

COMMERCIAL NAVIGATION
As discussed in Chapter 7, commercial navigation has long been a feature of the upper riverfront. The Upper Harbor Ter-
minal has now been in existence for over 40 years and in planning for decades more. However, as priorities have shifted 
and barge traffic has declined, it now seems likely the terminal will soon close and be redeveloped.

Barge transport is useful for low value, high volume bulk commodities, where speed of delivery is not important. It can 
also move fragile commodities safer than freight rail because the travel is smoother, resulting in less “spoilage” in ship-
ments. It also has the lowest cost per ton of moving freight of any of the major freight networks. While barges are not 
typically energy efficient, the fact they are able to move commodities in bulk reduces fuel usage per ton compared to 
other modes.

However, barge transport to the upper riverfront is limited by the size of the lock and dam system. The three locks be-
tween Minneapolis and St Paul can accommodate only two-barge assemblages.  This is in contrast to all of the other 
locks on the Mississippi River, which can accommodate assemblages of 9 barges at one time. Over the past five years, 
the amount of commodities passed through the Upper Locks at St Anthony Falls has declined by 47% based on overall 
tonnage. Questions remain whether the drop in barging traffic is due to a lack of competitiveness of this location as a 
shipping option, and its uncertain future, or whether better market positioning and site improvements might serve to 
increase volumes. Both may be true.

The US Army Corps of Engineers maintains and operates the lock and dam system, including dredging the river to create 
a navigable channel. Due to the above-referenced decrease of demand, and desire to cut costs overall, the Army Corps is 
currently proposing a reduction in service hours at the locks.

This policy issue is further complicated by the recent spread of Asian carp, an invasive species that poses a significant 
threat to native fish and other aquatic life. The closure (or reduced usage) of the lock and dam system has been consid-
ered a possible barrier to the upstream spread of the carp, since it is one of the few places along this stretch of the Missis-
sippi substantial enough to block these high-jumping fish.

While at present there is no definite plan to close the locks, other means are being explored – including reduced lock 
hours, limitations for recreational craft using the lock (they have historically accounted for over half of lockages), and 
the construction of electrical and/or bubble barriers downstream of the lock. The possibility remains however, that there 
would eventually be the decision to close the lock and dam system to all traffic, effectively eliminating commercial navi-
gation above the falls.

A related topic is dredging. At present, the Army Corps continues channel dredging. The City, by agreement, provides two 
sites for the dredge spoils – one on the upper harbor terminal site, the other near the Interstate 35W bridge downtown. If 
the lock and dam were closed, this dredging would most likely cease. On the positive side for development potential, the 
dredge sites would presumably be available for development. On the other side, the river would most likely silt in, and 
become too shallow for most boats.

The fact also remains that once the commercial barge terminal is removed, it is mostly likely gone permanently. If there 
was a future desire to reestablish this mode of transportation, it would likely be a very expensive and difficult proposition. 

There are also costs associated with the terminal closure, besides the cost to transition it to a new use. The Metropolitan 
Council recently completed a study looking into the economic impacts of the closure. The study found that the closure 
would result in the permanent loss of 127 jobs in the Minnesota economy (direct and indirect), and cost Minnesota’s 
economy $24.2 million over the 2012-2040 timeframe in terms of increased transportation costs. It would also result in an 
increase of 4,890 truck trips, concentrated during the work week, primarily in the 8.5 month period typically associated 
with barge shipment. It further concluded that there were a number of supply chain issues related to the commodities 
barged and stored here that have not been fully explored – such as the reliance on coal and fertilizer shipped through 
here. 
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Though these costs would not necessarily be large enough to outweigh potential benefits of redevelopment of the site, 
they should be taken into account in the decision process, especially during the closure and transition period. In particu-
lar, the increased pressure on other freight networks (including trucks) may result in additional congestion on area routes.

In general, research done for this plan supports the conclusion of the Above the Falls plan that the Upper Harbor Termi-
nal facility can be closed at some point to pursue a higher value future that makes better use of the City’s riverfront. This 
proposed course of action was accepted by the Metropolitan Council and MNDOT after City Council adoption of the plan. 
Additionally, barge terminals in St Paul are considered to have capacity to receive many of the shipments that currently 
go to Minneapolis.

Although City policy calls for the eventual closure of the Upper Harbor Terminal, there is reason to proceed cautiously. The 
property is extensive, and if it were not in active use it would need to be maintained by the City of Minneapolis. Securing 
the site in the first year of closure would cost an estimated $365,000, and the ongoing annual holding costs are estimated 
to be substantial.

The current lease of the site by River Services, by contrast, generates revenues to the City of Minneapolis, and absolves 
the City of all maintenance responsibilities and expenditures. This suggests that closure of the terminal should be timed 
to coincide with redevelopment of the site—and that there is a public interest in the viability of barging services in the 
interim.

The closure of the upper harbor terminal site presents an opportunity for both new development and new riverfront park, 
with room for a parkway connection. Ideally, reinvestment in this area may help spur private investment and redevelop-
ment of adjacent privately owned sites. One important factor in redevelopment is that the site is somewhat constrained 
by the limited distance between the riverfront and rail line, which tapers further to the north end of the site. The balance 
of park and development on this site requires careful evaluation.

One additional issue is that the closure of the Upper Harbor Terminal does not necessarily mean the end of barging on 
the upper river. Two privately owned terminals may continue to barge goods, as long as this is an option. The restriction 



         PAGE 51Chapter  3    •     A B O V E  T H E  F A L L S  M A S T E R  P L A N  U P D AT E

or closure of the locks, would end all barging traffic.

Additional information on issues related to barging and 
the Upper Harbor Terminal can be found in Appendix B.

COMMUNITY 
AND ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT
Many nearby neighborhoods in the study area are at pres-
ent the subject of a range of community and economic de-
velopment interventions. The redevelopment of the upper 
riverfront has tremendous potential to catalyze positive 
change in this area. However, to have the maximum im-
pact, it needs to be considered within context of the exist-
ing policy and programmatic framework.

The clearest case for both community and economic de-
velopment lies with the parks. The development of a ma-
jor new amenity in the form of a regional waterfront park, 
parkway, and trail system has the potential to greatly ben-
efit surrounding neighborhoods. Just as this has been an 
asset to other areas of the city, it can be here as well. The 
improvements will not only provide localized opportunities for recreation and gathering, but link to the larger Grand 
Rounds system. 

While there is some loss of tax revenue associated with transferring land from private to public ownership, the City has 
deemed this a worthwhile tradeoff in exchange for the benefits to nearby property owners and others. Additionally, it is 
likely the reduction in property tax from parklands will be offset by significant gains in the values of properties in adjacent 
neighborhoods, that benefit from the increased amenity value of riverfront park access.

Furthermore, direct connections between the riverfront and neighborhoods have the potential to make the river more 
accessible to more people. One caveat is that the riverfront is a substantial distance (in some places, ½ mile or more) from 
existing neighborhoods on the west bank (the east bank being much more accessible); because of this, safe and appeal-
ing connections are needed to connect people to the riverfront.

New residential/mixed use development has the potential to support community development as well. As suggested in 
the original Above the Falls Plan, market rate riverfront communities could provide an attractive high-amenity type not 
currently available in nearby neighborhoods, diversifying and strengthening both the housing market and the demand 
for commercial and retail businesses. However, there is a potential caution to this – as the housing market is currently very 
weak and vacancies are high, additional units may not be a net positive in the near term – from either the perspective of 
the City or the developer. This is discussed in more detail in Chapter 8.

While affordable housing may be a more feasible near term alternative, it may not be the best match for this area either. 
Since there is already a concentration of affordable units in the area, this may have the undesirable impact of further con-
centrating poverty. Additionally, the units may be in direct competition with other affordable units already in existence. 
Furthermore, public subsidy of housing (a likely requirement for any near term housing project, market rate or otherwise) 
may divert scarce resources from other priority interventions. 

An exception to these tradeoffs may happen for potential residential areas close to downtown. These have been shown 
to have market strength due to proximity to existing strong neighborhoods (e.g. North Loop and East Hennepin areas), 
and may require little or no subsidy to result in successful near-term projects.
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The case for economic development is somewhat different. The relatively high unemployment rates in nearby neighbor-
hoods suggest a strong need for jobs, and these areas have been disproportionately impacted by the recent recession. 
Data suggest that there may be a mismatch between the typical worker in the existing industrial area and the residents of 
adjacent neighborhoods. While a significant percentage of the jobs are held by North and Northeast Minneapolis workers 
(at least 10%), it could be higher. This has been exacerbated by a continual decline in jobs in this area in recent years, as 
businesses downsize or move.

New economic development in this area, if jobs are taken by local residents, has the potential to benefit the area, espe-
cially if they are living wage jobs. Manufacturing and construction jobs are particularly valuable to the blue collar popu-
lations of this area, as they typically pay well and do not require advanced degrees. To this end, if and when businesses 
grow or expand, job linkage requirements and job training programs likely will be necessary to ensure that future job 
opportunities are made available to local residents.

When providing assistance to a business looking to locate and/or expand in the city, City staff will seek to support high 
job density uses – a general guideline is 1 job per 1,000 square feet of building, with a minimum 40% site coverage. Jobs 
paying a living wage are also preferred, though not always required. This tends to support light industrial and office uses 
as opposed to lower job density uses such as bulk materials and warehousing.

This plan’s primary land use objectives can facilitate economic development goals through the creation of new urban 
riverfront parks and recreational facilities. Quality of life issues are playing an increasing role in attracting entrepreneurs 
and retaining skilled employees. The upper river area has the potential to be a vibrant urban area, immediately north of 
downtown, with a mix of new high value development. 
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IMPLEMENTATION MODEL
PUBLIC ROLE IN IMPLEMENTATION
Because of the market conditions of the area, it is unlikely that significant change will happen without public sector in-
volvement and investment. 

For transformative approaches – both for creating new parks and for new neighborhoods – land acquisition will be neces-
sary. The Above the Falls plan assumed that eminent domain would be used, supported by the public purpose outlined in 
the plan, to acquire properties for these uses. However, changes in state law have greatly narrowed the potential uses of 
eminent domain, and it is a less viable and attractive tool than it used to be. Most transactions will need to rely on willing 
seller arrangements, which means that there will need to be a sustained effort over time to take advantage of opportuni-
ties as they emerge.

It is not necessarily required that the acquisition be handled through a public entity. While the MPRB is the logical body to 
acquire and own parkland, acquisition for development potentially could be handled through a private third party orga-
nization. That said, there are few if any tools or funding sources currently readily available for public acquisition and long 
term holding of land for redevelopment. Scenarios where incremental growth is possible and development opportunities 
are relatively short term would be more feasible.

Other possible public roles may include funding cleanup or other subsidy of new development through various tools. 
This is a more traditional way the City can be involved, as the Minneapolis Community Development Agency (MCDA) was 
previously.

Especially with a more ambitious transformation, a clear role for the public sector and other parties in implementation, 
and a commitment to implement, is needed is this plan is to move forward. 

Additional clarification is needed around the timeframe for implementation, as large scale transformations require a long 
term horizon, but making progress requires short term action steps.
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CHAPTER 4
Supporting Analysis
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HEALTH IMPACT ANALYSIS
A Health Impact Assessment (HIA) is a tool that has been used on an international level for communities and decision 
makers to evaluate the potential health implications of a proposed project or policy before it is built, implemented or put 
into effect. An HIA encourages bringing together public input and data relevant to the project or policy in order to make 
recommendations about how to maximize potential positive health outcomes, while minimizing unintended negative 
consequences. This HIA investigated the potential health impacts that could result from key land use decision alternatives 
which are outlined in the ATF plan. The report is intended to prompt key decision makers to consider the potential health 
consequences on residents’ health and wellbeing of implementing the ATF plan.

At the time the HIA began in January 2012, CPED and MPRB were engaged in updating the ATF plan to incorporate find-
ings of the ATF-PRIS as well as elements of the visionary design proposed in RiverFirst. From the beginning, HIA efforts 
were aligned with the City and Park Board’s plan revision process, including participation during public forums and dur-
ing the public comment period.

The HIA project team consisted of City staff from CPED and the Minneapolis Health Department (two epidemiologists and 
two planners), a planner from MPRB, the executive director of Minneapolis Riverfront Partnership (MRP), an intern from 
the University of Minnesota, and subcommittee members of the Above the Falls Citizens Advisory Committee (AFCAC). 
The Health Department was the lead agency for implementing the HIA. Planners from CPED and MPRB provided advice, 
data, maps and plan details throughout the HIA process and led and assisted with community engagement efforts. The 
AFCAC subcommittee advised the HIA project team on community engagement strategies and health topics of major 
concern to residents.  The subcommittee members actively participated in community engagement events and forums.

Having begun in January 2012, the HIA entered the plan revision process midstream. Timing for the HIA was optimal 
given the renewed focus on the ATF plan revision process and sufficient time for research into the potential health im-
pacts before plan approval in the second quarter of 2013. The HIA afforded the opportunity to increase awareness of 
serious health conditions and disparities that could be mitigated or improved by the proposed changes and to research 
the health implications of proposed changes where the outcomes were unclear. The HIA provided a channel for residents 
from diverse perspectives to find common ground on the health issues that affect them most and that could provide 
impetus for accelerating plan implementation.

The main goals of the HIA were to:

1.	 Elevate health considerations during the ATF plan revision process;

2.	 Maximize potential health benefits and mitigate identified risks of proposed changes;

3.	 Receive input from diverse stakeholders including groups not reached previously; and

4.	 Serve as a catalyst for accelerated redevelopment efforts along the Upper Mississippi Riverfront in Minneapolis.

The HIA project team selected four, measurable land use decision alternatives to focus the scope of the HIA. They were:

1.	 To add 108 acres of parkland including building continuous trails along both the east and west sides of the River-
front;

2.	 To extend existing Riverfront biking and walking trails by 4.2 miles.

3.	 To add over the long term 3,000 jobs; and

4.	 To add over the long term 1,000 new housing units, 1,000 units less than the original plan had estimated.

Findings of the HIA are based on a review of academic literature and previous HIA studies that link health outcomes to as-
pects of the built environment. Additionally findings were based on public health data about existing health conditions, 
a Community Input Survey and input from residents who attended HIA presentations and public forums. Since last June 
2012, the HIA project team and partners have:

•	 Presented to 19 local committees, community groups and neighborhood organizations
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•	 Conducted outreach at 15 community events, including four public forums to date: one in June 2012 (~70 attend-
ees), one in October 2012 (~50 attendees), and two in November 2012 (~180 attendees). The two forums in No-
vember were held with Latino (Northeast) and Southeast Asian (North Side) community residents and additional, 
targeted cultural outreach activities are being planned or underway with youth and African American residents 
of these areas.

•	 Collected over 360 community-input online and paper surveys

•	 Received over 120 RIVER comment cards

HIA Summary of Findings
The HIA has found that the land use decision alternatives would have significant positive impacts on health. The following 
summarizes the HIA findings related to specific health-related concerns:

Obesity and Mental Health
Community Input Survey respondents and many participants in the community forums link the addition of new parkland 
to a positive impact on their health. Parks were among the most preferred changes to the Upper Mississippi Riverfront 
with over 50 percent of survey respondents saying that parks would improve their health. Jobs and housing were se-
lected least among the potential changes that would positively affect their health. 

Strong evidence about the connection between parkland, physical activity and mental health in the public health litera-
ture, a majority of survey respondents who rated the additional parkland as having more of a potential benefit to their 
health than new jobs and housing, a majority of survey respondents who report using the Riverfront for exercise and 
recreation, and evidence from the Minneapolis Parks Foundation Survey that parkland plays an important role in the 
emotional and psychological health of city residents all suggest a strong, positive impact of increased parkland on obe-
sity and mental health.

Environmental Quality
Community Input Survey respondents and many participants in the community forums directly link the addition of new 
parkland with the removal of large sections of industrial land, even though that is not necessarily what the ATF plan is 
proposing. According to many residents these industries are a source of air, noise and water pollution, which negatively 
affects their health and they would like the industries to relocate. Air pollution, loud noises and traffic and car congestion, 
in that order, were selected as the main factors that negatively affect the health of both North and Northeast Minneapolis 
residents. 

The scientific literature and the lack of consistent monitoring data provides weak evidence that the increase in parkland 
will greatly reduce air and noise pollution levels, especially given the density of vegetation necessary to create an effec-
tive barrier and the likelihood that the industries which are considered to be the sources for pollution are not likely to re-
locate. The scientific literature provides strong evidence of the potential for reduced River water pollution levels through 
the addition of continuous parkland along the Riverfront. Continuous parkland will provide a buffer between the heavy 
industries, paved areas, and the River.

Neighborhood Cohesion
The Riverfront is highly regarded by residents of North and Northeast Minneapolis as a destination for exercise and rec-
reation, which increases the likelihood that the health of a wide diversity of residents from both communities will be 
improved by the addition of new Riverfront trails. Over 65 percent of respondents to the Minneapolis Parks Foundation 
Survey reported having used the trails and bikeways. Among all possible attractions that would draw residents to the 
Riverfront “nonstop trails along both sides of the Riverfront” was selected more often than any other possible attraction. 

Crime and Safety
Factoring in low perceptions of walkability, relatively higher crime density along the main Riverway streets on the North 
Side, and heavy truck traffic, access to the Riverfront is likely to remain limited for biking and walking, particularly from 
the North Side. Driving will likely remain a primary mode of transportation for many residents to arrive at amenities along 
the Riverfront. Given the link between automobile-oriented communities and obesity, making the main connections to 
the Riverfront safer for walkers and bicyclists would maximize the potential for lowering obesity rates, particularly among 
youth, the elderly, people with disabilities, and other vulnerable populations who live in the surrounding neighborhoods.  
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Employment
The link between improvements in public health and increases in income-generating land uses is very strong in the sci-
entific literature. Residents of North and Northeast Minneapolis express skepticism that the proposed jobs would have a 
positive health impact on areas like North Minneapolis that experience the greatest health disparities. Whether the City 
can successfully attract 3000 new light industrial jobs to the ATF area and who would benefit is uncertain.  Nonetheless, 
the revised ATF plan’s focus on job-generating land use could have one of strongest impacts on public health, particularly 
premature mortality, mental health, and chronic disease reduction.

Housing
The overall impact of new housing on health will be minimal and possibly negative if affordable housing concentration 
increases. Affordable housing is unlikely to be a focus of the ATF plan, however, given an already high concentration of 
affordable housing and poverty in the area. A change that currently does not appear to be a focus of the ATF plan that 
could maximize a positive health impact especially along the Riverway streets, based on the scientific literature and the 
Community Input Survey results, is improvements in existing housing where housing is deteriorated as a means of creat-
ing a well-maintained neighborhood thereby promoting safety, sense of community and wellbeing. 

Preliminary HIA recommendations based on analysis to date include:

•	 Work with existing businesses; they will likely continue to be located in the ATF area. Explore ways of effectively 
engaging businesses to assist in achieving the ATF plan objectives, for example by promoting environmentally 
safe or greener practices and increasing job density.

•	 Explore ways to promote local hiring practices among ATF area businesses in addition to training programs to sup-
port residents who will seek jobs in this area. Focus on opportunities for racial/ethnic minorities and immigrant 
populations.

Ta b l e  4 . 1 :  P e r c e i v e d  F a c t o r s  t h a t  a f f e c t  h e a l t h  n e g a t i v e l y
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•	 Effectively monitor air quality and noise levels of nearby industry and work with businesses to identify ways to 
reduce levels that can be detrimental to health.

•	 Focus on improvement of already existing residential areas and corridors that may have been hit hard by the re-
cession and the housing and foreclosure crisis to help mitigate crime and safety concerns. 

•	 Explore alternatives for youth, elderly, people with disabilities and other vulnerable populations to access the Riv-
erfront such as planning for off-road trails to accommodate biking and walking traffic and public transit.

Final phases of data collection, community engagement and dissemination of findings of the HIA study will continue 
through April 2013. The final HIA report will be released in June 2013. 

The HIA project is supported by a grant from the Health Impact Project, a collaboration of the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation and The Pew Charitable Trusts, with funding from the Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Minnesota Foundation. 
The opinions expressed are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Health Impact Project, 
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, The Pew Charitable Trusts, or the Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Minnesota Foundation.

For more detailed information on the Health Impact Analysis, see Appendix D.

MARKET ANALYSIS 
There have been a number of shifts in the marketplace since the Above the Falls plan was originally adopted. Because 
the plan’s land use vision depends on what types of development are considered feasible, it seemed advisable to revisit 
the market analysis and determine what had changed and the implications for development. The intent was to update 
analysis with a current view of market conditions for residential, office, and industrial development. While the plan does 
have a long term vision that is beyond the current market cycle, near term conditions are important for understanding 
what is feasible for the first phase of implementation.

Retail and service commercial uses were not analyzed separately. They were seen largely as an accessory type of use 
which follows other development types. The existing market in the area for stand-alone commercial uses is relatively 
weak, so it seems unlikely there would be significant new development of this type without other new development first. 
This does not reflect priority - it was repeatedly heard throughout the process that these uses are valued, and that more 
are needed along the riverfront. The plan supports these uses - it just reflects the market reality that they are unlikely to 
be successful unless other development happens here to strengthen the customer base, in the form of local residents and 
workers. See Chapter 5 for how this priority is represented in land use recommendations.

A consultant was hired to conduct a residential, office, and industrial market analysis. The results were based on review 
and analysis of data; interviews with developers, businesses, and other key stakeholders; and forecasted market trends for 
the region. All new development scenarios assume development of riverfront parks and trails, plus other infrastructure 
improvements. The market analysis also assumes that the market has normalized – that is, no longer in recession and with 
the foreclosure crisis over.

A summary of the market findings is included below. For more detailed information, see Appendix C.

RESIDENTIAL/MIXED USE
Overall, regional residential market trends are strong, especially for multi-family development. Significant new growth is 
forecasted in the coming years. At present, rental housing is stronger than ownership, though this can change over time. 

 When looking at what attracts new residential development, prime locations are important. Especially in urban areas, 
residents are looking for amenity-rich communities, with a number of destinations (shops, cafes, parks, etc.) within walk-
ing distance. As such, the most competitive locations are within or adjacent to existing strong neighborhoods, especially 
those near the urban core or other high amenity value. It is also worth noting that supporting these amenities requires a 
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critical mass of residential community – not isolated sites.

The relative competitiveness of the residential market 
in the study area varies greatly. The strongest neighbor-
hoods – and hence sites for residential development – are 
those closest to Downtown. Generally, residential sites on 
the east side of the river are stronger than those on the 
west. The analysis suggested new residential develop-
ment is supportable now as infill on the east bank of the 
river within existing residential neighborhoods.

Neighborhoods on the west side of the river, especially 
those near the center of the study area, tend be less strong 
and competitive for residential due to a number of fac-
tors. It is anticipated that even with parks development 
and other favorable improvements, it could be ten years 
or more before any significant market was available for a 
new residential community on the west bank. 

Commercial uses could accompany residential develop-
ment, especially in or near established mixed use areas. As 
with residential, the market for these on the west bank is 
much weaker and the time frame much longer for them to 
be established.

Ta b l e  4 . 3 :  L o c a l  a n d  R e g i o n a l  D e m o g r a p h i c  T r e n d s

Ta b l e  4 . 2 :  L o c a l  a n d  R e g i o n a l  D e m o g r a p h i c  T r e n d s
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Ta b l e  4 . 4 :  A v e r a g e  A p a r t m e n t  R e n t s

Ta b l e  4 . 5 : R e g i o n a l  O f f i c e  A b s o r p t i o n  R a t e s

OFFICE/INDUSTRIAL
Compared to residential, the forecast for office and industrial growth is not as strong. Both are anticipated to grow re-
gionally, but at slower rates than residential. Given past trends, professional and technical services, financial services, and 
management of companies are industry sectors where the City will likely be able to capture a larger share of the metro 
area’s employment growth.

This is offset to a degree by the fact that the area is much more competitive in terms of being an attractive location for 
office/industrial. The main factors driving this are proximity to multi-modal transportation and freight options (especially 
Interstate 94), central location within the region, and proximity to employees, customers and suppliers. Another plus for 
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some businesses is close proximity to Downtown, without Downtown-level costs for land, rent, and parking. 

Both office and industrial markets are stratified, by type and cost of facility. This area fares particularly well on lower-cost 
options in older buildings – while they might not have all the features some businesses need (for instance, high ceiling 
heights) they can provide an option for those for whom affordability is a priority. These older buildings in particular may 
appeal to production, distribution, and repair industries, which provide support for urban center.

This area is not as competitive for new office buildings when competing with suburban locations – since the image and 
branding around those tends to drive those uses to certain areas. However, it might be competitive in some cases, espe-
cially if sizeable sites can be made available. It could also be very competitive with hybrid office-industrial models, which 
contain office space, distribution, and production facilities. This may be particularly attractive for owner-occupant busi-
nesses, who are less likely to be cost-sensitive when developing their own facility, and more likely to invest in the property 
with a higher finish.

IMPLICATIONS FOR DEVELOPMENT
The findings from the market study suggest a number of implications for development recommendations in the plan 
update:

•	 Residential infill is a feasible alternative for redevelopment in existing residential areas, with some being stronger 
than the others. However, at least in the short to mid-term, residential scenarios for the west bank may be less 
feasible than anticipated in original plan, and may require much greater subsidies. The most likely type will be 
multi-family development.

•	 This area will likely continue to be competitive for office/industrial development. The area may be able to attract 
higher value projects, especially owner occupant ones inclined to invest in a more attractive and valuable prop-
erty for their own purposes.

•	 Land availability will be a factor for most new development. Many existing sites are small by current standards, 
and the area is largely built out already. Land assembly may be needed to get a critical mass for a new residential 

Ta b l e  4 . 6 : M i n n e a p o l i s :  E m p l o y m e n t  s i z e  a s  a  f u n c t i o n  o f  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  a n d  e m -
p l o y m e n t  c h a n g e ,  2 0 0 4 - 2 0 0 8
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community and/or a larger scale office/industrial use. However, within existing compatible areas, infill develop-
ment will be possible without this.

•	 Market forecasting is by definition uncertain, and changing conditions may change outlook for growth. For in-
stance, build-out of more attractive residential locations may in turn make this area more appealing. Therefore, 
periodic reevaluation of market trends would be advisable.

ECONOMIC AND FISCAL ANALYSIS
The market study provided an overview of what type of development could be attracted to the study area. The next 
round of analysis took a further look at development feasibility from both the private and public perspectives. Economic 
analysis was needed to determine the feasibility of development from perspective of private developers, and public 
subsidy (if any) needed to cover project funding gaps. Additionally, fiscal analysis was used to determine if project is 
worthwhile from perspective of the City, in terms of the amount invested versus return to City in the form of increased 
tax base and other revenues.

This analysis was based on general project typology using typical numbers and values. It was not meant to be specific 
to any particular development project. The analysis was done in two phases: a general one for the entire study area, and 
more focused one for specific development area (a stretch of existing industrial near the Upper Harbor Terminal) – to al-
low for more evaluation of details.

One caveat of the fiscal analysis is that it does not include non-City governmental units, including county, school district, 
and state. This was done to keep the scope of the analysis clear and manageable, as impacts on these other entities are 
varied and complex. It is likely the inclusion of these would tilt the analysis less in favor of residential, since it would in-
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clude the costs of serving residential uses (e.g. social services and education) disproportionately. This is offset somewhat 
in the Twin Cities region, where the tax base sharing formula siphons off a portion of the tax base gain from office/indus-
trial properties and redistributes it among member governments. 

A summary of the results and conclusions are given below. The analysis also created a flexible economic and fiscal impact 
model that was used to test a range of scenarios, and could be used in the future to do follow-up analysis. For more infor-
mation, see Appendix C.

RESIDENTIAL/MIXED USE
The analysis tested a couple types of residential development deemed to be the most likely to be considered for this area 
– multi-family rental apartments and owner-occupied condominiums. This analysis also assumed the need for a critical 
mass of residential to be a viable neighborhood – developers cannot successfully redevelop incrementally in industrial 
areas until there is control of a significant amount of land and/or close linkages to existing residential areas.

For the overall study area, residential analysis had mixed results. The economic and fiscal analysis both showed positive 
results for the condominiums, and negative results for the apartments. The difference reflected the much higher value per 
acre gained (to both the developer and the tax base) from condominiums. However, further analysis suggested this was 
not as clear as it seemed – the condominium market has declined so significantly since its peak (resulting in an unfilled 
inventory of units and large decline in values) that it is not expected to return in the near future – and when it does, it will 
locate in higher amenity areas.

Rental apartments may be able to cover costs at some point. However, for it to be attractive for market rate developers 
to construct new buildings, the area will need to be able to support significantly higher rents that current levels – except 
potentially in areas closest to Downtown where it may be possible to command higher rents. It may be 10 years or more 
before these are achievable in areas along the west bank. Subsidized affordable housing may be more possible, but it 
may not desirable to increase concentration of affordable housing in this area, which already has a lot of affordable hous-
ing. Additionally, it could be in direct competition with existing low cost housing in neighborhoods, which already have 
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significant vacancies.

The more focused analysis looked at the potential for residential development around the Upper Harbor Terminal area. 
It concluded that the most feasible approach was to start with residential development at the northern end of the study 
area near North Mississippi Regional Park, north of Dowling. While this area had significant land assembly issues, it had 
the advantage of being adjacent to a stronger neighborhood, commercial area, and transit routes. Starting farther south 
on the Upper Harbor Terminal site would not require the land assembly (reducing costs) but would be problematic in 
terms of market readiness and linkages to neighborhood areas.

OFFICE/INDUSTRIAL
The office/industrial analysis looked at low rise office buildings and office-industrial mix developments. As above, these 
were chosen based on the fact they were the most feasible development types for the area. Office/industrial uses typical-
ly have lower tax revenues per acre than residential; however, they also tend to use fewer public services than residential.

For the overall study area, both of these development types showed negative economic values – suggesting at least 
some subsidy would be needed for these projects to work from the perspective of a private developer. However, it is 
worth noting that the subsidy amount is less than half as much as that required by the rental apartments. Also, the office 
use has a positive fiscal impact, suggesting the investment may pay off.

The more targeted analysis suggests that the Upper Harbor Terminal would have positive impacts if developed with 
office/industrial uses, taking into account both costs and benefits. This could also be the case for selected infill of avail-
able sites in the remaining industrial area. However, the analysis would not justify the acquisition and relocation of ex-
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isting businesses north of Dowling to be replaced with 
more job-generating uses – since the tax base differential 
would probably not be large enough to offset the signifi-
cant costs.  

Viable rents for new development are achievable in the 
near term with today’s market conditions. Due to lack 
of preparation of sites there may still be some subsidy 
needed, but it is significantly less than for residential. Be-
cause of this, it is more possible to pursue this strategy in-
crementally than a residential one. However, the area still 
needs some public improvements if it is to be supportive 
of significant new investment.

FEASIBLE SCENARIOS FOR TERMINAL AREA
The targeted analysis resulted in the development of several potentially feasible scenarios for the area north of Lowry on 
the west bank, around the Upper Harbor Terminal. The Upper Harbor Terminal, as a publicly owned site, provides a key 
catalyzing opportunity for redevelopment. The original ATF plan called this out as the area of greatest land use transfor-
mation, as opposed to a more incremental approach suggested elsewhere. The 2004 “Upper Harbor Terminal Redevelop-
ment Study” refined this vision and tested a range of potential redevelopment scenarios for the Terminal. The scenarios 
considered by these plans were as follows, each including a significant parks component:

•	 A residential/mixed use only scenario should start at northernmost end of that area since it builds on stronger 
neighborhoods, commercial, and transit access. However, this would require significant land acquisition and long 
term holding, since the development starting point would likely be ten years or more in the future. At present, 
there are neither the resources nor the mechanism for the City to pursue this strategy. Build-out is estimated at 
50+ years.

•	 An office/industrial scenario could start with Upper Harbor Terminal site as a first phase (not suitable for residen-
tial first phase due to its isolation, surrounded by industrial and rail). A future phase would be selective infill in 
remaining industrial areas, since it was not feasible to completely replace all industrial in those areas with full scale 
redevelopment. Though this would require some additional resources, it is largely achievable through existing 
programs and funding sources. Build-out is estimated as 10-20 years.

•	 A hybrid solution would pursue the first phase of office/industrial on the terminal site, while holding off on act-
ing on the area north of Dowling (allowing it to remain as industrial in the interim). A trigger point in the future 
(a change in market conditions, availability of land or resources, etc.) could be used to determine when to begin 
acquisition in that area of land for a potential residential/mixed use scenario. This would pursue the most viable 
redevelopment in the near term, while keeping some flexibility for future action on a longer term vision. Build-out 
would vary, depending on timing of the trigger point.

The analysis included a cost-benefit calculation for each of these types, as well as some evaluation of the efficacy of value 
capture as a funding mechanism. All three were possibly viable, though the residential one would likely take significantly 
longer both to implement and to pay for itself, and would require additional tools and strategies for long term land hold-
ing.

IMPLICATIONS FOR DEVELOPMENT
Some of the main implications for development are listed below:

•	 Incremental, compatible redevelopment will likely be the best strategy for most of the study area, apart from the 
Upper Harbor Terminal area.

•	 Differing development scenarios can yield worthwhile results, but the implementation path for each varies greatly 
in terms of effort and timing.
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•	 Residential is possible for portions of the west bank, but requires long term commitment of effort and public fund-
ing, and expansion/modification of development tools beyond current capacities.

•	 Industrial/office on the west bank is likely more feasible within current structures, and can begin immediately.

Changing market conditions over the years will doubtless effect feasibility. It is recommended that the policy for this area 
be evaluated within ten years to determine if options and viability of alternatives has changed.

LAND USE AND AVAILABILITY ANALYSIS
One of the changes since the adoption of the original Above the Falls Plan was the subsequent adoption of the Industrial 
Land Use and Employment Policy Plan (ILUS-EPP) in 2006. That plan raised awareness of the shrinking supply of industrial 
land in the city and the need to protect a certain amount from other types of development, particularly residential.

The ILUS-EPP designated several industrial employment districts, including several in the Upper Riverfront area that pre-
cisely matched the boundaries of the industrial shown in the Above the Falls Plan. While these areas were protected from 
residential incursion, it was not anticipated that they could contain all the industrial land in the city. Indeed, recent analy-
sis demonstrates that over half of all industrial uses and industrial zoning are located outside the designated industrial 
employment districts.

Further analysis of land availability was done through the 2010 Land Capacity Analysis, which looked at availability of 
land for redevelopment for various development types. To supplement this, staff also took a closer look at industrial prop-
erties classified as vacant, to determine if they were indeed available for development, or otherwise encumbered (e.g. for 
parking, loading, storage, or other uses).

LAND AVAILABILITY
These recent studies show a clear picture of the state of industrial land: the supply of industrial land is shrinking citywide. 
Moreover, much of the industrial land classified as vacant is either unbuildable or currently in use by another industry for 
auxiliary functions (parking, storage, etc.). The supply of ready-to-build sites for new office/industrial development is very 
small – most would necessitate another business leaving and vacating its property. This is a sign of the vitality of these 
areas, but it also signals a constraint when attempting to add jobs or tax base.

On the other hand, there is still a significant amount of land available for residential redevelopment, including in areas 
with more amenity value than the upper riverfront. This is true in part because it is easier to increase the density of 
residential development than industrial – residential development can be multi-story with structured parking, whereas 
a number of industrial uses function best with single story or low rise buildings with surface parking and loading, and 
sometimes outdoor storage.

The Land Capacity Analysis study looked at surplus and shortage of land types by neighborhood, based on calculated 
demand for these land use types in these areas. In the neighborhoods in the upper riverfront area, there is currently a 
shortage of industrial land, and for the most part a surplus of residential land.

LOCATION FACTORS
The imbalance in demand for land in this area mentioned above reflects differentials in location factors influencing where 
various land use types locate.

For instance, office/industrial uses find this area attractive due to its excellent transportation access, centralized location, 
and proximity to Downtown. While these are advantages to residential as well, it lacks many of the amenities that make 
for an attractive residential community. While the park development may address some of this lack, more may be needed. 
The river is a great amenity, but not sufficient in itself to be the basis of a new neighborhood.

The heavy industrial uses in the study area are a special case of location factors. Many are very hard to relocate within 
the city, as there are virtually no available heavy industrial (I3) zoned areas in the city, and little policy support for creat-
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ing new ones. Additionally some (such as the Cemstone concrete plant) depend on their central location to function and 
serve the area, and therefore do not find it attractive to relocate to a less centralized suburban site.

These factors can shift over time. Long term, this area may become more or less attractive to different uses. Regardless, it 
is important to understand the reason why uses locate where they do in the city, and to periodically determine if assump-
tions still hold true.

IMPLICATIONS FOR DEVELOPMENT
Some of the main implications for development are listed below:

•	 While land availability is just one factor to consider, it does support office/industrial more strongly than residential 
within areas that are already office/industrial.

•	 The original Above the Falls plan suggested that many industrial uses should be eliminated or moved away. Fur-
ther analysis suggests this may be unlikely in any short to medium time frame, and it may be better to figure out 
how to mitigate impacts in place than to count of these changes.

•	 Due to uncertainties and changes over time, policy guidance should be flexible enough to respond to develop-
ment.
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LAND USE PRINCIPLES
This plan updates the vision of the original Above the Falls Plan regarding land use along the upper riverfront. As part of 
this, it supports and affirms these principles and concepts:

•	 Compatible with and supportive of river, parks, and trails. For the Above the Falls area, the river is envisioned as a 
public amenity, lined by continuous public open space along both banks. This area is guided long term for park, 
with adequate depth to provide parkway connectivity, space for people to enjoy the riverfront, and habitat/water 
quality benefits.

•	 Supporting positive community and economic development. Redevelopment in this area will work to stabilize 
existing neighborhoods and act as a catalyst for new and revitalized residential and business development. Im-
proved livability, enhanced amenities, increased property value, and expanded economic opportunity are desired 
results. 

•	 Based on analysis of feasible scenarios. Since multiple options were possible for this study area, the plan pursued 
in depth analysis of development alternatives to determine the relative feasibility and benefits of different land 
use scenarios. 

•	 Defined and supportable implementation path. For this vision to be a reality, the adopted future land use scenario 
must have a clear implementation plan. Without this, improvements in this area will be unlikely to move forward.

•	 Character, not just use. The character of development matters. This is especially true in the study area, where any 
development along the riverfront park should be guided to be compatible with the parkland and contributing 
positively to the public realm.

One specific element of land use here goes back to the central feature of the study area: the river. The relationship be-
tween the Mississippi River and Minneapolis goes back to the city's founding - its location is based on access to Saint 
Anthony Falls. The Mississippi was a true "working river," used to transport goods and to provide power to industries, 
many of which grew up along its banks. Though the industrial character of the central riverfront has largely transitioned 
to mixed use higher density development, the upper riverfront still maintains much of the original industrial heritage.

Of course, the city's relationship with the river is broader as well. This has been the primary source of water for the area, 
provided opportunities for recreational activities and fishing, and supported natural systems and habitats. The city also 
has a long tradition of preserving waterfront areas for public access and enjoyment.

This also suggests that appropriate uses on the riverfront should include those with a special relationship to the river. This 
can include quite a range, from those that benefit from views (homes and restaurants), recreational access (for residents 
or workers), direct use of river (boating, marina, and other water uses), commercial traffic (barging operations), etc. Not 
all of these will be equally valued or appropriate, however, so decisions should include other factors to assess suitability.

Minneapolis’ central riverfront provides a model for how these disparate strands can be recognized in a redevelopment 
scenario. Natural features are maintained as part of public open space. A lively mix of uses has been incorporated through 
redevelopment. And the area's industrial past is recognized in the character of the area (even as some of the uses have 
transitioned) and in interpretive elements provided. While the character of the upper riverfront is not an exact copy of the 
area to the south, it does hold similar promise for the ability to change and redevelop over time.

Public access to the riverfront for recreational use is a long-standing value for the city. The Above the Falls Plan focused 
much of its attention on realizing a continuous park and trail system, and determining how adjacent development could 
help support this vision. The MPRB's recent planning further refines that vision with specific recommendations for proj-
ects. The Regional Park master plan appended to this document includes further details regarding MPRB priorities.

An important thing to note is that access along the riverfront is not sufficient. There also need to be access points into the 
adjacent neighborhoods. This is especially critical on the west bank, where I-94 and large-scale industrial development 
separate neighborhoods from the riverfront.

Celebrating riverfront history and culture should be an important aspect of development along the river. It should be 
noted that this history should not just include post-settlement European heritage, but also reference the culture of the 
original native inhabitants of the area and their relationship to the river.



         PAGE 73Chapter  5    •     A B O V E  T H E  FA L L S  M A S T E R  P L A N  U P D AT E

M a p  5 . 1 :  E x i s t i n g  L a n d  U s e



   A B O V E  T H E  FA L L S  M A S T E R  P L A N  U P D AT E    •     Chapter  5
       
 PAGE 74

M a p  5 . 2 :  E x i s t i n g  Z o n i n g



         PAGE 75Chapter  5    •     A B O V E  T H E  FA L L S  M A S T E R  P L A N  U P D AT E

M a p  5 . 3 :  F u t u r e  L a n d  U s e



   A B O V E  T H E  FA L L S  M A S T E R  P L A N  U P D AT E    •     Chapter  5
       
 PAGE 76

FUTURE LAND USE
The Future Land Use Map (Map 5,4) provides guidance for the future land use for the study area.  Below is a brief descrip-
tion of the categories used on the map and in the subsequent language of chapter. It should be noted that this includes 
areas outside of the study area. This is not to set new policy for those areas (the guidance depicted matches with adopted 
City policy in the comprehensive plan) but to provide context for the study area.

•	 Urban neighborhood - This is used for neighborhood areas outside the main study area. It is characterized by 
primarily residential use. However, it may include a limited mix of other uses (including commercial, institutional, 
industrial, and other) as long as they are compatible with the general character of the area. The other uses may be 
throughout the urban neighborhood area, but are more typically concentrated along main corridors.

•	 Mixed Use - This allows for mixed use development, including residential. Mixed use may include retails, office, 
residential,, or other compatible uses either within a building or district.  Depending on context, light industrial 
may also be appropriate, if the type and design are compatible with other uses in the area.

•	 Commercial - These areas are guided for a broad range of commercial uses, in areas that are considered best suited 
for this sort of use.

•	 Transitional Industrial - These areas have flexibility built into their use type. They are typically areas with existing 
industrial uses which may remain for an uncertain time frame. It is expected that they will eventually transition to 
other uses compatible with the vision for the area.  Since residential developers can typically pay more for land 
than can industrial developers, market forces will often result in higher valued properties becoming residential 
and mixed use in these transitional areas.

•	 Industrial - As opposed to transitional industrial areas, those guided for Industrial are expected to continue to 
industrial/office development. These are within established Industrial Employment Districts, described below.

•	 Parks - The existing and future riverfront park within the regional park boundary is guided for parkland. The cat-
egory is an exception, in that it is applied to portions of parcels, where it anticipated that the entire parcel will not 
become a park. (All other land use categories are applied to full parcels. It also should be noted that this is not a 
separate zoning category, and therefore this split guidance does not require split zoning. The subdivision of the 
property between park and development site will happen at the time of land acquisition for park development. 
Since there may  be a number of considerations in terms of where this boundary is set, it is expected that the final 
boundary may vary somewhat from what is shown on the map.

•	 Business Park - This is a new land use category. The intent is to support office/industrial development in a setting 
that is compatible with other uses. See the Zoning section below for further discussion.

In addition, there are some land use features from the Comprehensive Plan shown on the map. These are not changed 
from the existing Comprehensive Plan, but described here to provide additional context:

•	 Industrial Employment Districts (North Washington, Upper River, and Shoreham) - These are areas guided for job-
generating uses, in particular office  and industrial. The intent is to preserve them from encroachment by other 
non-compatible uses, particularly residential, which can often outbid industrial uses for land and shrink the space 
available citywide for job-generating uses.

•	 Neighborhood Commercial Node (Marshall and Lowry) - These areas are guided for medium to high density mixed 
use, particularly residential and neighborhood-serving commercial

•	 Commercial Corridor (West Broadway) -  Major corridors guided for mixed use, residential, commercial, and light 
industrial development, as well as high densities. They are also major transit routes.

•	 Community Corridor (Broadway St NE, Marshall St, Lowry Ave, Plymouth Ave) - Minor corridors guided for similar 
uses to Commercial Corridors, but generally lower densities. They are frequently transit routes.

There are some additional land use features shown that are outside the study area. The Comprehensive Plan provides 
additional details on these.
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DESIGN GUIDELINES
This section has design guidelines to illustrate the desired character of development within the Upper Riverfront 
area. Good design is needed to capitalize on the value of the riverfront, improve the overall public realm and environ-
ment, and create a livable and walkable community that encourages activity and investment.

The City’s site plan review standards provide additional and more detailed guidance for site and development design.

GENERAL PRINCIPLES
Building Design and Character

•	 Support increased intensity and density of new development when paired with high quality and complemen-
tary design of buildings and sites.

•	 Any building on the riverfront should add to the positive activity of the public spaces around it, and comple-
ment riverfront parkland through development and site design.

•	 Primary building materials should be high quality, durable materials.

•	 Retain some views of the river for second tier development sites by thoughtful placement and design of riv-
erfront buildings, utilizing tapered profiles as building height increases and avoiding overly wide or tall build-
ings that block much of the prime view and can create a wall that physically and psychologically cuts off the 
riverfront from surrounding neighborhoods.

•	 Buildings should be designed and programmed to engage public spaces. Encourage vitality and activity 
along the riverfront by orienting quasi-public spaces (restaurants and shops) and private open and communal 
spaces (decks, balconies, terraces, meeting rooms, etc.) toward the river, while also maintaining high quality 
design along public streets and pathways.

•	 Support the development of pedestrian friendly street frontages and windows that encourage natural surveil-
lance and provide an inviting presence.

•	 Reflect the characteristic mixed use nature of development in this area with a complex and interesting com-
bination of uses, while addressing potential conflicts and incompatibilities.

•	 Promote the concepts of universal design to develop an area that is accessible to people of all ages and abili-
ties.

•	 Build on the history of the area to create authentic and unique locations, providing interpretive elements 
where needed. Consider preservation of historic resources, or mitigation where preservation is not feasible.
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Site Design and Public Realm
•	 Avoid driveway access off of the parkway where possible; development 

access should be from non-parkway streets.

•	 On riverfront sites, locate parking and loading facilities to minimize their 
visibility from the river and other public spaces.

•	 Encourage the creation of pleasing portals to the river through the de-
sign of attractive, safe pedestrian and bicycle friendly public streets and 
private streetscapes “green corridors” that connect east and west to the 
river.

•	 Include appropriate streetscape features, including pedestrian scale 
lighting, ample sidewalks, landscaping, trees, and others.

•	 Incorporate sustainable stormwater management solutions (Best Man-
agement Practices, or BMPs) to minimize runoff and improve surface 
water quality, and to contribute to public realm and open space; create 
linkages and synergy between public and private open spaces.

•	 Add buffering between incompatible adjacent uses where they exist.

•	 Ensure there is adequate lighting throughout sites to promote a safe en-
vironment.

•	 Extend the benefit, character and function of public amenities (river, 
parks, the parkway, greenways and trails) into development sites through 
the extension of private open space, landscaping, and pedestrian circula-
tion – “fingers of green.”

•	 Consider incorporation of art into new development, especially art re-
lated to the unique neighborhood, historical and environmental context 
of the Upper Riverfront.

•	 Assure multiple access and interaction in many ways with the river - from 
fishing, dining or picnicking dockside, boarding boats, strolling, loung-
ing, viewing or feeding ducks. 

•	 Create multiple destinations along the river and utilize the continuous 
riverfront park space to connect the destinations.

•	 Achieve continuity, especially when it comes to the pedestrian experi-
ence. 

•	 Encourage mixed uses and a 24/7 activity pattern where possible, to pro-
mote safety and security.

RESIDENTIAL/MIXED USE DEVELOPMENT
•	 Support the development of river-oriented commercial uses to provide 

attractive riverfront destinations and increase area vitality 

•	 Encourage appropriate size and density of residential communities to 
create a critical mass for a sustainable and functional urban neighbor-
hood.
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OFFICE/INDUSTRIAL DEVELOPMENT
•	 Incorporate greening and landscaping to create attractive appearance 

and provide buffering between adjacent uses and districts.

•	 Encourage retrofits to existing uses where possible to make sites, build-
ings, and operations more green and sustainable.

•	 Address the building’s relationship to river and shoreland overlay to take 
advantage of this amenity.

•	 Support a 24 hour presence on the site to promote surveillance and gen-
eral public safety throughout the day and night.

•	 Accommodate trucks, loading, and storage within sites in a way that min-
imizes the impacts on the public realm.

•	 Where land area permits, create well landscaped campuses, with private 
open space complementing adjacent parklands.

•	 Reduce dust, noise, vibration, air pollution, and other negative impacts 
on surrounding uses through  improved design, site management, buff-
ering and screening, and other strategies.

ZONING
•	 Zoning changes should be phased in over time, to reflect the opportu-

nities and market support that emerges, while minimizing conflicts be-
tween uses and limiting the creation of extensive nonconformities.

•	 Consistent with city policy, split zoning should not be applied to parcels 
where a portion is guided for park, and the remainder for something else. 
The zoning  change, if needed, should happen at the time the property is 
purchased and subdivided as part of the parkland development process.

•	 Develop new or modified zoning district for business parks, to focus on 
high value office and industrial development, while minimizing lower 
value uses. Industrial uses should focus on light industrial, including 
green industry, rather than heavy industrial. District should also include 
hospitality, retail, and other uses that complement riverfront parks and 
trails.  While the zoning district would be primarily employment focused, 
it would be designed to be compatible with live-work uses and similar 
concepts for residential within an industrial setting, perhaps through the 
application of the Industrial Living Overlay District (ILOD).

RECOMMENDATIONS BY SUBAREA
For the purpose of conducting analysis and developing recommendations, the 
study area was divided into 18 subareas. These are similar to the subareas used 
in the original Above the Falls Plan. They are shown on Map 5.4 and discussed 
below. The numbering on the map corresponds with the numbering of each 
subarea in the text below. Map 5.3 shows the future land uses for the entire area. 
To the extent possible, boundaries between uses are made along parcel bound-
aries. However, as park acquisition by definition will in some areas likely split 
parcels, this is shown on the map where needed to show the intent.
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NORTH WASHINGTON EMPLOYMENT DISTRICT (SUBAREA 1) 
North Washington Employment District is an existing Industrial Employment District with park frontage along the river-
front. It is close to Downtown and the freeway. Recent redevelopment assistance from the City has resulted in a number 
of new industries in this area.

The analysis supports keeping this area with its original land use guidance, maintaining it as an Industrial Employment 
District. This includes a mix of office and industrial uses, with particular policy support for high intensity, job generating 
uses. Residential development should be discouraged in this area.

Due to proximity to the riverfront and the higher amenity associated with this location, it is anticipated that higher value, 
multi-story office development may be possible here.

Parks and trails in the area are already established, and so new acquisition or park development is not anticipated. Im-
proved neighborhood connections along Plymouth Avenue are needed.

Redevelopment will largely be incremental infill and rehabilitation of individual sites, driven primarily by the private 
market. 
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NORTH WASHINGTON EMPLOYMENT DISTRICT (SUBAREA 2) 
The North Washington Employment District is an existing Industrial Employment District with park frontage along the 
riverfront. It is close to Downtown and the freeway. Recent redevelopment assistance from the City has resulted in a 
number of new industries in this area.

The analysis supports keeping this area with its original land use guidance, maintaining it as an Industrial Employment 
District. This includes a mix of office and industrial uses, with particular policy support for high intensity, job generating 
uses. Residential development should be discouraged in this area.

The area has no existing or planned parks or trails. Improved neighborhood connections along Plymouth Avenue are 
needed.

Redevelopment will largely be incremental infill and rehabilitation of individual sites, driven primarily by the private 
market.
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 BROADWAY RIVERFRONT NODE (SUBAREA 3)
The subarea contains the gateway to West Broadway Avenue, one of the most prominent commercial corridors in North 
Minneapolis. It is also located close to Downtown, and has excellent freeway access due to close proximity to an inter-
change.

This area is guided for high density mixed use development, including commercial, industrial, and/or office. The area 
along the riverfront (east of the rail line) may be suitable for residential as well – the area west of this is not, because it is lo-
cated within the adjacent Industrial Employment District. This could be a potential office headquarters location, or similar 
use. This affirms guidance from the recent West Broadway Alive plan, completed for the West Broadway Avenue corridor.

Parks and trails in the area are already established, and new acquisition or park development is not anticipated.  

Connections across the County-owned Broadway Bridge are challenging for non-vehicular users.  This plan identifies a 
need to explore with Hennepin County potential opportunities for new or enhanced connections and river crossings 
along Broadway. There could be a potential gateway feature marking entrance to North Minneapolis. Improved neigh-
borhood connections are needed along West Broadway Avenue, including improved sidewalks and pedestrian amenities.

Redevelopment will largely be incremental infill and rehabilitation of individual sites, driven primarily by the private 
market.
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S e c t i o n  o f  F u t u r e  C o n d i t i o n s  ( c o n t i n u e s  o n  o p p o s i t e  p a g e )

E x i s t i n g  R a i l  S p u r D e v e l o p m e n t
S e t b a c k

P a r k i n g  R a m p  f o r  N e w 
D e v e l o p m e n t

6’ 9’ 8’ 12’120’

NORTH OF BROADWAY RIVERFRONT 
DISTRICT (SUBAREA 4)
This subarea has a diverse mix of existing uses, ranging from resi-
dential to industrial. It is adjacent to heavy industry, and also to 
a riverfront park. Because of varying development patterns, there 
are some existing land use conflicts that need to be eliminated or 
mitigated. 

This area is guided for mixed use development, including poten-
tially residential, commercial, office, and/or light industrial. It is also 
a possible location for office headquarters uses. Because of the di-
versity of uses in this area, the focus of guidance is less on the spe-
cific use and more on ensuring it is compatible with existing uses in 
the area, including providing adequate screening and buffering to 
mitigate any significant negative impacts.

Due to proximity to the riverfront and the higher amenity associat-
ed with this location, it is anticipated that higher value, multi-story 
development may be possible here.

Parks and trails in the area are already established, although they 
terminate at the northern end of the study area. Northern expan-
sion of parks, parkway and trails is part of the Regional Park plan.

Redevelopment will largely be incremental infill and rehabilitation 
of individual sites, driven primarily by the private market.

1 3 5 ’4 0 ’A’
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 BROADWAY TO LOWRY RIVERFRONT DISTRICT (SUBAREA 5)
This subarea is occupied by hard-to-move heavy industry, including metal recycling, cement processing, gas utility, and 
waste transfer station uses. The uses are located on large, flat sites adjacent to industry and river. Two private barging ter-
minals are located on the riverfront, largely precluding public use of much of the riverfront for other purposes at present.

Because of the challenges associated with transitioning this subarea, there is a two phased vision for land use. In the short 
term, efforts can focus on mitigation of the impacts of the existing heavy industry mix, including greening of sites and 
operations, and screening from other uses. There may also be opportunities to acquire land or access along the riverfront 
for park and trail connections, particularly if barging is limited or ended.  In the absence of such acquisition or access, 
MPRB and the City should explore opportunities to enhance North Pacific Street or other existing streets to serve as in-
terim parkway and trail connections.

In the longer term, strategic acquisition of sites may allow for higher value infill office/industrial development combined 
with riverfront parks and trails. The time frame for this is not certain, since it will depend on the availability of sites. How-
ever, as the vision for office/industrial development is largely compatible with existing uses, this may be able to move 
forward incrementally, as opportunities present themselves.

In the much longer term, there may be room for yet another transition, perhaps extending the mixed use development 
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up the riverfront. However, there will need to be an increase in the value and amenity of the area before this is possible. 
Additionally, it is anticipated that there will be a long term edge condition with industrial and rail uses on the western 
boundary of the subarea, which will need to be mitigated if there is a transformation of land use.

In the short term, there may be some opportunities to work around and through existing uses to create riverfront park-
land and make trail connections, as well as linkages along 26th Avenue North to the neighborhood with enhanced pe-
destrian and bicycle features. Pacific Street may provide an interim route for the parkway.

In the long term, there may be wider acquisition of land for more extensive park and linkages to neighborhood. This may 
also result in a new route for the parkway, and a reconfiguration of parcels to allow for redevelopment of sites adjacent 
to the new parkland.

The implementation approach for the short term will focus on key opportunities to work with existing property owners to 
improve projects. Strategic acquisitions will likely be made via the MPRB as opportunities and resources allow. The details 
of implementation for the very long term vision are still to be determined.

Redevelopment in this area should respect the historic grid pattern with a similar rhythm or pattern of development 
throughout the district.  

Once this area is redeveloped and a new parkway alignment is established, the former route of Pacific Street may be uti-
lized as an internal site circulation corridor in the long-term redevelopment.  Parking, service and loading should orient 
off of this corridor with buildings positioned toward the parkway and parking located toward the rail line.

Because of the transitional nature of this area, it is shown as Transitional Industrial on the future land use map. This cat-
egory accommodates industrial uses, but allows transition to other uses to occur if there is an opportunity to do so that 
furthers the vision of riverfront development.
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UPPER MISSISSIPPI EMPLOYMENT DISTRICT (SUBAREA 6)
The Upper Mississippi Employment District is an existing industrial employment district located along Interstate 94. There 
a range of values and intensities of the industries in this area.

The analysis supports keeping this area with its original guidance, maintaining it as an industrial employment district. This 
includes a mix of office and industrial uses, with particular policy support for high intensity, job generating uses. Residen-
tial development should be discouraged in this area.

The area has no existing or planned parks or trails, except for an improved neighborhood connection to the riverfront 
along 26th Avenue North. 

Bike facilities should be developed along 2nd Street North, to provide north-south connectivity through the area.

Redevelopment will largely be incremental infill and rehabilitation of individual sites, driven primarily by the private mar-
ket. Improvements to 26th Avenue North will likely be in partnership with the City and MPRB.

Retrofits to parking lots, service and loading areas should include improved screening and landscaping and consolidated 
access points. Stormwater retrofits could include tree trenches, rain gardens, and/or green roof technologies.
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LOWRY AVENUE NORTH RIVERFRONT NODE (SUBAREA 7)
This is a small, currently industrial and commercial subarea, located at the western end of the new Lowry Avenue Bridge. 
The Lowry Avenue commercial corridor connects it to a range of commercial and residential development on both sides 
of the river. The route of the parkway under the new bridge has been somewhat predetermined by the spacing of open-
ings under the bridge structure.

Because of this corridor connection and the gateway element of the signature bridge, this is a potential location for a 
mix of uses, including commercial, office, and light industrial uses. Residential may also be part of the mix, although that 
should be developed with close attention to compatibility with adjacent uses. An expanded retail presence is encour-
aged, when the market is able to support it. This development can build on proximity to the river in terms of the mix and 
orientation of uses – such as destination restaurants and shops that support riverfront vitality.

The curve of the planned parkway through the Lowry Avenue bridge portal, and the stormwater pond created for the 
Lowry Avenue Bridge create a connection between the riverfront and this area. Open space anchored by stormwater 
features can be a feature of this area.

The parkway route is largely determined, due to bridge design and roadway design standards. The horizontal curve and 
intersection spacing also dictate the road alignment options. Improved bicycle and pedestrian connections along Lowry 
Avenue North largely have been implemented – although some additional connectivity between the new bridge struc-
ture and the surface routes is still needed. 

Implementation of the park and parkway vision will depend on strategic acquisition of land along the riverfront. Rede-
velopment will largely be incremental infill and rehabilitation of individual sites, driven primarily by the private market, 
although some business development resources may be appropriate for the development of a commercial corridor.

Development of this area should include creating a stronger pedestrian realm on Lowry Avenue, with enhanced pedes-
trian crossings at intersections and on-street parking for retail uses.
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UPPER HARBOR TERMINAL DISTRICT (SUBAREA 8) 
This subarea includes the bulk of the riverfront Upper Harbor Terminal (UHT), an approximately 48 acre site owned by 
the City of Minneapolis. The terminal is slated to close in the near future and presents a rare development opportunity. 

This site is separated from Interstate 94 and nearby neighborhoods by an area of privately owned primarily industrial 
development.

The land use guidance for this site focuses on high intensity, job generating uses, particularly office and light industrial. 
Because of the size of the site and the amenity value of the future park and parkway, this is a premium site. It is expected 
that the design and quality of this development will be fairly high.

A new or revised Business Park type zoning district for this area could accommodate uses such as office headquarters, 
research facilities, and green industry.

While the Upper Harbor Terminal site presents the largest development opportunity in this area, the privately owned 
land also provides additional opportunity for infill office and industrial development. While the terminal redevelopment 
will happen at the initiative of the City, the private sites will most likely move forward incrementally through the private 
market.

The small sites located between 2nd St N and Washington Ave N present somewhat of a challenge for redevelopment, as 
many are small, steeply sloped, and narrow. These may be suitable for small-scale office and light industrial uses. As there 
are already a number of residential uses within this section, it may also be appropriate for live-work type arrangements. 
Future reconfigurations of the street network and interstate access should consider ways to assemble these parcels in 
larger groupings, to allow for more options for redevelopment. 

With the redevelopment of the Upper Harbor Terminal, a significant portion of the land will be allocated for a riverfront 
park and parkway. The development of these features and the overall site will be coordinated via a partnership between 
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While the UHT is likely to be an early implementation opportunity for this master plan, the likelihood and timeline for 
acquisition of surrounding parcels is uncertain. Therefore, attention must be given to the phasing of parks creation and 
private development, and should provide for improved public access that is safe and inviting.  Existing rail crossings will 
be key access points: Dowling Avenue North and 33rd Avenue North. The existing street network surrounding the UHT 
currently is minimally improved. MPRB projects to develop new parks, parkway and trails with connections to existing 
streets should be considered in tandem with City/County reconstruction of the existing street network as needed. Refer 
to Appendix F for more information about parks development at UHT.

West River Parkway and associated trails are planned to pass through a portal of the Lowry Avenue Bridge. The parkway 
route is largely determined, due to the bridge design roadway design standards. Horizontal curve and intersection spac-
ing also dictate the road alignment options. City improvements to bicycle and pedestrian connections along Lowry Av-
enue North largely have been implemented – although some additional connectivity between the new bridge structure 
and the surface routes is still needed. These can be completed as part of the eventual West River Parkway extension, or 
as interim improvements. MPRB will work to resolve conflicts between the future parkway alignment and the existing 
stormwater pond constructed by Hennepin County for the Lowry Avenue Bridge. Implementation of the park and park-
way vision will depend on strategic acquisition of land along the riverfront. MPRB continues to seek property acquisition 
opportunities with willing sellers.  Refer to Appendix F for more information.
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DOWLING AVE N RIVERFRONT NODE (SUBAREA 9)
This is a small, currently industrial and commercial subarea, located at the Dowling Avenue North interchange with In-
terstate 94. This connects to Dowling Avenue North. It is also in proximity to the entrance to the Upper Harbor Terminal, 
and provides a linkage between that area and commercial businesses along Lyndale Avenue North, a community corridor 
and transit route.

Because of this corridor connection, this is a potential location for a mix of uses, including commercial, office, and light 
industrial uses. As the area north of here potentially redevelops (see Subarea 10), there’s also the possibility of residential 
redevelopment at some point in the future.

An expanded retail presence is encouraged, when the market is able to support it. This development can build on prox-
imity to the river and future parks in terms of the mix and orientation of uses – such as destination restaurants and shops 
that support riverfront vitality and parks uses.

The riverfront portion of this subarea is part of the Upper Harbor Terminal site. Because the distance between the rail 
lines and the river narrows toward this northern end, private redevelopment would be constrained. It is likely the full rail-
to-river depth of the land in this northern area will eventually be parkland and parkway.  Refer to the ATF Regional Park 
master plan for more information about parks development at UHT,

Neighborhood connections along Dowling Ave N, including improved bicycle and pedestrian amenities, are needed to 
create a linkage to future riverfront parks and the Dowling node. 

Parking and loading for development parcels should be located against the rail line and buildings should be placed to-
ward Dowling Avenue and the new parkway. Access to parcels from the parkway should be limited, unless no other viable 
alternatives exist.



         PAGE 99Chapter  5    •     A B O V E  T H E  FA L L S  M A S T E R  P L A N  U P D AT E

NORTH OF DOWLING RIVERFRONT DISTRICT (SUBAREA 10)
The subarea north of Dowling is largely industrial, with a mix of some other uses. It is bordered on the north by North 
Mississippi Regional Park, as well as the route for the Grand Rounds across the Camden Bridge.

This proximity to a residential neighborhood suggests that there could be a transition at some point to a mix of uses 
including residential. However, the predominantly industrial nature of existing uses indicates that there will need to be 
a critical mass of land to allow for the development of a residential community, so it is not too isolated to be successful. 
Furthermore, market analysis suggests that a residential transition is unlikely to happen for at least 10-15 years, due to 
lack of market strength in the area.

In the short term, the area is likely to remain industrial. Mitigation of environmental and public realm impacts – including 
greening of sites and operations – can help develop compatibility with planned park development and eventual mix use 
expansion.

Longer term, guidance may shift to mixed use, including residential, commercial, and office. However, this transition will 
depend on a couple factors. First, there must be a land acquisition strategy that allows for a mechanism to buy and hold a 
critical mass of land. Second, there must be increased market strength in this area, so that new housing is not competing 
with efforts to strengthen nearby residential areas.

The portion of land between the rail lines and the riverfront in this area is fairly narrow, and will probably only accommo-
date park and parkway development, with little or no room for additional private development. This park feature will link 
to and build on the existing North Mississippi Regional Park and public water access point to the north. Strategic acquisi-
tions by MPRB will further the development of the park, parkway and trails. To make the connection to the north, there 
may be some need to reconfigure road networks, which could potentially happen if there was extensive land acquisition. 
The existing, narrow railroad viaduct on Soo Avenue is a significant constraint on connections to the north from this area.

Retrofit elements such as screening, landscaping and enhanced lighting should be encouraged. As redevelopment does 
occur, it would be better to do it at the full block level, to allow for reconfiguration as needed.

Washington Avenue should be enhanced as a strong connection from the Dowling node to the Camden / Lyndale Av-
enue Node, potentially with a multi-modal street design.

Due to the transitional nature of this area, live/work development might be appropriate, as a hybrid between residential 
and industrial space. This will allow the conversion of older but still viable industrial buildings to remain by allowing live-
work spaces, offices, galleries, limited retail, educational and some residential alongside light industrial uses.
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NORTH OF XCEL RIVERSIDE DISTRICT (SUBAREA 11)
This subarea has relatively few existing uses. It includes a couple of office-light industrial campuses, set within a heavily 
landscaped area. Private land adjoins the riverfront park area, with the Grand Rounds following St. Anthony Parkway be-
tween the two. To the north is property owned by the City and used for public uses. To the south is Xcel Energy’s Riverside 
Plant. This area provides an example of compatible business park development in the context of a green riverfront set-
ting. It is guided to remain this in the future as well. There may be some potential infill development in the area, which 
should largely follow the existing character. 

The parkway in this area is fully developed. It is notable that at this point on the east bank, the parkway runs parallel to 
Marshall Street NE, the parkway route further south.

Since the park and trail connections are already in place, improvements will largely consist of maintenance and enhance-
ment of the existing system. An important element of this is the City’s project to replace the Northtown Bridge over the 
rail yard to the east, along St. Anthony Parkway and part of the Grand Rounds.

New development in this area will primarily be incremental redevelopment and rehabilitation of individual sites, driven 
by the private market. 

Development should respect the topography of the site and preserve the tree canopy within the natural draws leading 
toward the river.  These could be developed as pedestrian connections to the parkway and river edge.
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XCEL RIVERSIDE GENERATING STATION (SUBAREA 12)
The Xcel Energy Riverside Plant is the main feature of this area. This long-standing facility has recently been converted 
from coal to natural gas, improving area environmental quality and eliminating the need for on-site coal storage areas, 
which are now open space. It is anticipated that this facility will remain in place for the long term.

Xcel has created a buffer around its site through the acquisition of property, and maintains much of this as green space 
– including areas along Marshall Street NE to the east. Working in partnership with Xcel may allow for additional enhance-
ments to these areas, including parkway features along Marshall.

As the reduction of coal storage has opened up land on the site, Xcel has implemented long-term phytoremediation of 
former coal-storage areas. Should Xcel decide to make land available for redevelopment, this plan guides for office/light 
industrial uses compatible with the business park character to the north – as well as to Xcel itself.

This plan does not show a trail along the riverfront between the Riverside plant and the river. Based on engagement with 
Xcel as part of the plan update process, it is clear that such a public trail would directly conflict with Xcel’s operations and 
security needs, and therefore is impracticable.  If and when Xcel indicates a desire to pursue a riverbank connection, it 
should be pursued by MPRB and other potential partners. Xcel has indicated a desire to partner with MPRB to develop 
trail and playing-field improvements on Xcel-owned property along the east side of Marshall Street NE, outside the pro-
posed Regional Park boundary.
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MARSHALL NORTH RIVERFRONT DISTRICT (SUBAREA 13)
Currently, this subarea has a mix of uses, including industrial, commercial, and residential. There are some intermittent 
existing park areas. The study area is only one parcel deep between Marshall Street NE and the riverfront in this subarea.

In the short term, this mix of uses is likely to continue. However, in the long term, as opportunities to acquire land emerge, 
this area is guided to eventually transfer into primarily park use.

The park area may contain uses that are accessory to the main park use, but it should be primarily park and uses related 
to the riverfront.

There is some support for infill housing and limited mixed use on the east side of Marshall, outside the study area, to 
increase housing options and build on the amenity created by the riverfront parks and trails. There will be linkages to the 
neighborhoods via 27th Avenue NE and Lowry Avenue NE.

The park will include a continuous trail connection, including linkages up to and over the Lowry Avenue Bridge. Marshall 
Street NE will also have bicycle and pedestrian facilities.
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LOWRY AVENUE NE RIVERFRONT NODE (SUBAREA 14)
This subarea is a riverfront node, with existing commercial uses on three of the four corners. The fourth corner is part of 
an existing park and includes a large stormwater management feature. It sits at the base of the new Lowry Avenue Bridge, 
connecting to the Lowry Avenue NE corridor.

This area is guided for mixed use development, with commercial and residential uses. Uses that are compatible with the 
riverfront location are particularly encouraged.

The Lowry Avenue Bridge will have trail connections down to the adjacent parklands on both sides, and under the 
bridge along the bank. Within this subarea sits the headquarters of the Mississippi Watershed management Organization 
(MWMO), an important partner in the funding, construction and stewardship of riverbank restoration and stormwater-
management facility projects.  The MWMO has plans to develop public access to the riverbank, in addition to recently-
completed site improvements.  Currently, conversation is ongoing between Hennepin County, MPRB and MWMO to de-
velop a pedestrian connection along the riverbank under the recently-completed Lowry Bridge.

Improved neighborhood pedestrian and bicycle connections along Lowry Avenue NE are encouraged.

The new Lowry Avenue Bridge is an iconic structure that brings interest to the upper riverfront. New development should 
take into account views of the bridge as an amenity, and not block access to them when possible.
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MARSHALL SOUTH RIVERFRONT DISTRICT 
(SUBAREA 15)
Currently, this subarea has a mix of uses, including industrial, commercial, and 
residential. There are some intermittent existing park areas.  The study area is 
only one parcel deep between Marshall Street NE and the riverfront in this area.

In the short term, this mix of uses is likely to continue. However, in the long term, 
as opportunities to acquire land emerge, this area is guided to eventually transfer 
into primarily park use. The plan’s goal is to provide a continuous trail connec-
tion, including linkages up to and over the Lowry Avenue Bridge. Marshall Street 
NE will also have bicycle and pedestrian facilities.  Where private ownership re-
mains over the long term, easements or other provisions must be made for trail 
continuity.  Partnership with Hennepin County and private property owners will 
be necessary if Marshall Street NE is to provide good public access to the river 
and among park lands.

The RiverFirst vision for park development in this area is to provide public access 
to the river while restoring riverbank conditions to provide true ecological func-
tion.  The ATF Regional Park master plan provides more information.

The park area may contain uses that are accessory to the main park use, but it 
should be primarily park and uses related to the riverfront.

There is some support for infill housing and limited mixed use on the east side 
of Marshall, outside the study area, to increase housing options and build on the 
amenity created by the riverfront parks and trails. There will be linkages to the 
neighborhoods via 22nd Avenue NE and Lowry Avenue NE.
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NORTH GRAIN BELT DISTRICT (SUBAREA 16)
This study area currently contains a mix of uses, including residential, commercial, and industrial, extending north from 
the Grain Belt activity center area. A rail spur runs through this area, but is in the process of being vacated since it is no 
longer being used by any of the adjacent property owners.

This area is guided for a mix of uses, including moderate to high density office, commercial, and residential uses. This is 
similar to the guidance for the adjacent Grain Belt Activity Center.

There is some support for infill housing and limited mixed use on the east side of Marshall, outside the study area, to 
increase housing options and build on the amenity created by the riverfront parks and trails.

The area vacated by the rail will allow for a riverfront park and trail connection as far north as the Burlington Northern 
rail bridge. The BNSF railroad bridge itself as well as the rail corridor north to the Shoreham Yards are identified as a key 
connections in the original ATF master plan, the City’s Bicycle Master Plan and in RiverFirst. If the opportunity to vacate 
or share the rail bridge emerges, it will be an important bicycle and pedestrian linkage across the river. With such an op-
portunity, further trail development should be explored within the rail corridor (identified as the “Bottineau Trail” in the 
Bicycle Master Plan).  Acquisition and rehabilitation of the bridge and, eventually, the rail corridor, will require extensive 
partnership among the City, MPRB and possibly Hennepin County.
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GRAIN BELT DISTRICT (SUBAREA 17)
This subarea contains a mix of uses, including commercial, office, and residential. It corresponds with the location of the 
Grain Belt Activity Center designation, and contains the historic Grain Belt Brewery campus.

The guidance for the area includes a mix of moderate to high density office, commercial, and residential uses. An orienta-
tion to riverfront and hospitality uses are both encouraged. 

The riverfront park for this area, the Sheridan Memorial Park, is already under development. Park development plans in-
clude a memorial plaza and trail connections north and south to other park areas, including under the Broadway Bridge 
and Plymouth Ave/8th Street NE Bridge.  MPRB will work with Hennepin County and the City, respectively, to implement 
these connections.  The RiverFirst vision includes improvements to non-vehicular river crossings on and along the Broad-
way Bridge, which if feasible will require extensive partnership with Hennepin County.

Reconstruction and connections among Water Street, 13th Avenue NE and 14th Avenue NE are planned with redevelop-
ment of the remaining City-owned property on the west end of the Grain Belt complex. The concept for development of 
this site is still under consideration - it will likely be either residential or park use, or some combination.  The City’s Bicycle 
Master Plan also calls for 13th Avenue NE to be improved as a bike boulevard.

As with many of the city’s Activity Centers, accommodating parking for the mix of uses in this area, particularly destina-
tion uses, can be a challenge. Parking issues should be addressed in a way that encourages shared solutions that mini-
mize the footprint of parking on the area.
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GRACO/SCHERER RIVERFRONT DISTRICT (SUBAREA 18)
This subarea contains office/light industrial uses, as well as the site of Scherer Park, a large planned riverfront park.

It is guided to be a business park area, with primarily office and light industrial uses with a focus on high quality, job in-
tensive uses. Uses close to Scherer Park should be compatible with the riverfront park location, and may include a mix of 
commercial, retail, and other park-supportive uses.

There should be neighborhood connections along 8th Ave NE, including improved bicycle and pedestrian amenities.

New development will likely be driven by private investment, as well as MPRB development of the park and trail connec-
tions.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
GENERAL DESIGN PRINCIPLES
Building Design and Character

1.	 Support increased intensity/density of new development when paired 
with high quality and complementary design of buildings and sites

2.	 Any building on the riverfront should add to the activity of the public 
spaces around it. 

3.	 Building materials should be of high quality, durable materials.

4.	 Retain some views of the river for second tier development sites by 
thoughtful placement and design of riverfront buildings, utilizing ta-
pered profiles as building height increases and avoiding overly wide 
or tall buildings that block much of the prime view and can create a 
wall that physically and psychologically cuts off the riverfront from sur-
rounding neighborhoods.

5.	 Buildings should be designed and programmed to engage public 
spaces. Encourage vitality and activity along the riverfront by orienting 
quasi-public spaces (restaurants and shops) and private open and com-
munal spaces (decks, balconies, terraces, meeting rooms, etc.) toward 
the river, while also maintaining high quality design along public streets 
and pathways.

6.	 Support the development of pedestrian friendly street frontages and 
windows that encourage natural surveillance and provide an inviting 
presence.

7.	 Reflect the characteristic mixed use nature of development in this area 
with a complex and interesting combination of uses, while addressing 
potential conflicts and incompatibilities.

8.	 Promote the concepts of universal design to develop an area that is ac-
cessible to people of all ages and abilities.

9.	 Build on the history of the area to create authentic and unique locations, 
providing interpretive elements where needed. Consider preservation 
of historic resources, or mitigation where preservation is not feasible.

Site Design and Public Realm
10.	 Avoid driveway access off of the parkway where possible; development 

access should be from non-parkway streets.

11.	 On riverfront sites, locate parking and loading facilities to minimize their 
visibility from the river and other public spaces.

12.	 Encourage the creation of pleasing portals to the river through the de-
sign of attractive, safe pedestrian and bicycle friendly public streets and 
private streetscapes “green corridors” that connect east and west to the 
river.

13.	 Include appropriate streetscape features, including pedestrian scale 
lighting, ample sidewalks, landscaping, trees, and others.

14.	 Incorporate sustainable stormwater solutions to minimize runoff and 



         PAGE 109Chapter  5    •     A B O V E  T H E  FA L L S  M A S T E R  P L A N  U P D AT E

improve surface water quality, and to contribute to public realm and 
open space; create linkages and synergy between public and private 
open spaces.

15.	 Add buffering between incompatible adjacent uses where they exist.

16.	 Ensure there is adequate lighting throughout sites to promote a safe 
environment.

17.	 Extend the benefit, character and function of public amenities (riv-
er, parks, the parkway, greenways and trails) into development sites 
through the extension of private open space, landscaping, and pedes-
trian circulation – “fingers of green.”

18.	 Consider incorporation of art into new development, especially art re-
lated to the unique neighborhood, historical and environmental con-
text of the Upper Riverfront.

19.	 Assure multiple access and interaction in many ways with the river - 
from fishing, dining or picnicking dockside, boarding boats, strolling, 
lounging, viewing or feeding ducks. 

20.	 Create multiple destinations along the river and utilize the continuous 
riverfront park space to connect the destinations.

21.	 Achieve continuity, especially when it comes to the pedestrian experi-
ence. 

22.	 Encourage mixed uses and a 24/7 activity pattern where possible, to 
promote safety and security.

RESIDENTIAL/MIXED USE DEVELOPMENT
1.	 Support the development of river-oriented commercial uses to provide 

attractive riverfront destinations and increase area vitality 

2.	 Encourage appropriate size and density of residential communities to 
create a critical mass for a sustainable and functional urban neighbor-
hood.

OFFICE/INDUSTRIAL DEVELOPMENT
1.	 Incorporate greening and landscaping to create attractive appearance 

and provide buffering between adjacent uses and districts.

2.	 Encourage retrofits to existing uses where possible to make sites, build-
ings, and operations more green and sustainable.

3.	 Address the building’s relationship to the river and shoreland overlay to 
take advantage of this amenity.

4.	 Support a 24 hour presence on the site to promote surveillance and 
general public safety throughout the day and night.

5.	 Accommodate trucks, loading, and storage within sites in a way that 
minimizes the impacts on the public realm.

6.	 Where land area permits, create well landscaped campuses, with private 
open space complementing adjacent parklands.
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7.	 Reduce dust, noise, vibration, air pollution, and other negative impacts 
on surrounding uses through  improved design, site management, buff-
ering and screening, and other strategies.

ZONING
1.	 Zoning changes should be phased in over time, to reflect the oppor-

tunities and market support that emerges, while minimizing conflicts 
between uses and limiting the creation of extensive nonconformities.

2.	 Develop new or modified zoning district for business parks, to focus on 
high value office and industrial development, while minimizing lower 
value uses. Industrial uses should focus on light industrial, including 
green industry, rather than heavy industrial. District should also include 
hospitality, retail, and other uses that complement riverfront parks and 
trails.  While the zoning district would be primarily employment focused, 
it would be designed to be compatible with live-work uses and similar 
concepts for residential within an industrial setting, perhaps through 
the application of the Industrial Living Overlay District (ILOD).

NORTH WASHINGTON EMPLOYMENT DISTRICT 
(SUBAREA 1) 

1.	 Maintain this area as industrial employment district, with a focus on 
high intensity, job generating uses, particularly office and industrial.

2.	 Discourage residential development in this area, and provide adequate 
buffers between this area and any adjacent residential.

3.	 Encourage the redevelopment and rehabilitation of sites in this area to 
ensure they are higher value with a greater job density.

NORTH WASHINGTON EMPLOYMENT DISTRICT 
(SUBAREA 2) 

1.	 Maintain this area as industrial employment district, with a focus on 
high intensity, job generating uses, particularly office and industrial.

2.	 Discourage residential development in this area, and provide adequate 
buffers between this area and any adjacent residential.

3.	 Encourage the redevelopment and rehabilitation of sites in this area to 
ensure they are higher value with a greater job density.

BROADWAY RIVERFRONT NODE (SUBAREA 3)
1.	 Encourage development of this area with high density mixed use devel-

opment, including commercial, light industrial, and/or office uses. Resi-
dential may be allowed along the riverfront.

2.	 Support the development of river-oriented commercial and retail uses, 
to build on the advantages of a riverfront location along a commercial 
corridor.
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NORTH OF BROADWAY RIVERFRONT DISTRICT 
(SUBAREA 4)

1.	 Encourage development of this are with a compatible mix of uses, in-
cluding potentially residential, commercial, office, and/or light indus-
trial.

2.	 Focus on developing a compatible mix of uses to complement existing 
uses in the area.

3.	 Provide adequate buffering and screening between adjacent uses, es-
pecially those with possible land use conflicts.

BROADWAY TO LOWRY RIVERFRONT DISTRICT 
(SUBAREA 5)

1.	 In the near term, support mitigation of the impacts of the existing heavy 
industry mix, including greening of sites and operations, and screening 
from other uses.

2.	 In the longer term, when feasible, make strategic land acquisitions and 
investments to allow for higher value infill office/industrial develop-
ment and riverfront park and parkway.

3.	 Redevelopment in this area should respect the historic grid pattern with 
a similar rhythm or pattern of development throughout the district.  

4.	 Once this area is redeveloped and a new parkway alignment is estab-
lished, the former route of Pacific Street may be utilized as an internal 
site circulation corridor in the long-term redevelopment.  Parking, ser-
vice and loading should orient off of this corridor with buildings posi-
tioned toward the parkway and parking located toward the rail line.

UPPER MISSISSIPPI EMPLOYMENT DISTRICT 
(SUBAREA 6)

1.	 Maintain this area as industrial employment district, with a focus on 
high intensity, job generating uses, particularly office and industrial.

2.	 Discourage residential development in this area.

3.	 Retrofits to parking lots, service and loading areas should include im-
proved screening and landscaping and consolidated access points. 

4.	 Stormwater retrofits are encouraged, including tree trenches, rain gar-
dens, and/or green roof technologies.

LOWRY AVENUE N RIVERFRONT NODE (SUBAREA 
7)

1.	 Support the redevelopment of this area with high density mixed use 
development, including commercial, light industrial, residential, and/or 
office uses.

2.	 Support the development of river-oriented commercial and retail uses, 
to build on the advantages of a riverfront location along a commercial 
corridor.
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UPPER HARBOR TERMINAL DISTRICT (SUBAREA 8)
1.	 Support the redevelopment of the area as a business park, with a focus on high intensity, job generating uses, 

particularly office and light industrial.

2.	 Encourage the consolidation of small parcels west of the rail line to create larger, more developable sites. 

DOWLING AVE N RIVERFRONT NODE (SUBAREA 9)
1.	 Support the redevelopment of the area with a mix of commercial, office, residential, and light industrial uses.

2.	 Support the development of river-oriented commercial and retail uses, to build on the advantages of the river-
front location.

3.	 If residential uses are pursued in the area to the north, ensure adjacent uses are compatible.

4.	 Parking and loading for development parcels should be located against the rail line and buildings should be 
placed toward Dowling Avenue and the new parkway

NORTH OF DOWLING RIVERFRONT DISTRICT (SUBAREA 10)
1.	 In the near term, support mitigation of the impacts of the existing industry mix, including greening of sites and 

operations, and screening from other uses.

2.	 In the longer term, when feasible, consider making strategic land acquisitions and investments to allow for 
higher value mixed use development, including potentially new residential.

3.	 Provide buffers and transitions between uses where needed. Retrofit elements such as screening, landscaping 
and enhanced lighting should be encouraged. 

4.	 Washington Avenue should be enhanced as a strong connection from the Dowling node to the Camden / Lyn-
dale Avenue Node, potentially with a multi-modal street design.

5.	 Due to the transitional and multi-use nature of this area, consider live/work development as a potential devel-
opment concept.

6.	 Improve the entrance to the riverfront park, including Upper Mississippi Regional Park, with a more visible, ac-
cessible, and inviting entrance.

NORTH OF XCEL RIVERFRONT DISTRICT (SUBAREA 11)
1.	 Support the development of the area as a business park, with a focus on high intensity, job generating uses, 

particularly office and light industrial.

2.	 Support the maintenance and development of landscaped private green space adjoining the riverfront park 
area, consistent with existing character.

3.	 Development should respect the topography of the site and preserve the tree canopy within the natural draws 
leading toward the river.  These could be developed as pedestrian connections to the river edge.

XCEL RIVERSIDE PLANT (SUBAREA 12)
1.	 Maintain site as location for existing power plant.

2.	 If feasible, consider compatible infill development on adjacent sites.

3.	 Support the maintenance of green buffers around all sides of the site, and encourage the development of a 
riverfront easement to allow for the continuation of a riverfront trail.
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MARSHALL NORTH RIVERFRONT DISTRICT (SUBAREA 13)
1.	 In the near term, allow a mix of uses compatible with adjacent park development and the riverfront location, mak-

ing accommodations for riverfront trail connectivity and access.

2.	 In the longer term, make strategic land acquisitions and investments to create a continuous green riverfront, with 
limited park-compatible accessory uses that bring activity and interest to the riverfront.

3.	 Support the development of infill moderate density housing and limited mixed use on the east side of Marshall, 
to build upon the advantages of the riverfront park location.

LOWRY AVENUE NE RIVERFRONT NODE (SUBAREA 14)
1.	 Support the redevelopment of the area with a mix of commercial, office, and residential uses.

2.	 Support the development of river-oriented commercial and retail uses, to build on the advantages of the river-
front location.

MARSHALL SOUTH RIVERFRONT DISTRICT (SUBAREA 15)
1.	 In the near term, allow a mix of uses compatible with adjacent park development and the riverfront location, mak-

ing accommodations for riverfront trail connectivity and access.

2.	 In the longer term, make strategic land acquisitions and investments to create a continuous green riverfront, with 
limited park-compatible accessory uses that bring activity and interest to the riverfront.

3.	 Support the development of infill moderate density housing and limited mixed use on the east side of Marshall, 
to build upon the advantages of the riverfront park location.

NORTH GRAIN BELT DISTRICT (SUBAREA 16)
1.	 Support redevelopment with a mix of moderate to high density office, commercial, and residential uses.

2.	 Support the development of river-oriented commercial and retail uses, to build on the advantages of the river-
front location.

3.	 Encourage creative industries and arts oriented uses, to support and strengthen the Northeast Arts District.

GRAIN BELT DISTRICT (SUBAREA 17)
1.	 Maintain as a designated activity center, with a focus on day to night activity, regional draw, and high density 

mixed use.

2.	 Support redevelopment with a mix of high density office, commercial, and residential uses.

3.	 Support the development of river-oriented commercial and retail uses, to build on the advantages of the river-
front location.

4.	 Encourage creative industries and arts oriented uses, to support and strengthen the Northeast Arts District.

5.	 Support the development of shared parking solutions to manage parking needs within the activity center area.

GRACO/SCHERER RIVERFRONT DISTRICT (SUBAREA 18)
1.	 Maintain and redevelop as a business/office park development, with focus on high quality, job intensive office and 

light industrial uses.

2.	 Support the development of river-oriented commercial and retail uses, to build on the advantages of the river-
front location.
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CHAPTER 6
Parks and Trails
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This chapter summarizes the Above the Falls Regional Park Master Plan. The full regional park plan can be found in Ap-
pendix F.

PLANNING FRAMEWORK
The purpose of the Above the Falls Regional Park Master Plan is to guide the park’s development, preservation, man-
agement, and improvement. Above the Falls Regional Park is part of the Upper Mississippi riverfront generally located 
on both sides of the river between N. Plymouth Avenue/8th Street NE and the Camden Bridge (43rd Avenue N/37th 
Avenue NE).  Above the Falls Regional Park stretches 2.75 miles between North Mississippi Regional Park and the Central 
Mississippi Riverfront Regional Park.  Community leaders and residents have recognized the opportunity in this area to 
celebrate the Mississippi River, and seek through this Master Plan to enhance connections to one of the great rivers of 
the country.   Continued acquisition and development of Above the Falls Regional Park will create a continuous regional 
park system along 2.8 miles of Minneapolis’s Mississippi River frontage.  Ultimately, the vision is to provide recreational 
opportunities within an ecologically-functioning framework.  The combined Minneapolis and Saint Paul riverfront park 
system is one of the most significant linear riverfront parks in the nation. 

This master plan provides guidance and direction on the acquisition, development, management, and operation of the 
Above the Falls Regional Park (ATF). Approximately 3.1 miles of the total linear riverfront along the Upper River is currently 
owned by public agencies, more than half of the total riverfront within the Regional Park. This plan shows how these par-
cels can eventually be linked to create a continuous park system that provides a new destination for park visitors, expands 
access to the river and enhances natural resource quality. Consistent with MN Statute 473.313 the Metropolitan Council 
requires a master plan to be developed and updated regularly for each regional park, park reserve, trail and special recre-
ation feature.  This Plan is written to fulfill the requirements of the Metropolitan Council for regional park master plans as 
outlined in the 2030 Regional Parks Policy Plan.

The planning timeframe for this Master Plan is through the year 2030, corresponding with Metropolitan Council’s (Met 
Council) 2030 Regional Parks Policy Plan. To maintain accuracy and relevancy, the Above the Falls Regional Park Master 
Plan should be updated at least every 10 years. This Master Plan is consistent with the 2030 Regional Parks Policy Plan 
policies. Plan approval by the Metropolitan Council is necessary to be part of the Regional Parks and Open Space System. 
Required plan elements addressed in this Master Plan include:

•	 Boundaries and acquisition costs

•	 Plan for stewardship

•	 Demand forecast

•	 Development concept

•	 Conflicts

•	 Public services

•	 Operations 

•	 Citizen participation

•	 Public awareness

•	 Accessibility

•	 Natural resources management
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PARK DESCRIPTION AND BOUNDARY
The Mississippi River itself is the key feature of the Above the Falls Regional Park. The 226 acres of the park stretch along 
both banks of the river for 2.75 miles. As an urban infill park, the boundaries expand and contract based on property own-
ership, location of existing structures, and redevelopment opportunities. The park boundaries are intended to provide 
a continuous public park, adequate depth for continuous riverfront parkway connectivity on the west bank, space for 
people to enjoy the riverfront, significant park components/nodes and habitat/water quality benefits. 

As with other Mississippi River regional parks in Minneapolis, Above the Falls Regional Park is comprised of distinct, 
named park components connected by linear park features and trails. These existing park components form the founda-
tion of the Regional Park and will benefit from the implementation of the community’s vision. Additional planned park 
components are described in Section V Development Plan.

WEST BANK
Orvin “Ole” Olson Park, 2325 West River Road
Olson Park is a 3.5 acre park located on West River Road, just north of N. 22nd Avenue. The park opened in 2006 and was 
developed as part of the first phase of the Above the Falls Master Plan. It features spectacular view of the river and the 
downtown skyline with walking and cycling paths. 

Riverbank parkland along West River Road North, West bank between Plymouth Avenue North and 22nd Avenue North
This 12.4 acres of parkland does not have an official name within the MPRB system but is part of ATF Regional Park.  Im-
provements completed between 2006 and 2008 include separated pedestrians paths and bicycle trails, which run con-
tinuously underneath the Plymouth and Broadway bridges. Additional paths allow users to experience the lower river ter-
race and river’s edge.  A boat ramp is used for emergency response, bridge maintenance and for the River Rats water-ski 
performers.  In the summer, large crowds gather on the river bank to watch the River Rats perform.  Restored riverbanks, 
native plantings and stormwater management improvement were funded in partnership with the MWMO. Views from 
this area include the former Scherer Bros. Lumber site now owned by MPRB and planned for park development.

EAST BANK
Sheridan Memorial Park, 1300 Water Street NE
The site of a foundry adjacent to the former Grain Belt Brewery, Sheridan Memorial Park is a 5.8 acre park which is still 
under development. The first lot for the park was acquired in 1986 with expansions occurring in 1995, 2007, and 2009. 
Existing improvements are limited to tree plantings and informal stone steps to the river’s edge. A plan for the park was 
finished in 2007. Future park amenities include a memorial honoring all U.S. veterans, a peace garden, picnic area and 
river overlooks.

Gluek Park, 2000 Marshall Street NE
Encompassing 3.7 acres along the Mississippi River, Gluek Park is the site of the former Gluek Brewery and Mansion and 
was listed as a federal Superfund site due to soil contamination. In 2004 the soils were remediated, and in 2008 park im-
provements were constructed.  The park features two river overlooks, a picnic shelter, pathways and gardens. 

Edgewater Park, 2326 Marshall Street NE
Named for its location and being the site of the former Edgewater Inn, the 3.5 acre Edgewater Park was acquired in 1993, 
developed in 2006 and dedicated in 2007. The park is divided into two sections – the Prairie and the Metro with plant-
ing, layouts and signage evoking both themes. Walkways carve the park into three sections and mimic the alignment of 
the Mississippi and Minnesota Rivers. An overlook provides a wonderful vista of the Mississippi River and the recently-
completed Lowry Avenue Bridge.

Marshall Terrace Park, 2740 Marshall Street NE
The 8.4 acre Marshall Terrace Park provides a number of recreational amenities for the surrounding neighborhood. The 
park includes fields for softball and baseball, a playground, basketball court and a wading pool. Two sets of wooden 
steps and overlooks lead to the water’s edge, allowing the public to access the broad shoreline in this stretch of the river.  
However, the steps are not ADA-compliant; reconstruction of universally-accessible steps and ramps to the riverbank is a 
long-term goal for the park.
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PARK VISION
Above the Falls Regional Park is envisioned ultimately as continuous public open space along both banks of the Mis-
sissippi River, offering recreational amenities within a framework of restored ecological function. The Regional Park is 
intended to provide public access to the Mississippi River; enhance the habitat, structure and function of the river and its 
environs; and connect to the Grand Rounds National Scenic Byway. 

To achieve this, a number of actions will be needed, including the acquisition of additional park land; development of 
parks with new recreational and public-water access amenities; habitat and riverbank restoration; and construction of 
new parkways and trails.

PARK DEVELOPMENT CONCEPT
Recreation within Above the Falls Regional Park is primarily focused on water related activities, community gathering 
and use of multi-use trails by walkers, runners, bicyclists, and in-line skaters.  Recreational development within Above the 
Falls is planned for both sides of the river.  Map 6.1 shows the ATF Regional Park development concept.  Map 6.3 shows 
this concept in the context of the greater ATF Master Plan vision, which includes some park-development goals external 
to the Regional Park as well as non-parks goals that nevertheless will contribute to the vitality of the Regional Park (see 
“Connected Actions” below).

Public water access points are planned on the west side of the river within the proposed Northside Wetlands Park and at 
26th Avenue N. On the east shore, new public water access points are proposed to be added at existing and new North-
east Parks, and at the Scherer Brothers site. Currently all proposed water-access points within the Regional Park are for 
carry-in access only. One motorized access point exists in North Mississippi Regional Park, at 42nd Ave North/Soo Ave. 
Sufficient space for additional motorized access points has not yet been identified within the Regional Park. Public-water 
access points are shown in Map 6.2.

On the west bank, community gathering places are proposed for the Northside Wetlands Park, and at the east terminus 
of 26th Avenue North. An amphitheater is also proposed adjacent to the BNSF railroad bridge at West River Road North, 
a carry-over from the 2000 ATF plan. On the east shore, community gathering areas are available at existing parks, and 
these will be enhanced with better access to the river and overlooks at Northeast Parks, and at the Scherer Bros. site with 
its beach and carry-in boat launch.

Both the 2000 Above the Falls Master Plan and RiverFirst focus on expanding the system of looped multi-use trails that 
already exists in the regional parks to the south. At present, 2.1 miles of the total 6.3 miles of multi-use trails proposed 
currently exist. Additional trail development is needed on both sides of the river. These trails will connect to North Missis-
sippi Regional Park, Victory Memorial Regional Trail, St. Anthony Regional Trail and the Anoka County Mississippi River Re-
gional Trail on the north. On the south end of the park, the trails will connect to the Central Mississippi River Regional Park 
through Boom Island Park and along West River Road North. In addition to trails along the river, creating a loop involves 
ensuring river crossings at regular intervals. Trail connections across the river already exist at the Plymouth, Broadway, 
Lowry, and Camden bridges. The BNSF railroad bridge is proposed to be converted to a pedestrian/bicycle connector to 
add an additional crossing. 
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PARK PROJECTS
The 2012 RiverFirst: A Park Design Proposal and Implementation Plan for the Minneapolis Upper Riverfront Plan not only 
offers a dynamic vision for a renewed Mississippi River corridor, it also outlines a 20 year implementation plan for reaching 
that vision. The implementation strategies are broken into three timeframes: 0 to 5 Years, 5 to 10 Years, and 10 to 20 Years. 
While this plan highlights the overall, long-term concept, the specific projects identified below focus on the priority park 
projects for implementation in the next 10 years. It is anticipated that the Above the Falls Regional Park Master Plan will 
need to be updated as projects are completed and more detailed plans for concepts are available. 

Scherer Park
In 2010 the MPRB purchased the nearly 8 acre riverfront property formerly owned by Scherer Brother Lumber Company. 
The site is located on the east side of the river just north of 8th Avenue NE/Plymouth Avenue N. In 2011, demolition of the 
buildings and soil remediation was completed. Development plans for the site include the regional park on the western 
section along the river and some type of residential, commercial, or mixed-use development on the east. 

Scherer Park is envisioned a signature year-round park within the Above the Falls Regional Park. The MPRB is currently 
exploring the restoration of Hall’s Island and the creation of a river beach cove. This would enable the park to serve as an 
entry point into the river park system for river users, including kayakers. The park is also intended to include a trailhead 
facility for bicyclists, skiers, runners, and walkers. 

Redevelopment of the site provides an opportunity for restoration of the riverbank, habitat development, and enhanced 
management of stormwater. RiverFirst identifies the opportunity for daylighting seasonal streams in the area. Develop-
ment of this park will need to be sensitive as the floodplain extends significantly from the river in this area. The creation 
of a beach will allow flexibility in water levels.   

Sheridan Memorial Park 
Located on the former Grain Belt Brewery Campus, the 3.5 acre Sheridan Park is currently under development. The park is 
envisioned to include a playground for multiple ages and a Veteran’s memorial. The East Bank Trail is already planned and 
funded to connect Sheridan Park to Scherer Park. 

East Bank Trail 
The East Bank Trail will connect Boom Island and Scherer Park with Sheridan Memorial Park. Eventually the trail will be ex-
tended to the BNSF rail bridge when land acquisition is complete. In 2012, $1 million in funding for design and construc-
tion was granted by the Transportation, Community, and System Preservation Program (TCSP) of the US Federal Highway 
Administration.  This grant ends in 2015.

Upper Harbor Terminal
The redevelopment of the 48 acre, city-owned Upper Harbor Terminal (UHT) provides a significant opportunity for both 
the MPRB and the City of Minneapolis. UHT is currently expected to close in 2014. A significant amount of the UHT is 
planned to be allocated for a riverfront park and parkway, and other portions are envisioned for redevelopment. How-
ever, the exact division has not been determined. 

The long-term vision involves the acquisition of adjacent parcels for park use so implementation needs to be carefully 
phased. The first step will likely involve the construction of a portion of West River Road North to provide river views and 
access. The existing rail crossings at Dowling Avenue N and 33rd Avenue N will be the key access points. Over the long-
term, the southern half of UHT is planned to be the site of the Northside Wetlands Park as described in the following sec-
tion. The northern portion of UHT is planned for intensive office and light industrial development. Design of these uses 
will need to be park supportive and of high quality to be reflective of its premium location and location adjacent to Above 
the Falls Regional Park.

Northside Wetlands Park
The development of the Northside Wetlands Park involves a transformation of the southern half of the Upper Harbor 
Terminal into a wetland complex with multiple habitat zones. The wetland is intended to serve as a public space amenity, 
storm water remediation feature, and habitat for local fauna. Once constructed, the park becomes a demonstration site 
for other nearby developments showing how stormwater management can be integrated on a site. The park is envi-
sioned to include large gathering spaces and public water access points such as a kayak launch ramp. The park is also the 
proposed location of an amphitheater spaces for hosting events or serving as an outdoor classroom. 
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Northeast Riverfront Parks
There are three existing riverfront parks on the east bank that form a strong foundation for Above the Falls Regional Park. 
Over the long-term this plan envisions a continuous public park along the east bank. The MPRB will seek to acquire identi-
fied private in-holdings when available and, when not available for acquisition, secure easements to allow the expansion 
of park uses along the river, especially trails. Planned enhancements to riverfront parks include public water access points 
and park access improvements. Restoration of the riverbank and habitat is planned to include remediation of the existing 
stormwater outfalls. 

In the short-term, the focus in the existing Northeast Riverfront Parks will be to maintain what exists and to improve river 
access. As properties are acquired, additional improvements will occur including restoration of riverbanks and ravines, 
access to the riverbank for pedestrians and carry-in boaters, stormwater management and overlooks -- all as envisioned 
in RiverFirst. 

Trails and River Crossings
An important component of the recreation concept for Above the Falls is the development of multi-use trails. MPRB pro-
poses 6.3 miles of trails within the park. Currently there are 2.1 miles of trails. On the west bank the existing trail is located 
along West River Road North from N. Plymouth Avenue to the BNSF railroad bridge. On the east bank, the existing trails 
are located within the existing Northeast Riverfront Parks and along St. Anthony Parkway.  

The development of trails will correspond with the acquisition of property or easements and funding availability. This 
will result in short segments of trail construction and the use of wayfinding to direct users to alternative routes on local 
streets.  On the west bank trail development will evolve primarily with the extension of the West River Road North. Ad-
ditional collaboration with the City of Minneapolis and Hennepin County will be needed at the Lowry Avenue Bridge to 
determine how best to connect the park trails. In the short-term this will likely be via streets, however, over the long-term 
some type of vertical pedestrian/bicycle connection from the parkway directly to the bridge is desired. 

As on the west bank, east bank trails will be developed in segments with interim routes on local streets. The East Bank 
Trail from Plymouth Avenue to Sheridan Memorial Park has been allocated $1 million in funding for design and construc-
tion. In addition, there are currently conversations between Hennepin County, the Mississippi Watershed Management 
Organization (MWMO), and the MPRB to develop a pedestrian connection along the riverbank and under the recently 
completed Lowry Bridge.  Due to operations and security concerns, the trail will need to be routed on the eastern edge 
of the Xcel Riverside Plant. 

River crossings are an important component of creating trail loops of various sizes in Above the Falls Regional Park. 
Currently, there are bicycle/pedestrian crossings at the Plymouth, Broadway, Lowry and Camden bridges. An additional 
bicycle/pedestrian crossing is planned as part of the repurposing of the BNSF railroad bridge. RiverFirst highlights the 
need for improving the river crossing experience for pedestrians and bicyclists.  RiverFirst’s vision is the addition of “knot 
bridges” at Plymouth, Broadway and Camden bridges that will be supported from the existing foundations of bridge 
structures but create a separate trail and enhanced experience. These knot bridges will be one of the possible long-term 
pedestrian and bicycle access solutions explored by the MPRB to enhancing trail user experiences crossing the river. 
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PARKWAY DEVELOPMENT AND PHASING STRATEGY
A key component of the Above the Falls Regional Park development is the proposed extension of West River Parkway, 
north from the current terminus of West River Road North to the Camden Bridge. A conceptual alignment is shown in this 
plan with sufficient space for the construction of multi-use trails and the restoration of the riverbank, as well as for the 
parkway itself. The MPRB will continue to explore alignment options as opportunities arise. 

Unlike City streets, MPRB parkways do not exist within a designated right-of-way. Rather, parkways are located on MPRB-
owned land as one of many integrated park improvements. They are considered to be a recreational amenity and park-
framing device more than a transportation facility. While the new parkway could accommodate a mix of traffic, possibly 
including commercial traffic and trucks in some segments, efforts will be made to minimize negative impacts by reducing 
the frequency of access points, for example, and providing access for adjacent development from side streets and access 
drives rather than from the parkway itself. This will be determined by the Park Board in consultation with its partners at 
the City of Minneapolis and Hennepin County as redevelopment of the west bank occurs.

The proposed parkway extension will require significant land acquisition to be fully realized. To the extent possible, this 
will be done through a series of willing seller arrangements. Unlike the 2000 Above the Falls Master Plan, this plan locates 
the proposed West River Parkway directly adjacent to proposed riverbank parkland, separating the latter from future pri-
vate development.  This strategy offers much more flexibility over the long-term, allowing for phased, incremental park 
development independent from but parallel with private redevelopment phases. This strategy will allow the MPRB to 
develop parkland independently from partner agencies, if it so chooses. This, too, is a significant difference from the 2000 
Above the Falls Plan, which envisioned wholesale land assembly and redevelopment.  

Construction of the parkway proposed in this Regional Park plan likely will occur in phases timed with land availability 
and adjacent redevelopment projects. Until a fully-connected parkway is completed, it is likely that parkway users may 
be routed onto existing streets, such as 2nd Avenue N or Pacific Street, for interim periods. Because the City-owned 
Upper Harbor Terminal is a likely site for large, early-phase park development, potential parkway phasing at the UHT is 
diagrammed in Map 6.4.

RECOMMENDATIONS 
1.	 Create a continuous and integrated riverfront parks and open space system along the upper riverfront.

2.	 Construct recreational trails along both banks of the river.

3.	 Provide space in parks for riverbank, landscape, and habitat restoration.

4.	 Develop waterfront features in new parks, and nodes of interest at regular intervals along trails.

5.	 Preserve hospitality uses within parks corridor.

6.	 Pursue the transformation of the Upper Harbor Terminal in partnership with the City of Minneapolis.

7.	 Convert the BNSF Bridge to a pedestrian and bicycle facility linking both banks.

8.	 Continue ongoing acquisition of Regional Park land on both sides.
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CHAPTER 7
Environment and Infrastructure Plan
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ENVIRONMENTAL RESTORATION 
The environment along the upper riverfront has been damaged over time by a variety of contaminants, particularly those 
from industrial activity. The original plan envisioned the redevelopment of the riverfront as an opportunity to address this 
contamination through remediation, cleanup, and restoration of the natural habitat. This plan continues that focus via a 
range of efforts to restore the upper riverfront’s terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems.

SOIL CONTAMINATION
Older urban industrial sites are likely to have a range of contaminants, as historically there were few enforced standards 
for how to handle the disposal of toxic substances. Additionally, unsafe fill was used in some sites, which may also pose 
geotechnical issues for new development. As a result, all redevelopment goes through a feasibility analysis to determine 
the amount of site cleanup required. Remediation that is carried out furthers the goal of restoring the environment along 
the upper riverfront. The Minnesota Pollution Control Agency (MPCA) has identified nearly 300 sites in the study area with 
some pollution-related issues. Map 7.1 shows the location of these sites. These include sites with active issues as well as 
those with past issues on record.  They include, but are not limited to:

•	 CERCLIS (1 site): CERCLIS sites are places that are listed in the federal Comprehensive Environmental Response, 
Compensation and Liability Information System. This means that they are or were suspected of being contami-
nated. 

•	 Hazardous Waste, Small to Minimal Quantity Generator (113 sites): A small to minimal quantity generator is a 
facility that generates less than 1,000 kilograms (2,200 pounds) of hazardous waste or 1 kilogram (2.2 pounds) of 
acutely hazardous waste per calendar month. Like large quantity generators, SQGs and VSQGs must have current 
hazardous waste licenses.

•	 Landfill, Open (3 sites): Open landfills are still accepting waste. This includes facilities that accept household gar-
bage, industrial waste, and debris from construction or demolition. 

•	 Leak Site (16 sites): Leak sites are locations where a release of petroleum products has occurred from a tank sys-
tem. Leak sites can occur from above-ground or underground tank systems as well as from spills at tank facilities. 

•	 Multi (105 sites): Multi sites are locations where there are multiple MPCA activities occurring. This could be a facil-
ity with a wastewater permit and an air quality permit, a cleanup site with multiple Superfund operating units, a 
site with a registered feedlot and a tank, etc.

•	 Unpermitted Dump Site (5 sites): Unpermitted dump sites are landfills that never held a valid permit from the 
MPCA. Generally, these dumps existed prior to the permitting program established with the creation of the MPCA 
in 1967. 

•	 Voluntary Investigation and Cleanup (VIC) Site (37 sites): The Voluntary Investigation and Cleanup (VIC) Program is 
a non-petroleum brownfield program. VIC provides technical assistance to buyers, sellers, developers and/or local 
governments seeking to voluntarily investigate or clean up contaminated land.

•	 Soil contamination cleanup is likely to happen incrementally, as sites are redeveloped into new private develop-
ment or parkland. Various sources of funding are available – at the local, state, and federal levels – to clean up 
contaminated soils. The number of sites involved in the Voluntary Investigation and Cleanup program through the 
MPCA also shows the possibility of cleanup of existing sites in partnership with the current owners.

 Cleanup of contaminated soils is necessary to create a safe and healthy environment, as well as to reduce impacts on 
groundwater. Best practices in new development should effectively prohibit new soil contamination with all new devel-
opments in the area. 
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RIVERBANK RESTORATION 
The Mississippi River is a central part of both the natural and urban environments surrounding it and its existing riverbank 
conditions reflect this reality. Riverbanks in the study area vary greatly, from natural edges to rip rap to metal cladding. 
There will be opportunities to restore these riverbanks in a manner that regenerates the ecosystems of the river and the 
riparian areas as riverfront parks and other land adjacent to the river are redeveloped. 

The preservation and/or restoration of a green edge serves multiple purposes, not in the least the role of a buffer for 
runoff that impacts water quality, and as a potential area for stormwater management. As such, existing and planned 
riverfront parks function not just as amenities and recreational spaces, but as “green infrastructure” serving public system 
needs. The river corridor is also part of a larger habitat and ecological system for plant and animal life. This includes its 
role as a major flyway for migratory birds. A continuous green connection along the riverfront is best for this function, 
preferably with natural areas and vegetation.

River floodplains are particularly vulnerable areas for maintaining environmental quality, especially in response to im-
pacts of development. Currently there are only a few designated floodplains along this stretch of the Mississippi River. 
However, these areas were designated floodplains in 1961. Precipitation data that informed these designations is now 
being updated with additional data since 1961 to account for any long term changes that have occurred in the region’s 
climate. Preliminary data from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) suggests there may be ad-
ditional areas where flooding could occur along the Upper Mississippi River. A more detailed analysis of potential flood-
ing locations within the City of Minneapolis will need to be completed once the final NOAA findings are released. The 
Scherer Brothers site is known to contain one of the largest stretches of floodplain on the upper riverfront, its flood prone 
setting is being taken into account with the development of a riverfront park on this site.

With the potential for flooding along the river not only due to climate changes but also naturally occurring events such 
as extensive ice jams, it makes sense to plan for "soft edges" with development set back from the riverfront to allow for 
floodplain variability. The city's shoreland overlay district and critical area overlay place restrictions on how close develop-
ment can be situated to the riverfront. Review and if needed modification of these ordinances along with thoughtfully 
designed redevelopment, parks and open space will go a long ways towards preventing future financial losses due to 
flooding along the river. 

 One approach to achieving the overall objective of restoring the riverbank is to introduce new plantings that will provide 
an integrated series of benefits, including: stabilizing the mechanics of slopes, reducing soil erosion, improving water 
quality, creating and connecting wildlife habitat, and enhancing riverbank aesthetics.

Soil bioengineering techniques provide a potential strategy for restoring vegetation on the banks of the upper riverfront. 
Soil bioengineering is a living technology consisting of plant structures that initially add stability to banks though live 
stem stakes, and over time, through root systems. The interwoven growth of plant stems and leaves creates a shoreland 
buffer that reduces runoff velocity, cleanses the water by collecting sediment, and offers surface erosion protection by 
holding soil in place. Use of native plant species for bioengineering will enhance biological diversity and complement the 
landscape restoration and wildlife habitat recommendations. 
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LANDSCAPE AND HABITAT RESTORATION
Improving the ecological function of the upper riverfront is a primary objective of this plan. In order to maximize the po-
tential of the planned new open space amenities, the plan recommends an ecosystem approach that will recreate areas 
of native vegetation and provide habitat for a wide variety of wildlife. The ecology of the Mississippi River must be con-
sidered in the context of a much larger system, connected to the ecology of the region up and down the river corridor. It 
is also a place within an urban environment where restoration treatments will be set within the context of human activity 
and development.

The area above St. Anthony Falls is a transition zone between the Northern Hardwood Forest and Tall Grass Prairie eco-
types. During the period following the end of the last Ice Age, the present structure of the upper riverfront, its course, 
topography, climate, and soil conditions, was set. Soil and geological surveys show that the upper river is composed of 
terraces, created as the river receded in width, and outwashes deposited as the river shifted course. In general, soil condi-
tions are deep sand with a layer of organic material at the surface. Upland soils are porous, retaining little water near the 
surface, creating conditions conducive to sustaining an oak savanna ecotone. Fire played a role in creating oak savannas, 
because white and burr oak are able to withstand repeated burning, while other trees are consumed. Prairie species 
benefit from periodic fire, creating an open savanna with copses of oak surrounded by grasses and flowers. Wetter soil 
conditions at the river edge and in the floodplain allowed other species such as cottonwood and willow to survive fires, 
especially on the east bank, with the river acting as a fire break.

The development of new riverfront parks provides an opportunity to restore historic vegetation to the upper riverfront. 
Planting native species historically found on the upper river will also restore the regional flavor of the place, creating a 
pleasant aesthetic effect and educational opportunity for visitors. Wildlife will be attracted to the habitat, with plantings 
providing food and shelter.

In many respects the plan for parks is based on a concept of the riverfront as a linear greenway. Studies in landscape 
ecology show the benefits of connected vegetated corridors to the survival of plant and animal species, because cor-
ridors allow species to move and disperse throughout a landscape, increasing resistance to disturbance events. Corri-
dors enhanced with native plantings can be of varying widths, and do not require unbroken continuity of continuity of 
vegetation to be effective. Within this greenway corridor, trail facilities should be complemented by a variety of restored 
landscapes for both aesthetic and ecological reasons.

The most important zone within the greenway corridor is the shoreland, where the river and land meet. Designed in 
concert with riverbank restoration, plantings in the shoreland area should be installed at a preferred minimum width of 
50 feet from the top of the bank. Wider areas can be accommodated for aesthetic variety and increased habitat diversity. 
A minimum strip of 50 feet will provide water quality benefits, by slowing and filtering water during storms, and will also 
provide a suitable wildlife habitat corridor. The riverbank and floodplain should be planted with species that thrive in soils 
that are periodically wet.

Large areas designed with landscape-scale plantings provide an opportunity to recreate a semblance of the oak savanna 
that once dominated the banks of the Mississippi. White and burr oaks should be established in groups set within a short 
and tall grass prairie. These species will thrive in the sandy, dry soils and create an interesting landscape.

One additional benefit of landscape restoration along the upper river will be the ability of park users to experience the 
Mississippi River in a naturalized state. By interacting with naturalized shoreland, floodplain and riverbank, users can 
develop a real appreciation for the true extent of the Mississippi watershed and the river’s impact on all of the living crea-
tures that depend on it.
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WATER QUALITY
It is known that daily activities on the land side of natural resources have a direct effect the quality and health our wa-
ter resources. Thus, land use planning and future stormwater infrastructure change along the upper riverfront should 
acknowledge this direct relationship by evaluating changes in land use in concert with changes in the water resources.

The stretch of river running through the study area is part of a larger system. What happens in this area in terms of devel-
opment has larger implications for the entire riverfront.

According to the MPCA, the stretch of the Mississippi River through the upper riverfront is currently listed as impaired 
with (1) fecal coliform and (2) polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) in fish tissue. Presence of fecal coliform is largely due to 
animal waste and septic systems, and may be associated with agricultural operations and rural development upstream, 
as well as other sources. This pollutant is found at high levels at various locations and water bodies statewide. PCBs are 
industrial chemicals that were discontinued in the late 1970’s, but still exist in residual amounts in the environment. This 
pollutant is found at high levels in the Mississippi as far north as St Cloud. Together, these pollutants have implications for 
recreational use of the river and fish consumption.

At present, the MPCA is conducting a TMDL (total maximum daily load) project related to bacteria and total suspended 
solids for the stretch of the Mississippi River including the upper riverfront. Bacteria interventions may include compli-
ance for failing septic systems, reduced runoff from feedlot/pasture areas, and overall better stormwater management 
(e.g. filtration and reducing sediment). 

The preliminary draft TMDL for Total Suspended Solids (TSS) has proposed that the City of Minneapolis reduce its annual 
loading of TSS to the river by 25%. Soil bioengineering to restore riverbank erosion issues will help address this issues as 
well as the implementation of site and regional level stormwater treatment systems where ever feasible within the upper 
riverfront. The water quality issues immediately downstream from the upper riverfront are comparable, with similar im-
pairments. The draft TMDL report and implementation plan are expected to be complete in 2013, though the final version 
may not be finished until 2014 or later. Monitoring of bacterial levels will continue over the long term.

In addition, many of the Twin Cities metropolitan area’s waters are impaired with various pollutants. In Minneapolis, this 
includes the Chain of Lakes (with mercury, PFOS, and other contaminants), and Minnehaha Creek, Shingle Creek, and Bas-
sett Creek (dissolved oxygen, chloride, and fecal coliform). This is typical of a heavily developed urban area, and requires 
a range of approaches to address. Some of these pollutants have been effectively mitigated using strategies includ-
ing stormwater retention and treatment facilities, erosion control measures, improved street sweeping, education and 
awareness outreach, and other approaches.

A number of questions have been raised regarding the negative impacts of existing uses on water quality, in particular 
older industrial properties that have not had to comply with more recent stormwater management and site design regu-
lations – especially since many of these have a high percentage of impervious surface. While many older industrial sites 
do exist along the riverfront, at present the river is not listed as impaired for any current industrial pollutants. 

Generally speaking, redevelopment to any use will improve water quality due to the site being brought into compliance 
with current regulations. Direct or “point” sources from industrial uses are already heavily regulated, so it is important to 
focus on controlling diffuse or “nonpoint” sources – i.e. what water sheet flows off the site’s surface and enters the river 
during rain events, rather than what comes out of a stack or a pipe releasing water that has been used for an industrial 
process. This includes runoff from landscaped areas, which may contain high levels of animal waste, leaf debris, or chemi-
cal fertilizers.

An emerging threat to water quality is the heavy use of salt on roads, parking areas, sidewalks, and other paved areas dur-
ing the winter. Best practices to minimize the use of salt are the primary ways to address this threat given chlorides eas-
ily pass through most filtering processes and infiltration transfers the problem to groundwater supplies. Shingle Creek, 
which feeds into the Above the Falls reach of the river, already has identified chloride impairment.
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STORMWATER 
At this point in time, major sources of point source water pollution have been eliminated. Wastewater treatment is now 
carefully regulated, and wastewater and stormwater sources for the most part have been separated. To improve water 
quality, the focus must now be on non-point sources and improving the quality of stormwater that enters surface waters 
through the storm drain system.

Like the original Above the Falls Plan, this plan affirms the importance of addressing stormwater management with in-
novative and proactive strategies. The Mississippi River is lined with stormwater outfalls, carrying stormwater from a 
network of pipes throughout the city to deposit it directly in the river. There is currently inadequate management and 
filtering of stormwater on lands within the study area. New development – both private and public – provides an oppor-
tunity to bring sites into compliance with current standards regarding stormwater management.

However, unlike the original plan, this one does not recommend detailed strategies regarding stormwater management 
for specific locations. While the original plan assumed the ability to build a very large scale regional treatment system 
(based on large-scale land acquisition), the current, more incremental approach to implementation will make this a less 
likely option. However, this does not imply that there are not opportunities for shared and stacked functions that make 
the best use of available space to accommodate sustainable, attractive, and functional stormwater management systems. 
Instead, below is a list of principles to guide in the development of stormwater management infrastructure:

•	 Whenever possible bring sites along the upper riverfront into compliance with Minneapolis’ stormwater ordi-
nances and the Mississippi Watershed Management Organization’s (MWMO) stormwater standards.

•	 Continue to pursue a range of stormwater best management practices in new development and parks to meet 
high standards for stormwater capture, retention, and treatment.

•	 Explore ways to attractively incorporate stormwater features into the public realm, through the use of green infra-
structure such as: ponds, rain gardens, vegetated swales, water features, green roofs and other strategies.

•	 Support the retrofitting of existing sites with stormwater best management practices and the reduction of imper-
vious surface cover along the upper riverfront. 

•	 Consider partnerships and coordination between private development, parks and the MWMO to maximize the 
efficiency of stormwater systems, monitor changes in the ecosystem, explore shared solutions, and increase the 
greening of the public realm.
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•	 Coordinate the provision of stormwater management strategies and open space, to provide public realm con-
nectivity and preserve scenic views.

•	 A number of possible best management practices may be applicable in this area. The technologies available con-
tinue to evolve and change. A recent, highly effective advancement in BMP design is adding iron enhancement to 
filtration areas, to remove dissolved phosphorus. Below are identified some potential strategies that are currently 
available and may be a good fit in parts of the upper riverfront:

ABOVE-GROUND BMPS
In addition to providing a functional purpose, many of these BMPs can be attractive additions to open space and the 
public realm. When used on private property development near the riverfront, they can help provide a physical and visual 
connection to the river.

•	 Stormwater basin. For larger or shared sites, a stormwater basin may be an appropriate choice. There are several 
types. A constructed retention basin with a permanent pool of water is a wet stormwater pond. Runoff is captured 
and treated in the pond through gravitational settling and biological uptake until it is displaced by runoff from 
the next storm. A dry detention pond is a basin with outlets designed to temporarily detain stormwater and al-
low sediment particles and associated pollutants to settle out. Water is gradually released into the storm drain 
system and the basin remains empty between runoff events. An infiltration basin is a shallow and dry depres-
sion designed to capture and temporarily store stormwater runoff. Runoff is routed through storm drain systems, 
channels, swales and other stormwater systems to a basin consisting of conditioned soil and sometimes mulch 
and plants that promote infiltration and plant up-take of water. During a large rain event, bypass or emergency 
spillways deal with excess water and prevent flooding. A constructed wetland is a basin with a permanent pool 
of water that creates growing conditions suitable for water-tolerant plants. Runoff is slowly released into streams, 
natural wetlands, and other receiving waters. 

•	 Vegetated swale. A swale is a shallow drainage conveyance trench or shoulder with a gentle slope designed to 
slow the speed of, transport and treat runoff. A swale looks similar to a ditch, but is slightly wider and may use 
berms and/or check dams to promote settling and infiltration. Swales are commonly used as a substitute to, or 
enhancement of, a curb and gutter system. 

•	 Rain garden. A rain garden is a shallow depression that captures stormwater runoff from roofs, driveways, streets 
and parking lots, allowing it to infiltrate into the soil. These gardens typically utilize a modified soil mixture to 
ensure that the gardens soak up the water within a two-day period. Many are designed to have an overflow out-
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let during heavy rainfall events. Rain gardens can be planted with 
shrubs, perennials or native wildflowers and grasses to increase in-
filtration and attract a variety of birds and butterflies.

•	 Porous pavement. A hard but permeable surface that allows water 
to infiltrate across the entire area is known as porous pavement. 
The pavement is made without fine sand or small aggregate to cre-
ate void spaces that allow rain and snow melt to pass through to 
a bed of open-graded aggregate beneath the pervious pavement. 
Stormwater is then collected and stored in these voids until it in-
filtrates into the underlying soils. Permeable paving should not be 
used in areas with the potential for high volume/high speed traffic, 
because its load-bearing capacity is less than conventional pave-
ment.  In addition, areas with high pollutant loads or debris can 
cause porous pavement to clog and reduce its efficiency.

•	 Infiltration or flow-through planter. A container with an open 
bottom placed above or below ground and filled with gravel, soil, 
and vegetation is known as an infiltration planter. Stormwater is 
temporarily stored in the planter and then slowly filters down into 
soils underneath. A similar container with a closed but impervious 
bottom and sides is known as a flow-through planter. Water that is 
not absorbed by the soil or plants flows through and is collected in 
a perforated pipe at the bottom of the planter and routed to a drain 
system or network of planters. 

•	 Impervious surface reduction. Reducing total impervious cover 
on a site can reduce stormwater runoff. Approaches include reduc-
ing paved parking and loading areas, narrowing streets and drive-
ways, and similar strategies.

UNDERGROUND BMPS
Underground BMPs provide options where there is not enough surface 
area on a site to manage stormwater. This can be a good option where 
urban densities are fairly high, and activity and walkability take priority 
over open space.

•	 Infiltration trench or French drain. An infiltration trench is a 
shallow trench filled with stone, sand or rock to create a reservoir 
for runoff until it infiltrates into the soil or is released slowly into 
a storm drain system, usually over a period of several days. Some 
contain a perforated pipe at the bottom to collect stormwater and 
direct it to a conveyance system. Underground infiltration trenches 
are ideal for areas with limited space as they can be more vertical 
than horizontal. Trenches can be exposed or covered with stone, 
sand, grass, small plants or shrubs to better incorporate into the 
urban landscape.

•	 Sand filters. Sand filters usually consist of two-chambers: a sedi-
mentation chamber and a filtration chamber filled with sand or 
another filtering media. As stormwater flows into the first cham-
ber, large particles settle out, then finer particles and other pollut-
ants are removed as stormwater flows through filtering media. The 
filtered water is then discharged through an underdrain system 
to either the storm drain system or destination point. Sand filters 
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are preferred over infiltration practices when contamination of 
groundwater is a concern, where soils cannot treat the water or 
water tables are high.

•	 Downstream filtration device. Downstream filtration devices 
are placed at the entry point to a storm drain system to filter wa-
ter and remove sediment, debris and pollution. These devices are 
reserved for dense development areas and act as pre-treatment 
for other treatment practices where space is limited. 

•	 Underground storage. A number of underground stormwater 
storage techniques are available, and are often viable alternatives 
particularly in dense urban areas with limited room for surface 
stormwater management. On-site underground storage can be 
used at many scales. Some have a low profile that makes stor-
age suitable for areas with high water tables and for use under 
parking lots, roadways and paved areas. Units can also be linked 
together to increase capacity. Large, underground retention sys-
tems designed to remove large particulates, debris, oil and grease 
from runoff are known as oil and grit separators. Drywell is a pro-
cess where stormwater runoff is funneled into an underground 
rock-filled trench, temporarily detained and infiltrated back into 
the surrounding soils. Located underground, a pervious pipe sys-
tem allows infiltration of water through perforated pipe walls. A 
cistern is an exposed or buried tank with a secure cover and dis-
charge pump that captures and stores roof runoff for reuse on-
site. Retention is conducted by using on-site pipes or chambers 
that capture and store runoff underground. Stored water is slowly 
released directly into an outlet pipe at rates designed to reduce 
peak flows.

•	 Green roof. A green roof uses living plant material as part of the 
roofing system. The plants, roots, and soils filter, detain and absorb 
rainwater so the water that does leave the roof is slowed, cleansed 
and cooled. Some systems then capture resulting stormwater and 
direct it to a storage tank or municipal system.

BMPS NEAR THE RIVERBANK
Some BMPs are uniquely suitable for locations along the riverfront. They 
are identified below.

•	 Native landscaping. Native plants and trees are defined as spe-
cies growing in a particular area at the time of European settle-
ment that are adapted to local weather, water and soil conditions. 
They tend to require less maintenance, less fertilizer, and are more 
resistant to drought, local pests and diseases than non-native 
landscape such as turf grass. These deep-rooted grasses and flow-
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ers break up compact soil, allowing for more stormwater infiltration. The plants themselves intercept and hold 
rainwater and decrease water flow with stalks, stems, branches and foliage.

•	 Vegetated filter strip. A vegetated area along a body of water designed to treat runoff as overland sheet flow. It 
may be designed in any natural vegetated form, from a grassy meadow to a small forest, but is designed to filter 
and slow stormwater from impervious surfaces before reaching waterway systems or sensitive environmental ar-
eas. Deliberate vegetated filter strips differ from natural buffers in that they are designed specifically for pollution 
removal by slowing runoff and allowing particulates to settle.

•	 Reforestation: Trees, much more than smaller plants, slow down, capture and hold rainfall in the canopy’s leaves 
and branches. Rainfall that is not intercepted may be taken up by the tree’s extensive root system, which holds soil 
in place. The canopy also shades impervious surfaces. Generally, large trees with large leaf area are the most ef-
ficient rainfall inceptors. Deciduous trees are not effective during winter months, but evergreen trees will capture 
precipitation all year-round.

•	 Shoreline stabilization. Traditionally, shoreline erosion problems have been solved using human-made materials 
on the shoreline, but there are a variety of more natural techniques as will. Native vegetation with extensive root 
systems will bond the soil in the banks. The above-ground portion of the plants dissipates the energy of erosive 
waves, creating quiet water areas along the bank that allow sediment to accumulate rather than erode. Shoreline 
vegetation plantings provide additional habitat for fish and wildlife.

•	 Daylighting streams. Daylighting is the process of bringing a buried stream above ground, removing artificial 
culverts, pipes or drainage systems and exposing all, or a portion of it to sunlight, air and soils. Some projects rec-
reate wetlands or ponds. If some outfalls along the river bank were to receive this treatment, it could be challeng-

I l l u s t r a t i o n  f r o m  M i s s i s s i p p i  W a t e r s h e d  M a n a g e m e n t  O r g a n i z a t i o n ’ s  “ W a t e r  Q u a l i t y 
S t a n d a r d s  A n a l y s i s ” 
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ing to deal with the magnitude of water and pollutants conveyed by large pipes. Measures would need to be taken 
to divert the flows from large storm events, and to pretreat for pollutant loads, so that daylighting BMPs would not 
be overwhelmed and destroyed..

ASIAN CARP
The spread of the invasive Asian carp along the nation’s waterways has been an increasing threat to the Mississippi River, 
including the stretch through the Above the Falls study area. The science and policy on this topic are still evolving, and the 
recommended responses to the threat are still under development.

As this is a much larger issue than the extent of this plan, it will not attempt to be a full policy response to this topic. How-
ever, there are some implications worth noting for the future of the area:

•	 The full or partial closure of lock and dam systems downstream from the study area has been suggested as a po-
tential barrier to the upstream spread of Asian carp. If this closure is permanent, or semi-permanent, it will make 
full use of barging and other through traffic from the Upper Riverfront impossible. As the plan recommends a 
transition away from uses dependent on barging, this could be compatible with that approach.

•	 The lock and dam closure would also limit the ability of recreational use of the river via boating. However, it may 
still be possible for small craft to complete a portage around the lock and dam, or simply use the upper pool.

•	 If the use of the lock and dam is discontinued, dredging of the upper riverfront would likely be as well. This would 
likely limit boats to small craft, such as canoes and kayaks. It would also free up the space used for dredge spoils 
for other riverfront use.

•	 The closure would also result in economic impacts to some businesses and supply chains relying on barging. This 
is discussed in the section below. 
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TRANSPORTATION NETWORKS
BARGE TRANSPORT
Barge transport is useful for low value, high volume bulk commodities, where speed of delivery is not important.  It can 
also move fragile commodities safer than freight rail because the travel is smoother, resulting in less “spoilage” in ship-
ments.  A “Jumbo Barge” is the current standard barge size.  It is 35’ wide by almost 200’ long.  Barge transport is a competi-
tor to rail transport for bulk materials where origins and destinations have sufficient correspondence to the alignment 
of river systems.  Private businesses will make freight transport decisions based on economics, time frame and reliability.

CURRENT BARGING ACTIVITY
There are currently three barging terminals in operation on the City’s upper riverfront.

1.	 Northern Metal Recycling, 2800 Pacific Street.  At the location of the former American Iron recycling business, 
Northern Metal Recycling utilizes its terminal for export of recycled metals.

ANNUAL MINNESOTA PORT TONNAGE

Port 2010 2009 2008 2007 2006 2005

Minneapolis 663,935 545,840 781,155 795,372 1,069,238 1,024,877
St. Paul 5,071,864 3,469,383 5,126,732 5,511,445 5,462,801
Savage 2,777,677 1,705,650 3,201,406 3,214,351 3,018,613
Red Wing 735,417 631,870 851,692 920,610 787,883
Winona 1,672,630 1,573,239 2,099,746 2,204,375 2,008,029
Total 10,803,428 8,160,297 12,074,948 12,920,019 12,302,203

2.	 Aggregate Industries, Pacific Street and 26th Avenue.  At the location of the former JL Shiely business, the Ag-
gregate Industries facility is primarily utilized for the receipt of sand and gravel for utilization in the construction 
industry.  The cost effectiveness of this business is presumably related to the proximity of Gray Cloud Island, where 
the materials are mined.  Gray Cloud Island is just south of St Paul, a mile downriver from where Interstate 494 
crosses the Mississippi River.  Based on a reported conversation with MNDOT staff, there may be an estimated 10 
to 15 years remaining in the supply of aggregate at Gray Cloud Island.  

3.	 The Upper Harbor Terminal, owned by the City of Minneapolis and operated by River Services.  The current City 
contract with River Services runs through 2014.  A variety of commodities are received at the UHT.   Almost all 
materials are received rather than shipped at the terminal.  River Services reportedly stopped loading barges out 
of Minneapolis around five years ago in order to reduce costs.  The terminal is served by a Canadian Pacific spur 
rail line that is also used by Twin City & Western Railroad (TC&W). However, most of the commodities that arrive by 
barge at the UHT are shipped out on trucks.  In 2009, 91% (by tonnage) of all commodities shipped out of the UHT 
went via trucks with only 5% using the rail spur.

Barge transport to the upper riverfront is limited by the size of the lock and dam system. The three locks between Min-
neapolis and St Paul can accommodate only two-barge assemblages.  This is in contrast to all of the other locks on the 
Mississippi River, which can accommodate assemblages of 9 barges at one time.  Over the past five years, the amount of 
commodities passed through the Upper Locks at St Anthony Falls has declined by 47% based on overall tonnage. This 
compares to a 12% overall reduction for the entire Mississippi River Port System, which includes 5 ports: Winona, Red 
Wing, Savage, St Paul, and Minneapolis. In 2010, a total of 663,935 tons of commodities were shipped through the Up-
per Locks at St Anthony Falls.  Questions remain whether the drop in barging traffic is due to a lack of competitiveness of 
this location as a shipping option, and its uncertain future, or whether better market positioning, and site improvements 
might serve to increase volumes.  Both may be true.

S o u r c e :  M i n n e s o t a ’ s  R i v e r  Te r m i n a l s ,  M n D O T  2 0 0 9 ,  w i t h  2 0 1 0  d a t a  f r o m  A r m y 
C o r p s
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THE MISSISSIPPI RIVER SYSTEM 
The river navigational system serving Minnesota is maintained by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers.  The Corps dredges 
the navigation channels and operates the 29 locks on the Upper Mississippi River. The locks serve both the commercial 
operators and recreational boaters. The commercial barge operators on the river pay for half of the cost of major Federal 
lock construction with a fuel user tax which is now 20 cents per gallon.

The annual cost to the Corps of operating and maintaining the three locks and dams between Minneapolis and St Paul 
averages $3.72 million.  This includes the maintenance of the navigation channel for the same reach of the river.

The Corps and other state and federal authorities have recently raised the alert about the potential for the upward spread 
of Asian carp, a large invasive species that has the potential to severely damage northern Minnesota’s recreational fishing 
industry. Permanently closing the Minneapolis lock and dam system may become necessary to keep it from spreading 
further. While the fish are large enough to jump over many barriers, they would not be able to clear the St Anthony Falls if 
the lock was closed. The urgency of this discussion has increased recently by DNA testing of nearby waters which shows 
the presence of Asian carp.

ECONOMIC VALUE OF BARGING 
Barge transport has value for the businesses that utilize it.  For the upper riverfront, these were quantified in a 2004 
MNDOT study entitled “Modal Shifts from the Mississippi River & Duluth/Superior to Land Transportation.”  This study 
estimated the value of barging services to the Minneapolis upper riverfront by evaluating the cost of unloading barges in 
St Paul instead of Minneapolis, and trucking the material from St Paul to its various destinations.  This provides a starting 
point for understanding the economic importance of barging services to Minneapolis terminals (once scaled to current 
shipping volumes and adjusted for inflation).  The actual impact on businesses will be lower than this estimate by some 
amount, because businesses could respond to discontinuance of barging services to Minneapolis in a variety of ways—of 
which offloading barge shipments in St Paul is just one possibility.

ANNUAL MINNESOTA PORT TONNAGE

Port 2010 2009 2008 2007 2006 2005

Minneapolis 663,935 545,840 781,155 795,372 1,069,238 1,024,877
St. Paul 5,071,864 3,469,383 5,126,732 5,511,445 5,462,801
Savage 2,777,677 1,705,650 3,201,406 3,214,351 3,018,613
Red Wing 735,417 631,870 851,692 920,610 787,883
Winona 1,672,630 1,573,239 2,099,746 2,204,375 2,008,029
Total 10,803,428 8,160,297 12,074,948 12,920,019 12,302,203
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The elements addressed in this plan included the costs (both public and private) of the modal shift in transportation 
modes and adjustments to business operations based on the change in transportation options. It found that the costs 
could be significant, in terms of increased cost of business operations, costs associated with roadway maintenance, and 
additional highway congestion from trucks.

In 2012, an additional study was commissioned by the Metropolitan Council, entitled “Assessment of Economic Impact of 
Potentially Discontinuing the Operation of the Upper St. Anthony Falls Lock.” This economic analysis was an assessment 
of the regional economic effects of potentially closing the Upper Lock at St. Anthony Falls, which is considered an option 
to halt the upriver movement of Asian carp, a harmful invasive species.  Closure of the lock would curtail barge traffic to 
the Upper Riverfront in Minneapolis.  The study analyzes the changes in the transportation system and elements of the 
supply chain, identifies anticipated business adaptations to these changes, and describes the effect of these changes on: 

•	 The state economy, including average annual output, wage income, jobs and value-added 

•	 The sectors and businesses that use the commodities shipped through the locks 

•	 The businesses that use the locks and their employees

•	 Recreational users, organizations and businesses  

The report also addressed redevelopment potential of the Upper Riverfront if heavy industry is relocated. It did not ad-
dress the economic impact of further carp migration into Minnesota rivers and lakes. It also did not address the offsetting 
positive value of redevelopment from closure and conversion of barging sites, in particular the Upper Harbor Terminal.

The discontinued use of the lock would require changes in the distribution network of these businesses and industries: 

•	 Shifting commodity movement from barge to truck 

•	 Creating additional transportation and material handling costs for these businesses/industries 

•	 Stimulating new capital investment to adapt to these changes 

•	 Increasing truck traffic and related societal impacts 

•	 Creating changes in employment. 

The impact of the closure of the Upper St. Anthony Lock would be:

•	 The permanent loss of 72 jobs in the Minnesota economy (direct employment loss)

•	 A net permanent loss of an additional 12 jobs as the impact of the initial job cuts and reduced business spending 
ripples through the economy (indirect and induced change).

•	 An increase of 21,316 truck trips, concentrated during the work week, primarily in the 8.5 month period typically 
associated with barge shipment.

Potentially discontinuing operation of the Upper St. Anthony Falls locks would create a shift in transportation from barge 
to truck expected to cost Minnesota’s economy $21.5 million over the 2012-2040 timeframe. Importantly, the impact 
could be greater than described above because of problems that specific businesses may experience with their supply 
chain and localized traffic problems.

While the report notes that the total impacts here are not great in terms of the size of the overall state economy, it does 
point to the fact that localized impacts may be significant. As a result, mitigation of these impacts may be advisable if the 
plan to close the lock and dam proceeds. Specific areas called out for additional investigation included traffic and safety 
impacts of the increased truck volumes, and a closer look at supply chain issues, especially regarding specific industries.

UPPER HARBOR TERMINAL
Many varying claims have been made regarding the value and potential of the Upper Harbor Terminal.  The 48 acres of 
City owned land include almost a mile of Mississippi River frontage.  The Terminal currently employs around 15 individu-
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als, and it provides access to barging services for 15 to 20 companies.  It provides an important function to the businesses 
it serves, and is modestly profitable. It is, however, far from what was originally intended in terms of volume of business 
and revenue.  This is partly related to its structural disadvantage in comparison with all other barging terminals on the 
Mississippi River—that is, the size constraints of the locks between St Paul and Minneapolis—which suggests that it will 
never be as large and profitable as downstream terminals.  On the other hand, given the rising cost of petroleum and 
the low environmental impact of barge transport in general, there may be an overall increase in Mississippi River barge 
transport in the future.  And this may increase the demand for UHT services as it would other terminals.  

There are few if any business relationships between the Upper Harbor Terminal and nearby industrial businesses.  This is 
because, aside from the two heavy industrial facilities that have their own private barging terminals, the small to medium 
sized industrial facilities on the upper riverfront would seldom need bulk commodities on the scale that justifies transport 
by barge.  Closer ties between upper riverfront businesses and the UHT are unlikely to be built through industrial rede-
velopment (to the extent that it is pursued on the upper riverfront), because City industrial policy favors job-intensive 
production facilities over land-intensive users or distributors of bulk materials.  These observations cast doubt on recent 
suggestions that the Terminal could serve as an economic engine to foster growth in an adjacent job-intensive industrial 
district.

This research supports the conclusion of the Above the Falls plan that the UHT facility can be closed at some point to 
pursue a higher value future that makes better use of the City’s riverfront.  This proposed course of action was accepted 
by the Metropolitan Council and MNDOT after City Council adoption of the plan.  According to MNDOT staff, this was 
based on a subsequent analysis that concluded that closure of the UHT would have “no significant impact” on highway 
congestion.  And barge terminals in St Paul are considered to have ample capacity to receive the shipments that currently 
go to Minneapolis.

Although City policy calls for the eventual closure of the Upper Harbor Terminal, there is reason to proceed cautiously.  
The property is extensive, and if it were not in active use it would need to be maintained by the City of Minneapolis.  Se-
curing the site in the first year of closure would cost an estimated $365,000, and the ongoing annual holding costs are 

Material Tons In Barge Truck Tons Out Truck Rail Barge

Aggregate 10,517.36 0.00 13,302.64 0.00 0.00
Coal 88,016.50 0.00 105,118.40 0.00 0.00
Wood Chips 0.00 0.00 533.12 0.00 0.00
Dredge Sand 0.00 0.00 22,843.20 0.00 0.00
DAP 17,000.74 0.00 16,270.78 499.80 0.00
Granite Block 0.00 574.85 574.85 0.00 0.00
MAP 1,467.89 0.00 1,454.17 0.00 0.00
Pig Iron 7,665.85 0.00 13,996.16 0.00 0.00
Pig Iron Nodules 0.00 0.00 469.44 0.00 0.00
Potash 2,967.13 0.00 2,957.32 0.00 0.00
Prilled Urea 9,267.59 0.00 0.00 9,267.59 0.00
Twine 3,340.00 4,335.45 7,675.45 0.00 0.00
Sand 0.00 0.00 914.43 0.00 0.00
Scrap Materials 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 7,613.90
Urea 12,233.04 0.00 15,157.64 2,139.36 0.00

Total 152,476.09 4,910.30 201,267.60 11,906.75 7,613.90

Total Tons In 157,386.39

Total Tons Out 220,788.25

Total Tons 378,174.64
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estimated to be $75,000 per year.

The current lease of the site by River Services, by contrast, generates revenues to the City of Minneapolis, and absolves 
the City of all maintenance responsibilities and expenditures.  This suggests that closure of the terminal should be timed 
to coincide with redevelopment of the site—and that there is a public interest in the viability of barging services in the 
interim.

FREIGHT RAIL TRANSPORT
The two highest freight rail users in the area are Burlington Northern Santa Fe (BNSF) and Canadian Pacific (CP). The BNSF 
mainline runs north-south along the east side of the study area.  It runs freight trains, as well as Amtrak, and Northstar 
passenger service, resulting in 40 to 60 trains per day. Shoreham Yard serves as a major BN rail yard.  The CP mainline runs 
east-west across the northern end of the study area, crossing the Mississippi River just south of the Camden Bridge, and 
is one of the busiest rail lines in the state.

Both railroad companies have spur lines that serve the upper riverfront.  The CP spur extends along the west side of the 
river from the CP rail bridge to the Star Tribune printing facility.  The CP spur is also used by the Twin City & Western Rail-
road (TC&W), a Class III private railroad.  The BNSF spur extends along the east side of the river, crossing at a rail bridge a 
couple of blocks north of West Broadway.  This convergence of rail facilities offers upper river businesses multiple options 
for rail freight transport.

Based on this study’s business survey and additional investigation, few industrial businesses on the east side of the Upper 
Riverfront use freight rail. West side usage is also very light.

Decisions with respect to mode of transportation are individually made by the businesses based on cost. The multiple 
rail lines in the upper riverfront area provide a competitive advantage for area businesses. A business may play off rail 
companies and other modes of transportation to compete for pricing even if they are located on one company’s track. 
For example, a business could contract with CP or Minnesota Commercial on BNSF tracks. A rail option can also be used 
to bargain for lower trucking prices. 

Rail traffic is growing regionally and nationally, 2009 was the highest volume year ever. During the last gas price spike 
small shipping companies went out of business, consolidated, or moved to rail. Congestion in the metropolitan area 
further advantages rail transport.  In some cases because of this congestion, goods will be trucked away from the Cities, 
loaded to freight rail, and shipped to the Cities by rail.

While current volumes are relatively low in the upper riverfront, rail has significant potential for future growth that is al-
ready being realized. While not suitable for all goods, it may increasingly be an attractive option as gas prices rise. Since 
these lines are actively used, it is anticipated that they will remain in place for the foreseeable future.

The spur lines in the upper riverfront carry low volumes, but are nonetheless an asset to area businesses.  They are, 
however, less critical for performance of the overall network.  The rail network should be robust. Changes that decrease 
mainline connectivity and redundancy should be approached with caution. While maintaining the option of rail can be a 
selling point for various industrial sites, they should be managed in a way to otherwise be compatible with existing and 
planned future growth and redevelopment.

It is also noted that due to the vacation of rail lines in various parts of the city – combined with recent growth in rail traf-
fic – there are capacity concerns, including a possible bottleneck downtown, especially with Northstar and other planned 
commuter rail operations that may run on the same tracks.

HIGHWAY AND TRUCK NETWORK
Truck traffic in the Above the Falls area is connected to the regional transportation network via Interstate I-94 with local 
access at West Broadway, Dowling Avenue, and 49th Avenue N. The route from I-94 to Shoreham Yards (via Dowling Ave-
2nd St. N-Lowry Ave.-University Ave-23rd Ave. NE-30th Ave. NE) is designated as part of the National Highway System as 
an Intermodal Connector.

The local street network also includes truck routes on Washington Avenue, 2nd Street N, Broadway Avenue, Lowry Av-
enue and Marshall Street NE.
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The major north-south truck routes are I-94 on the west bank and University Avenue on the east bank. Interstate 94 is one 
of the highest freight routes in general in the region, though volumes are higher north of I-694 than south of it. Over the 
past ten years, the truck traffic volumes on I-94 have increased, especially near the northern end of the study area. It is 
possible there is a link between the decline in UHT usage and increased truck traffic, though many other factors are likely 
at work as well.

On the other hand, there has been a substantial decline in truck traffic on University Avenue, from volumes that were 
fairly low to begin with.  Given that the road runs through residential and commercial areas, this is not necessarily a prob-
lem. It is unclear why this change has happened, though it may be due to redevelopment and change on the east bank.

At present, there generally is adequate capacity for trucks throughout the highway system, though overall system con-
gestion may pose the challenges as it does to other vehicle traffic. Concerns have been raised regarding the volumes and 
safety of intersections along Marshall Street and Lowry Avenue NE. These are County routes and therefore improvements 
are likely to happen through them. 

There are County plans for improvements to Lowry (already implemented on the west bank) that show a much wider 

DAILY TRUCK TRAFFIC COUNTS ON AREA FREIGHT ROUTES 1998-2009

Route Name Location 1998 2009 ∆ 1998 - 2009

I-94 N OF 49th AV N IN MPLS 4,550 5,400 19%

I-94 N OF DOWLING AV N IN MPLS 4,800 5,300 10%

I-94 S OF LOWRY AV 4,900 5,500 12%

I-94 N OF PLYMOUTH AV BRIDGE IN MPLS 4,800 4,800 0%

University Ave S OF 37th AV NE 660 530 -20%

University Ave N OF LOWRY AV NE 660 485 -27%

University Ave N OF E BROADWAY ST 560 455 -19%

M a p  7 . 5 :  R e g i o n a l  R a i l  N e t w o r k  M a p
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cross section, necessitating the removal of commercial and residential buildings along the street. At present, the City 
does not support this measure, and has advocated for an amendment to County plans to focus just on key intersection 
improvements. At present, the project has no timeline or budget.

There are also tentative plans for making Marshall Street more like a parkway while still accommodating trucks. This is 
supported by previous planning documents including the original Above the Falls plan and the City’s Bicycle Master Plan. 
As with Lowry, this project had no identified timeline or budget.

Regardless, this plan acknowledges that truck traffic will need to be accommodated in the long term on local streets and 
parkways; the design of these facilities will need to allow for adequate turning radii while still promoting bicycle and 
pedestrian safety and friendliness.

TRANSIT
TRANSIT NETWORK
Existing bus service for the area is fairly limited; frequent routes are located farther into neighborhoods on both sides of 
the river, but the study area service is not always frequent or convenient. Service that is more frequent tends to service 
east-west trips, while north-south transit movement through the area is nearly non-existent. In contrast to express bus 
routes that run on I-35W in south Minneapolis, express bus routes in the study area that use I-94 do not currently stop at 
any strategic locations. That being said, it is acknowledged that there are a limited number of possible transit trip genera-
tors that exist in the study area. Residential development is infrequent and dispersed, while job centers are atypical of 
those best served by transit service. The study area is directly served by the following bus routes: 

Route 32 – an east/west local route connecting inner ring suburbs to the west of Minneapolis with North Minneapo-
lis and the Rosedale commercial area to the east, primarily along Lowry Avenue.

Route 14 – a north/south local route with termini in Robbinsdale and Richfield that traverses Downtown Minne-
apolis.

Route 11, while not in the study area, is a local route that serves areas just to the east of Marshall Avenue, connect-
ing nearby Columbia Heights, Downtown Minneapolis, and South Minneapolis. 

No express bus routes directly serve this part of Minneapolis.

This presents somewhat of a chicken and egg situation between transit service and future development. Improved transit 
service on a wide scale is unlikely to occur without increased residential and/or job density, but attracting this increase 
in density may be challenging without the improved transit service. If anticipated economic development is intended 
to serve as an employment connection for residents of north Minneapolis, improvements to the transit service will be 
important. Examples exist from other communities across the country where transit service was subsidized to support 
the early stages of a development area; however, this approach is not common in the Twin Cities for a variety of reasons 
– chief among them the funding strategies involved in providing such a service.

Another limitation is the lack of high frequency transit options running east-west across the study area. Not only does this 
limit access between North and Northeast, but it limits access from adjacent neighborhoods to the riverfront.

STREETCAR
The southern end of the study area contains a portion of the long-term streetcar network. A route including a combina-
tion of Washington Avenue North and West Broadway Avenue is identified for further study in the Minneapolis Streetcar 
Feasibility Study. Just east of the study area, Central Avenue NE was also identified in the report as a possible streetcar 
route. The Central Avenue alignment is currently undergoing an Alternatives Analysis aimed at determining the best tran-
sit mode for the corridor, with an expected local decision sometime in 2013. As discussed elsewhere in this report, lack of 
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a direct transit connection to the upper riverfront area and in particular on the west side of the river, is a hindrance to 
further development. However, the building blocks are in place for improvements to the transit network. At this time, 
funding is not in place to continue study of the Washington Avenue and West Broadway streetcar alignment.

ARTERIAL BRT STUDY
In 2011 Metro Transit completed a study of transit routes in the Twin Cities that could benefit from enhanced bus rapid 
transit service. The study identified 11 routes that already experience high ridership, but have an anticipated need for 
long term investment and improvement. Consistent with the findings of the Minneapolis Streetcar Feasibility Study, the 
Arterial Transitway Corridors Study identified Washington Avenue North and West Broadway Avenue as a corridor of 
need, as well as the Central Avenue NE route. 

ACCESS MINNEAPOLIS
The study area has some of the lowest auto ownership rates in the City. The portions of the Near North community that 
front the Mississippi River in particular have very low ownership rates. While this part of the study area has a general lack 
of transit service, it is noted that aside from a few pockets of residential the areas east of I-94 are not densely populated. 
This reality further underscores the need to invest in a transportation system that serves a diversity of modes.

In recent years, two supporting documents to ACCESS Minneapolis were adopted by the Minneapolis City Council. 
The Pedestrian and Bicycle Master Plans identify needs and priorities for increasing the ability of Minneapolis citizens 
to travel through the city through improvements to infrastructure, policy, and programming. Of particular importance 
to this plan are the network gaps identified in both documents. Typical of industrial districts in the City, the Pedestrian 
Master Plan identifies a high number of sidewalk gaps within the study area. Regardless of primary street use it is a goal 
of the Pedestrian Master Plan and this document to provide for pedestrian movement on all public streets. Similarly the 
Bicycle Master Plan identifies priorities for infrastructure investment throughout the city. Proposed routes for bicycle 
facilities are largely congruent with the Riverway Street network, discussed later in this chapter.

 ROADS AND BRIDGES
GRAND ROUNDS
Since its inception in the 1880s the Minneapolis Park Board has had a long record of success in developing parks, park-
ways, and trails, including the total system of integrated parkways known as the Grand Rounds. The system links a 
series of greenway amenities surrounding the City’s water bodies, including the Chain of Lakes, Minnehaha Creek, and 
East and West River Parkway. Park planners have long recognized the natural affinity and interest people have in water 
features. Given the steep topography of the Lower Gorge, the East and West River Parkways along the Mississippi could 
be developed early in the City’s history without vying with competing land uses. The Central Riverfront, however, was 
the industrial heart of the Minneapolis for a hundred years; yet, when milling declined and ended at the falls, most of 
the riverbank became vacant and available. In 1989 the Park Board and other agencies celebrated the extension of West 
River Parkway through the historic milling district, past the Hennepin Avenue Bridge, to Plymouth Ave. This plan now 
addresses some of the final links in the Grand Rounds system: an extension of park amenities north along the Mississippi 
River.

In addition to parks and recreational trails, the Minneapolis park system continues to develop parkways for passenger 
vehicles. Original parkways were first constructed as carriageways for horse-drawn vehicles, with the resulting streets 
setting a clear boundary between public and private space. Park Board standards call for narrow drive lanes, restricted 
connections to local streets and arterial thoroughfares, and no commercial truck traffic. However, the design of West 
River Parkway should reflect the industrial nature of the adjacent land uses. Truck traffic will likely need to be allowed 
and accommodated on this future roadway. Furthermore, connections to local streets are an important implementation 
step in better connecting neighborhoods of North Minneapolis to the River. A key objective for the Upper River plan is 
to extend West River Parkway up the west bank to connect with Webber Parkway and North Mississippi Regional Park, 
and connect to the east bank via the Camden Bridge to St. Anthony Parkway.
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On the east bank, Marshall Street is the logical boundary for new riverfront parks, and as such, there is a desire to convert 
Marshall into a parkway. As part of a complete Riverway Street system, improvements to streets leading to the riverfront 
will encourage local identification with the river and extend the benefits of new park amenities back into adjacent neigh-
borhoods. Regional access routes for vehicles can be provided on thoroughfares with river bridges. Previous plans have 
called for improved local access streets, referred to as “greenway windows” or “gateway streets,” that would include new 
landscaping and infrastructure that facilitates pedestrian and bicycle movement to the river.

RIVERWAY STREET SYSTEM 
The plan envisions a system of “Riverway Streets,” with enhanced streetscapes and signage that will lead residents and 
visitors to riverfront parks. This concept is also referred to a Greenway Streets and Green Corridors in the RiverFirst plan. 
This system includes major thoroughfares with river crossing bridges, as well as local streets that provide the most di-
rect routes across north and northeast Minneapolis. Regional routes on high traffic thoroughfares should have enhance-
ments that are oriented to vehicular way-finding, while local routes should have improved facilities for pedestrians and 
bicyclists. Employing a common palette of streetscape elements will identify the streets leading to and parallel with the 
river as a unified system; especially important is the installation of signage specifically designed to direct people to upper 
riverfront parks. 

The intent is to create a system of connectors to the riverfront that is safe, attractive, and accessible to all. A number of 
these streets are also Commercial and Community Corridors, which means that they are guided through broader city 
policy for new growth, density, and development of residential, commercial , and mixed use development. Additionally, 
many of these are also transit corridors, supporting development and accessibility.

Riverway Street elements may include:

•	 Directional signs to upper river parks

•	 Decorative pedestrian-level lighting

•	 Bicycle infrastructure

•	 Enhanced boulevard plantings

•	 Additional street tree plantings

The Riverway Street typology is based on cross-sections found in the Street and Sidewalk Design Guidelines, developed 
as part of the ACCESS Minneapolis Ten Year Transportation Plan. In this document, cross-sections are identified for road-
ways based on right of way width, street purpose, and priorities for pedestrian and bicycle improvements. It is recom-
mended in this plan that space and safety for pedestrians and cyclists be enhanced on identified Riverway Streets ahead 
of the need for automobile throughput. That being said, each project should be analyzed on a case by case basis taking 
into consideration such elements as connecting parks and residents, the freeway system, current and future develop-
ment, and freight circulation patterns.

The best opportunity for implementing these improvements is when facilities come up for complete reconstruction. 
However, as Riverway Streets receive maintenance through for instance a mill and overlay, lane reconfiguration should 
be considered to bring roadways closer to conformance with the goals of this plan. Connections outlined in both the 
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original Above the Falls plan and the Bicycle Master Plan that should be prioritized for transition toward a Riverway Street 
typology include:

On the West Bank:

•	 Humboldt Greenway

•	 Webber Parkway

•	 42nd Avenue North

•	 Dowling Avenue North

•	 35th/36th Avenue North

•	 33rd/34th Avenue North

•	 Lowry Avenue North

•	 29th Avenue North

•	 26th Avenue North

•	 West Broadway Avenue

•	 Plymouth Avenue North

On the East Bank:

•	 St. Anthony Parkway

•	 27th Avenue Northeast

•	 Lowry Avenue Northeast

•	 22nd Avenue Northeast

•	 18th Avenue Northeast

•	 14th Avenue Northeast

•	 13th Avenue Northeast

•	 8th Avenue Northeast

While not currently in the bicycle master plan, one additional connection was brought up during the public involvement 
process: a connection from 16th Avenue North to the riverfront. This would allow for access in an underserved area be-
tween the busy corridors of Broadway and Plymouth. The development in the area was developed to accommodate such 
a connection when it was possible to do so. This should be considered in future studies of and improvements to the area.
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PARKWAYS AND TRAILS
This plan recommends the extension of West River Parkway 2 miles and the redesign of Marshall St NE as a landscaped 
boulevard. Continuous parks along both banks will be accessed by over 6 miles of new bike lanes and recreational trails. 
West River Parkway will connect to Webber Parkway on the west bank and the entrance to North Mississippi Regional 
Park. On the east bank, the new Marshall Boulevard will connect Boom Island and the central riverfront to St. Anthony 
Parkway and riverfront parks in Anoka County.

A preferred typical parkway cross section for the new west bank portion of the parkway is provided below. This is based 
on the model of parkways located around lakes and along the river in other parts of Minneapolis.

Where possible, the trail system should be located close to the riverfront, to provide public visual access to the river. How-
ever, due to variations in topography, and the need to make connections around existing uses, the trail’s route may vary. 
Where there is space, pedestrian and bicycle traffic should be separated, for safety reasons. 

The route of the Mississippi River Trail, a continuous 3,000 mile route along the entire Mississippi River, passes through 
the study area. The route is the state’s first designated state bikeway. On the east bank, the route follows Marshall St NE. 
On the west bank, it goes along 2nd St N, 22nd Ave N, and the existing trail between 22nd Ave N and 8th Ave N along 
West River Road. As the parkway and trails are developed, they will be incorporated into this great national-scale amenity.

WEST RIVER PARKWAY
The extension of West River Parkway northwards past the existing terminus south of the Burlington Northern rail bridge 
will require extensive land acquisition and redevelopment to be fully realized. Below is a description of the approach for 
the various segments:

•	 Between 26th Avenue N and Lowry Avenue N, the 
route can potentially follow an interim alignment of 
Pacific Street, with connections on either end. There 
may also be an interim riverfront pedestrian and bi-
cycle connection along the riverfront, as shown in 
the RiverFirst vision. Creating a more final alignment, 
however, would require discontinuing barging op-
erations, purchasing and replatting lots, and relocat-
ing transportation access. While this is an important 
connection, it is likely to be a long term plan. The land 
uses along the 26th to Lowry section are guided to 
remain industrial. However, they may well transition 
to lighter, cleaner, and higher value industries at the 
time the area is redeveloped.

•	 Between Lowry Avenue N and Dowling Avenue N, 
the route will pass through the redeveloped Upper 
Harbor Terminal site.  As the current owners, the City 
will work with the MPRB to identify the final align-
ment that creates space for parks and trails, as well as 
development. The northern and southern ends of the 
alignment will be determined by how the alignment 
can fit beneath Lowry Avenue N and connect on the 
northern end to the Grand Rounds

•	 North of Dowling Avenue N, the route remains 
somewhat undecided. The need to connect to the 
Camden Bridge Grand Rounds route presents some 
challenges, and may require site acquisition and re-
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configuration of right-of-way. This again will likely be a long term project, with an interim route along 2nd Street 
North until then.

The new parkway connection will likely accommodate a mix of traffic, including trucks, though effort should be made to 
provide access for adjacent development’s parking and loading off of side streets and access drives rather than the park-
way itself. The frontage along the parkway should be mainly landscaping and pedestrian space. Wherever possible, curb 
cuts off the parkway itself should be minimized or eliminated.

Before complete reconstruction can take place and while land acquisition is ongoing, interim improvements and a short-
term route on the existing street network should be pursued. Both 2nd Street North and Pacific Street North could play 
an interim role in the routing of West River Parkway.

26TH AVENUE CONNECTION
The future route of the parkway intersects with 26th Avenue N, a local Riverway Street offering the only existing bridge 
over the interstate between Lowry and Broadway. This connection provides an important link for North Minneapolis 
residents to the Mississippi River, and is the focus of a RiverFirst priority project. At present, an enhanced bicycle facil-
ity is being developed, consistent with the City’s Bicycle Master Plan. Additional enhancements can provide improved 
streetscape and other amenities.

While the extension of the parkway north of this point along the river is likely a long term project (see above), there may 
be the possibility of at least making a link southward to the existing termination point of West River Road, linking 26th 
Ave N southwards to the Central Riverfront parkway and trails.

MARSHALL STREET NE
Paralleling the river from Grain Belt to the Xcel Riverside Plant, Marshall Street NE serves a variety of purposes in the lo-
cal and regional community. It is a thoroughfare connecting downtown and northeast Minneapolis to Anoka County; a 
residential street and a place of business; a commercial truck route; a park border; and commuter bicycle facility. Marshall 
is also currently designated as the Mississippi River Trail route through the study area. 

In 2003, Hennepin County completed A Design Development Plan for the Marshall/Main Street Corridor. This plan was de-
signed to provide additional guidance as to how to implement the vision for Marshall St NE as described in the original 
Above the Falls Plan. One of the chief recommendations was to convert the street from four to three lanes (two lanes 
with an intermittent center turn lane), which calmed traffic while maintain sufficient vehicle capacity. This conversion was 
completed, and is the current configuration. This is a change from the original Above the Falls Plan, which assumed four 
lanes would remain. Off-peak parking in the outer lanes was converted to separate parking lanes.

The Marshall/Main plan recognized that it may not be possible to fully accommodate both on-street parking and bi-
cycle lanes on the new cross section without widening the right of way, particularly along the narrower portion of the 
street north of 14th Avenue NE. It recommended incremental property acquisition along that segment to allow for the 
establishment of on-street parking bays, which would in turn allow space for bicycle lanes and greening of the corridor. 
It was indicated that no existing source of funding was readily available for these acquisitions, so they would depend on 
identifying a new source. Until then, there would be a tradeoff between how these various elements were incorporated 
in the corridor.

This right-of-way limitation still exists, and the acquisition plan remains a long term and unfunded goal. Additionally, 
there has been subsequent discussion regarding the findings of the County study, and some difference of opinion as to 
how different modes can be accommodated on Marshall, including variations in lane widths. As a result, this plan will not 
attempt to finalize a new cross section for Marshall, but rather describe the elements that need to be taken into account 
as opportunities emerge. The Marshall St NE corridor should accommodate: 

•	 Parallel off-street trail (multi-use or separate facilities for pedestrians and bicycles) 

•	 On-street accommodation of bicycle traffic, preferably dedicated lanes

•	 Enhanced green boulevards on both sides of the street
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•	 Adequate accommodation of traffic, while maintaining a safe pedestrian environment and crossings

•	 Using the park space on the river side of the road to accommodate off-street trails

It is possible the trail connecting parks along the east bank may be designed to be configured around existing and future 
uses. Ideally, there will eventually be paths both along the riverfront and near Marshall St NE. In the short term, it may 
be more feasible to implement the trail connection along the road first. However, if there are opportunities to establish 
public ownership and/or easements along the riverfront, they should be pursued. While connectivity along the riverfront 
may remain a long term goal, it likely will be achieved using at least some incremental acquisitions such as these.

To accomplish these goals an increase in right of way width may ultimately be necessary, while interim improvements 
through lane restriping could serve as a positive interim improvement. Ultimately, the new Marshall is as narrow as pos-
sible to avoid significant encroachment into the riverfront parks, while still providing necessary bicycle lanes and a plant-
ing strip to buffer housing on the east side. Parking bays may be provided along portions of the street for use by park 
visitors and area businesses, while allowing the green of the park to reach out to the street with trees and other plantings.

There may be some flexibility in how bicycle facilities are accommodated along Marshall. While on-street access should 
be a priority, it may be more feasible to construct an adjacent off-road multi-use trail on the river side (west) of the road, 
through existing and future parkland.  While the plan does envision a riverfront trail through the planned parkland, in-
terim conditions and access realities may mean an off-road route along Marshall provides access sooner and more com-
pletely than the eventual riverfront route.  Additionally, it may be a more feasible condition when working with existing 
property owners.

For more information on the interaction between Marshall and proposed park development, see Chapter 5.

BRIDGES
Bridges crossing the river are important connections in the system. The recently constructed Lowry Avenue bridge has 
significant bicycle and pedestrian facilities, and the Camden Bridge’s facilities have recently been refreshed. The Plym-
outh Avenue and West Broadway Avenue bridges could benefit from more pedestrian and bicycle friendly retrofits. One 
important note regarding the bridges is that there should be accommodation of adequate multi-use trails under them, 
to provide connectivity along the riverfront. Additionally, there should be connections down from the bridge itself to the 
adjacent parkland and trails as they are developed on both banks.

Railroad bridges also factor into this area. The Burlington Northern rail bridge, which currently contains a lightly used rail 
spur, may be converted at some point to add to this system. There may also be a potential to accommodate a facility at-
tached to the CP Rail bridge farther north – which is a main line and will remain actively used – but that may be a longer 
term project.

STREET NETWORK RECONFIGURATION
While the street network on the east bank is largely an extension of the existing grid (with a notable exception around 
the rail yards), the west bank system is more broken up. In particular, limited crossings over Interstate 94 and the parallel 
railroad tracks constrict both motorized and non-motorized traffic.

The Riverway Streets concept provides a network for connectivity east-west between the neighborhoods and the river. 
In addition to these streets, it worth maintaining grid connections on the streets between the interstate and river, even if 
they do not cross over the interstate into adjacent neighborhoods. Connectivity within this area helps to establish pedes-
trian accessibility, and reduces the potential for large buildings and blocks that limit access to the river.

North-south, the west bank has other challenges. Washington Ave N and 2nd Street N converge in the northern half of the 
study area, creating a number of small, substandard parcels that are unlikely to develop with high value uses. Addition-
ally, interstate access is limited – Dowling Avenue N is one of only two interchanges (Broadway being the other), and it 
does not even connect over the river to Northeast Minneapolis. Lowry Avenue, a national highway, truck route, and con-
nector across the entire width of the city, has no interstate access.
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It is possible to envision some long term scenario where interstate access is reconsidered and Washington and 2nd are re-
configured to better serve the area and to present more developable parcels. Extensive additional study would be need-
ed to determine the specifics of any such change. At this point, this plan just identifies it as a potential future opportunity.

RECOMMENDATIONS
TRANSPORTATION

1.	 Pursue the closure of the Upper Harbor Terminal, and provide assistance to mitigate the economic and traffic im-
pacts of this closure, while preparing the site for redevelopment. 

2.	 Encourage the development of good quality, high-frequency, mass transit options within the study area and in 
adjacent neighborhoods, including improved east-west connections between neighborhoods and the river.

3.	 Continue to maintain existing freight infrastructure, including truck and rail, with a focus on meeting the needs of 
area businesses and minimizing impacts on residential areas.

4.	 Establish a Riverway Street system, with common streetscape elements and enhanced bicycle and pedestrian 
facilities, to provide access to the riverfront from adjacent neighborhoods.

5.	 Develop a consistent system of wayfinding and signage to direct people to riverfront parks and trails as they are 
developed.

6.	 Ensure consistent river access with public right-of-way developed on the regular street grid wherever possible.

7.	 Support strategies to enhance the attractiveness and safety of the Riverway Street system, including pedestrian 
scale lighting, traffic calming, and enhanced streetscaping, and improved public safety presence along the cor-
ridors.

8.	 Develop an interim parkway route along the west bank, following existing streets such as Pacific Street N and 2nd 
Street N, to provide system connectivity in the near term.

9.	 As opportunities present themselves, acquire land for and develop the final parkway route along the west bank, 
from its current terminus northward to North Mississippi Regional Park. To the extent possible, this will be done 
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through a series of willing seller arrangements.

10.	 When feasible, convert the BN Bridge to a pedestrian and bicycle facility linking both banks.

11.	 Reconstruct Marshall Street as an accessible boulevard, with enhanced landscaping, bicycle lanes and/or off-road 
multi-use trails, and other amenities.

12.	 Support the development of riverfront trails, with interior connections made where necessary to provide system 
connectivity.

13.	 Incorporate amenities along trail routes to serve bicyclists and pedestrians, including but not limited to air pumps, 
water fountains, Nice Ride stations, restrooms, rest stops, scenic overlooks, bicycle parking, and wayfinding.

14.	 Explore options to rationalize the street network and interstate access on the west bank, potentially combining 
Washington Avenue N and 2nd Avenue N alignments  and/or reconfiguring interstate access to improve overall 
traffic flow and increase redevelopment potential of nearby sites.

15.	 Pursue the development of the Water Street connection, to serve Sheridan Park and the riverfront Grain Belt de-
velopment site.

16.	 Reconstruct Technology Drive and other industrial streets as needed to provide access to important office and 
industrial development sites.

17.	 When feasible, pursue burying power lines and other above-ground utilities underground, preferably in public 
right-of-way.

18.	 Pursue shared and district parking strategies to address parking demand in busy areas, including areas with dense 
development and/or destination uses.

ENVIRONMENTAL RESTORATION
1.	 Continue to monitor known sites of soil and groundwater contamination.

2.	 Support the investigation and cleanup of contaminated sites, particularly with site redevelopment or conversion 
to parkland.

3.	 Utilize best practices, such as soil bioengineering, to stabilize and revegetate banks and slopes along the upper 
riverfront.

4.	 Create a vegetated shoreland buffer and wildlife habitat through landscape restoration techniques in new parks 
along the upper riverfront.

5.	 Bring neighborhood residents to the river by taking opportunities to connect the upper riverfront’s wildlife habi-
tat corridor to perpendicular or adjacent open spaces and greenway corridors.

6.	 Support the development of river edges that can accommodate changes in water levels, including flooding.

WATER QUALITY AND STORMWATER
1.	 Whenever possible bring sites along the upper riverfront into compliance with Minneapolis stormwater ordinanc-

es and the Mississippi Watershed Management Organization’s (MWMO) stormwater standards.

2.	 Continue to pursue a range of stormwater best management practices in new development and parks to meet 
high standards for stormwater retention and treatment.
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3.	 Explore ways to attractively incorporate stormwater features into the public realm, through the use of 
green infrastructure such as: ponds, rain gardens, vegetated swales, water features, green roofs and oth-
er strategies.

4.	 Support the retrofitting of existing sites with stormwater best management practices and the reduction 
of impervious surface cover along the upper riverfront. 

5.	 Consider partnerships and coordination between private development, parks and the MWMO to maxi-
mize the efficiency of stormwater systems, monitor changes in the ecosystem, explore shared solutions, 
and increase the greening of the public realm.

6.	 Coordinate the provision of stormwater management and open space to provide public realm connec-
tivity and preserve scenic views.
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CHAPTER 8
Community and Economic Development Plan



   A B O V E  T H E  F A L L S  M A S T E R  P L A N  U P D AT E    •     Chapter  8
       

 PAGE 164

PRINCIPLES AND GOALS
Community and economic development are both impor-
tant aspects of the vision for the upper riverfront.  There 
are several main components of this vision, including:

•	 Improving community livability and strength. 
Many surrounding communities have numerous 
challenges, and are disproportionately impacted 
by negative economic trends, crime, and other so-
cial factors. A high quality riverfront amenity, along 
with new compatible development has the op-
portunity to strengthen the community fabric, and 
make this area more vibrant and attractive.

•	 Addressing equity concerns. The populations in 
the adjacent neighborhoods also tend to be lower 
income and more diverse than many other areas of 
the city. At the same time they lack park and trail 
amenities enjoyed by other neighborhoods. This 
disparity needs to be addressed, especially in light 
of other related disparities, including economic 
and health factors.

•	 Advancing economic opportunity. Although there are some employment options in the area, they could be more 
numerous and higher quality. Additionally, many of the existing jobs are held by those not living in the area. New 
jobs for residents could help address large existing employment disparities.

•	 Building on existing programs and projects. Because of the numerous challenges facing nearby neighborhoods, 
there are already a variety of efforts and interventions underway. Leveraging existing efforts and assets to improve 
the community will continue to be a priority. 

Approaches for addressing these concerns are discussed below.

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT AND HOUSING
RESIDENTIAL NEIGHBORHOOD IMPLICATIONS
There are several potential impacts to residential areas nearby based on the development of new housing and mixed use 
areas along and near the upper riverfront.

One primary opportunity is the possibility of expanding housing choices. The current housing stock nearby is mostly low 
to moderate value. New higher end “move up” housing options with riverfront amenities could diversify the mix. 

However, lower income or affordable development might compete more directly with existing housing stock, which has 
a high vacancy rate. This could potentially have a negative effect. However, a mix of affordable housing might still be a 
consideration, due to concerns about equity and access.

Another possible positive impact is that new residential development could help support new commercial development. 
Current residential development does not have the critical mass or buying power to support significant new businesses 
in some areas. However, it may require a significant amount of new residential development to really make a difference.

New development could also trigger impacts on schools, social services, and other public services, depending on the 
number and type of new residents. These could be positive or negative, depending on the scenario – positive in that they 
might help build support and tax base for underutilized assets, negative in that they may incur additional costs to some 
of these systems. 
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IMPACTS ON PROPERTY VALUES
Research suggests there may be some positive impacts on nearby property values from new development. However, 
this is likely to be slight and very localized (within 1 block or less of the new development). New higher value residential 
has the possibility of lifting nearby values. Lower value residential might actually have the opposite effect, as it may be 
competition and dilute the supply. 

Parks have a more demonstrable impact on property values, though it still remains localized. Job generating uses tend to 
be neutral with regards to impacts on adjacent property values.

Generally speaking, residential development frequently pays more property taxes per acre than industrial or office de-
velopment. However, this is frequently outweighed by the fact that residential development typically consumes more 
governmental services per unit than do industrial and office developments.

There is also the general assertion that residential development benefits more directly from riverfront park access, in 
terms of the recreational and amenity value. This is difficult to quantify, since many of the benefits gained are intangible. 
The research done for this plan update showed that a variety of uses may benefit directly from access to parks. Residen-
tial uses near water in the city appear to have a higher premium on value over nearby residential, as compared to non-
residential use.

IMPACTS ON PUBLIC SAFETY
Planning theory and practice suggests that one of the values of well-designed urban residential development is that it 
provides more “eyes on the street” and therefore much more natural surveillance of a residential area than an employ-
ment use would. Conversely, industrial areas tend to have lower number of people in general, and thus less opportunity 
for crimes against people; statistics show that the industrial areas are some of the lower crime areas on the west side of 
the river.

Surveillance and monitoring on behalf of public safety should be a consideration with any development scenario, includ-
ing ways to develop a 24-hour presence – both through design and actual presence of people.

It is worth noting that the current level of reported crimes along the riverfront is quite low, in large part due to the lower 
number of people and the lack of access to the riverfront that characterizes the area. The addition of public amenities 
in some way may increase the opportunity for crimes. This should be carefully taken into account in the design of new 
development and parks.

SUPPORTING RESIDENTIAL DEVELOPMENT
There are various efforts underway now that provide some benefit for residential development in the general area, 
though most are focused away from the upper riverfront into the more heavily residential adjacent areas. 

Affordable housing programs are among the most prominent, with the most funding options. The City’s housing policy 
does not support concentrating new affordable housing in areas with high poverty rates. As of this plan’s writing, the 
main portion of the study area impacted by this restriction is the Hawthorne neighborhood on the west bank. Investment 
in new affordable housing may be supportable in other portions of the study area.

Affordable housing funding also supports the maintenance and stabilization of existing affordable housing units. Since 
there is little housing currently within the study area, this mainly impacts adjacent neighborhoods where there is existing 
affordable housing.

There are a number of resources available for affordable housing, from local, state, and national levels. There are far fewer 
resources available to subsidize market rate housing. Because of this, affordable housing may be a more natural “pioneer” 
development in areas without a strong market for new housing. This would be a departure from previous planning efforts 
that assumed new development would be primarily high end luxury units, but may be a way to make change happen if 
opportunities become available but market forces are still lagging.
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One challenge for new housing is that transit service in this area is fairly weak. Particularly for affordable units (both in 
terms of competitiveness for funding and utility to residents), good transit service is frequently seen as a requirement. 
This will need to be addressed as plans for development proceed.

Additionally, as strengthening existing residential communities in adjacent neighborhoods remains a high priority, it 
may be counterproductive to filter away resources for new residential development near the riverfront. Therefore, if new 
residential development is to occur, it is important that additional resources be identified.

EMPLOYMENT GROWTH AND LINKAGES 
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT APPROACH
This area has traditionally been a source of employment, especially for blue collar workers in manufacturing, construc-
tion, and other similar fields. These types of jobs typically pay good wages and offer opportunities for people with limited 
higher education – a good match for nearby working class neighborhoods, and an important reason for the prosperity 
and upward mobility of past waves of residents there.

The area is also configured in a way that is advantageous to industry. Interstate 94 provides both an important freight and 
commuter connection for businesses, and a buffer between industrial areas and the adjacent residential neighborhoods. 
Rail and barge provide other freight options. The central location of the study area is convenient for businesses needing 
connections to all parts of the region. And the close proximity to Downtown provides access to Downtown customers 
and suppliers without the higher rents. The resulting industrial district is fairly strong, diversified, and active.

The focus of the economic development efforts for this area is building on these strengths and assets to further improve 
the economic health of the area, and to create good office and light industrial jobs. The value of these jobs is seen in a 
comparison of wage levels by industry in the city in the table below – compared to other traditionally blue collar service 
occupations, jobs found in industrial districts pay substantially better on average.

In addition to jobs, strengthening office/industrial development benefits the city in other ways. Increasing the non-res-
idential tax base decreases the property tax burden on residential areas, which have bourne an increasing share of the 
tax in recent years. Industrial and office uses also use less government services than residential on average. And from a 
system perspective, jobs in the region’s core area help support as strong and extensive transit network, which is built 
largely around commuting patterns.



   A B O V E  T H E  F A L L S  M A S T E R  P L A N  U P D AT E    •     Chapter  8
       

 PAGE 168

At present, the majority of the jobs in the area are held by people who do not live in the city. While this is not unusual in 
today’s world – where a dispersed workforce is the norm – it does not have to be taken as unchangeable. Job growth has 
potential to benefit surrounding residents, especially lower income populations with higher than average unemploy-
ment rates and limited education. Furthermore, proximity to transit makes it more possible that these residents can get 
to jobs, since transportation to suburban job centers is often a barrier.

The area also has some retail and commercial that serves the area. While there is no major commercial district within the 
area, businesses such as Psycho Suzi’s and Broadway Pizza serve as destinations that attract people to the area and the 
riverfront. Additional retail and service growth will be encouraged, but the current market condition suggests that it will 
likely follow other development rather than be the lead.

JOB RETENTION AND EXPANSION
Part of the updated direction for economic development in this area is a refocusing of the relationship with existing busi-
nesses. Since large scale buyout of existing uses is not feasible or necessarily desirable, the new focus will be on working 
cooperatively with existing businesses to make improvements to their property. This may include greening of sites or 
operations, or other improvements to the building. The purpose is to improve the business’ appearance and compatibility 
with other uses, as well as improvements to the environment and general sustainability. Support for this is important for 
overall plan goals, as lack of attention to and support for existing uses can result in disinvestment and decline.

Since the area is attractive for employment uses and the industrial area is already vital and active, development efforts 
can encourage additional high value, job intensive uses. This may be through supporting the growth and expansion of 
existing businesses, or attracting new ones to the area.

Because of value of land, supporting low intensity uses that take up a lot of space and employ very few workers is not 
desirable. Some heavy industry with these characteristics may be present, but is not the model for future development. 
Due to the constrained availability of land in this area, uses that maximize productive space and jobs per acre are highly 
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preferred.

Some degree of public funds is likely to be involved in a major new job generating project in this area. And with public 
assistance to businesses, there is an opportunity to encourage the businesses to offer living wage jobs to their employees, 
providing economic stability. Additionally, there is an opportunity to encourage them to continue to expand their hiring 
to meet agreed-upon targets.

EMPLOYMENT LINKAGES
Jobs definitely are needed in the study area. While the unemployment numbers citywide range from five to eight per-
cent, recent data suggests that the unemployment rate in some neighborhoods near the study area may be 20 percent 
or more. The effective impact may be even greater, as these areas also have significantly lower than average workforce 
participation. This reflects in part the large racial and ethnic employment disparities present in the city, and contributes 
to a host of other challenges facing the area.

However, due to challenges assimilating some unemployed and underemployed residents into the workforce, it is not 
automatic that new jobs will be readily available to them. These include lack of access to job posting information, limited 
transportation options, and lack of workforce readiness. Furthermore, some jobs may need customized skills that require 
specific training for prospective employees.

Job training and job linkage programs will be needed to help with the transition. These may be encouraged or even re-
quired when working with employers, to ensure the benefits of employment are available to local workers. The City cur-
rently works with a range of nonprofit partners and educational institutions to provide these services. The training may 
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need to accommodate not just job-specific skills, but also general soft skills training for workforce preparation.

If there is a commitment to growing employment in this study area, there likewise should be a commitment to local em-
ployment, if possible. This does not only benefit the employed person in terms of increased income, but also decreases 
the need for public assistance and increases the ability for the person to support other local businesses through spend-
ing.

RECOMMENDATIONS
HOUSING

1.	 Support the development of a range of housing options in and adjacent to the study area, for a variety of income 
levels, ages, and household types.

2.	 Assist in strengthening existing neighborhoods in and adjacent to the study area through strategies to invest in 
improvements to the housing stock and compatible infill development.

3.	 Continue to support the development and maintenance of affordable housing in and adjacent to the study area, 
while not unnecessarily increasing the concentration of low income communities.

4.	 When feasible, consider the development of additional new housing within designated areas in the study area.

5.	 When possible, avoid placing housing in areas where there are direct land use conflicts with adjacent uses that 
cannot be successfully mitigated through adequate buffering and screening.

6.	 If a new housing area is established, ensure there is a critical mass of land available to allow for the development 
of a neighborhood context with a range of amenities and a walkable format.

7.	 Support the development of housing close to areas with good transit access when possible.

8.	 Periodically reevaluate the market to adjust strategy to changing conditions and opportunities.

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 
1.	 Support the development and maintenance of public facilities that provide needed services and amenities to area 

neighborhoods, including parks, community centers, libraries, schools, and other elements.

2.	 Encourage the development of retail and service options within mixed use communities, to serve local residents, 
increase jobs and tax base, and provide an added attraction to the riverfront park areas.

3.	 Strengthen the public safety presence in the community, to increase the perception and reality of public safety 
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and to empower residents to feel safe in the area, including traveling to and within planned riverfront parks.

4.	 Provide options for local youth and young adults to engage in safe and productive activities, including after school 
programs and recreational activities.

5.	 Connect residents to riverfront parks through a range of activities and options.

6.	 Encourage active stewardship of the public realm by businesses, property owners, and other interested groups, to 
maintain the attractiveness and livability of the area.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
1.	 Continue to promote the area as a good place to do business, with centralized access to customers and suppliers, 

and selectively recruit high quality new businesses that are a good match for the area.

2.	 Support the creation and retention of jobs in the area, including those available to people with a wide range of 
skills and training.

3.	 Where possible, encourage employers to pay a living wage for their jobs.

4.	 Strongly encourage existing, expanding, and new businesses to proactively hire residents from nearby neighbor-
hoods, especially in the case where there is public subsidy involved.

5.	 Assist in providing training for potential workers as needed to prepare them for employment at area employers, 
with a particular focus on residents of nearby neighborhoods.

6.	 Make necessary investments in public infrastructure and amenities, including parks, to set the stage for private 
investment and build confidence in the area.

7.	 Selectively use public resources to support high quality new and expanding job generating development, and 
hold recipients accountable for reaching their goals.

8.	 Periodically reevaluate the market to adjust strategy to changing conditions and opportunities.

9.	 Support the definition and development of green industry, with reference to site design, product, production 
methods, and other elements that impact the environment.
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CHAPTER 9
Implementation Plan
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BENEFITS OF IMPLEMENTATION
The upper riverfront area contains a mix of existing assets and unrealized potential. A thoughtful, coordinated approach 
to implementation can yield great benefit both to the immediate area and the city as a whole. A brief list of attainable 
results demonstrates what is possible in this area:

•	 98.6 acres of new parks and open space (not including 27 acres added since 2000)

•	 3.4 miles of restored riverbank (in addition to 1.1 miles of existing)

•	 2.0 miles of new parkway or boulevard  (in addition to 0.5 miles existing)

•	 3.9 miles of bicycle and pedestrian trails (in addition to 1.5 miles existing)

•	 A wide variety of new riverfront destinations

•	 Over 1,000 housing units in new riverfront neighborhoods

•	 Over 3,000 net additional jobs

Furthermore, the plan:

•	 Proposes that the highest and best use of the Upper River area has yet to be developed

•	 Recognizes the future economic development value of riverfront amenities

•	 Helps to stabilize communities in North and Northeast Minneapolis

•	 Works towards meeting Metropolitan Council goals for growth within established urban areas

There is much to be gained, but implementation will require sustained, coordinated work. This chapter outlines how to 
make progress towards this vision, and the partners, tools, strategies, and projects that are needed to move this from vi-
sion to reality.

PROGRESS SINCE ORIGINAL PLAN
This plan builds upon some significant past successes. The original Above the Falls Plan outlined a number of priorities 
that have since been completed, including most of the Phase I priorities:

•	 Upper River Development Corporation – The Minneapolis Riverfront Partnership has been formed; while it has not 
taken on the full charge of the original plan to date, it is generally tasked with plan implementation.

•	 Grain Belt redevelopment – This is mostly completed; the last building in the complex (the Office Building) is 
current under contract with a private developer for renovation and reuse; the area north of Grain Belt has been 
partially redeveloped with new multifamily housing; the adjacent riverfront park is currently under development.

•	 Trails north from Plymouth Ave along both banks to BN Bridge – This has been completed on the west bank and is 
underway on the east bank; Plymouth Ave also has bicycle/pedestrian upgrades in process.

•	 West River Road North extension to 26th Ave N – additional design and detail has been developed for this connec-
tion; a portion of the project is under development and in the City’s Capital Improvement Plan.

•	 While not called out as a specific priority in the previous plan, the significant new investment in the North Wash-
ington Jobs Park has reflected the plan’s general recommendation in favor of higher job intensity in industrial 
development. Projects such as Standard Heating and Coloplast are examples of this new investment.
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Additionally, some progress has been made a few future phase projects, based on some opportunities that have emerged. 
These include:

•	 Gluek Park expansion to BN Bridge (Phase II) – the Park Board has acquired some  property in this area to eventu-
ally develop as parkland.

•	 Marshall Street NE redesign (Phase II) – some additional planning work has been done by the County to explore 
options for this road; in the short term the road is receiving a mill and overlay, which will include the addition of 
bike lanes on at least a portion of the alignment.

•	 Lowry Bridge and Plaza (Phase III) – the Lowry Bridge is currently undergoing replacement with a new signature 
facility.

•	 Scherer Site (Phase III) – the Park Board has acquired this site and begun plans for redevelopment as a park with 
compatible adjacent development.

While it is important to celebrate successes, it is also important to recognize what has not yet been achieved, and why this 
is the case. This information helps to inform how this new plan should move forward:

The biggest difference is the approach to public sector land acquisition for redevelopment, a necessary precondition for 
large scale change. The original plan envisioned the City (and/or a third party entity) taking the lead in large scale acquisi-
tion of private property, with the intent of reselling for private redevelopment. This has not occurred for several reasons:

•	 State law now strictly limits the ability of the government to condemn land for anything but public purpose. While 
it is still possible (within bounds) to exercise eminent domain for public use, acquiring for private redevelopment 
is no longer an option in most cases. This means the current strategy will need to rely on willing seller transactions, 
and thus will be dependent on preparing for opportunities as they arise rather than a more proactive role.

•	 Current resources for acquisition are not suited for long term land assembly and holding. Public funding sources 
for land acquisition are increasingly tied towards short term redevelopment. Large scale acquisition, such as what 
would be needed for a new residential community, would necessarily require new or modified tools to allow the 
ability to buy and hold land for some time prior to development.

•	 Nonconforming uses have additional rights. One method of removing unwanted uses is to make them noncon-
forming under existing policy and regulatory guidance, and then wait for them to become inactive and lose these 
rights – or to choose to sell and move elsewhere. However, the rights of nonconforming uses have become sig-
nificantly stronger since the original plan passed. At present, such uses can remain in perpetuity, including rights 
to rebuild if a structure is damaged. Combined with lack of eminent domain, this makes it very challenging to 
remove unwanted uses that do not freely choose to leave.

•	 Resources are limited in general, and there are other priorities. Particularly with regards to residential and mixed 
use, the recent focus for development funds has been on transit oriented development – using resources to lever-
age the huge public sector investments in fixed route transit service. While the upper riverfront has many areas, 
it is not (nor will be in any near future) transit oriented. There is a very good case to be made for investing in this 
area, but it must be made within the context of other demands on resources.
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NEW IMPLEMENTATION STRUCTURE
Because of the new policy and resource environment, the implementation approach for this plan must necessarily change 
to reflect a feasible path to progress. The original plan relied on geographic phasing, moving up the riverfront in large 
blocks, reflecting areas of concentrated public investment. As stated above, it relied heavily on the ability of the public 
sector to acquire and redevelop sites.

The new plan will have a different focus, much more based on taking advantages of opportunities as they emerge. Ad-
ditionally, it will acknowledge that there are some compelling vision elements of the original plan that do not currently 
have a path to implementation, but might in the future. While it is not the intent to be limited by short term conditions, it 
is also important that the plan is realistic and actionable.

This approach is reflected in a new two tiered approach to implementation, reflecting the need to balance vision and fea-
sibility. The implementation strategy for this plan is divided into two main categories: the Priority Plan and the Vision Plan.

The Priority Plan represents a series of achievable goals for redevelopment and parks along the upper riverfront. It has 
identifiable resources, tools, and implementing agencies. While the components of the Priority Plan may still take a sub-
stantial amount of time to complete, implementation can begin in the very near term. By definition, many of the recom-
mendations here represent incremental changes to the existing conditions rather than sweeping transformations. The 
Priority Plan also contains ongoing activities that do not have a defined starting or ending point, but are nonetheless 
very important to implementation. Recommendations in this section have details regarding responsible implementing 
agencies and expected time frame. Some cost information is available, but it was decided to limit the level of effort and 
detail invested in this exercise at this stage, as these numbers are often very uncertain and rapidly become out of date.

The Vision Plan represents a more ambitious image of change for the upper riverfront. The larger scale concepts here 
require resources, tools, and conditions that are not currently available and may require significant effort to obtain. It 
is not the intent of the plan to be limited just by current conditions, but rather to be realistic about what it will take to 
move towards a transformational vision. The recommendations in this section do not have a defined time frame. While it 
is assumed they may be long term, unexpected opportunities that occur may change these time horizons. Instead, this 
section focuses on outlining the major issues that must be addressed for the various elements to move forward.

It is anticipated that there will be a need to periodically revisit the plan for this area, to reassess what has changed and if 
a revised approach is needed. The many factors at work here make this an area in transition, and implementation largely 
dependent on existing conditions and resources.  It is suggested that the plan should be revisited at least once every 10 
years at minimum, to ensure the framework is still robust and relevant to the vision for the upper riverfront.

PRIORITY PLAN
This plan update puts forth a Priority Plan for near-term implementation. These are projects that should move forward in 
the short term, although their completion schedule may vary based on the identification of resources and opportunities. 
It is anticipated progress can be made on these priorities within the next five years. In continuity with the original plan, 
these carry forward previously identified priorities with some modifications based on new information and analysis.

•	 Park and Trail Priorities – These were developed as the priority projects through the River First visioning process. 
The Park Board will be the lead implementer, though other organizations will work in close partnership.

•	 Riverfront Trail System – The RiverFirst trail system—a combination of pedestrian and bicycle trails along the river’s 
banks and “Knot Bridges” attached to existing bridges—will complete critical connections in the Grand Rounds 
system, and better connect North Minneapolis to Northeast Minneapolis for pedestrians and cyclists. The trails will 
be completed in phases, moving up both banks from the Central Riverfront, and creating a series of loops across 
bridges to provide connectivity.

•	 Habitat Restoration and Water Quality – A series of improvements to the environment along the riverfront will 
create riparian habitat for endangered species and migratory birds by providing nesting and staging areas for en-
dangered aquatic and land animals and plants while also cleaning water. Strategies may include shoreland resto-
ration, landscaping and tree planting, stormwater features, and floating islands.

•	 Farview Park Connections - This major new park extension crosses Interstate 94 and reconnects the high point of 
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the city and communities in North Minneapolis with the Mississippi 
River. The proposal could result in the greening and enhancement of 
26th Avenue N and 28th Avenue N, as well as a riverfront park desti-
nation and connection to riverfront trails.

•	 Scherer Park District - With the restoration of Hall’s Island and the cre-
ation of a river beach cove, Scherer Park will serve as a recreational 
entry point to the Mississippi trail and park system for kayaks, bikes, 
skiers, runners and walkers. It will be the center of a riverfront destina-
tion flanked by Boom Island and Sheridan Park and surrounded by a 
vibrant mix of development that will energize the riverfront. This will 
include an extension of the riverfront trail up to the BNSF bridge.

•	 Northside Riverfront Park – Envisioned on a portion of the Upper 
Harbor Terminal site is a riverfront park and parkway, alongside 
complementary new development. Among other features, the park 
could include a wetlands area, which could provide for stormwater 
management and flood protection, as well as providing habitat and 
recreational space. 

•	 Development Priorities – These priorities have been identified 
through this planning process for development in the upper riverfront 
area. The City of Minneapolis will be the lead implementer, again work-
ing in partnership with others as needed.

•	 Upper Harbor Terminal redevelopment – The existing Upper Harbor 
Terminal is planned to be closed by 2014. Tenant leases on the site will 
be ended, and the site will be prepared for infill office-light industrial 
development. A riverfront park, trail, and parkway will be included on 
the site and developed in coordination with MPRB. 

•	 Grain Belt area development – Redevelopment of the Grain Belt cam-
pus is already well underway. Only a few sites remain undeveloped. 
The City will continue to promote appropriate infill development, 
considering historic and neighborhood context. The construction of 
Water Street should be pursued to open up access to a waterfront site 
and the Sheridan riverfront park currently under development. 

•	 Zoning and regulatory guidance – Rezoning is an important part of 
the implementation of this plan. The framework for rezoning will be 
the Priority Plan, focusing on achievable outcomes. As such, the re-
zoning study will not seek to rezone large amounts of industrial area 
to residential or commercial zoning (see Vision Plan section for more 
details). However, it will create a new Business Park zoning district 
that focuses on high value job generating uses that both maximize 
the value of the riverfront location as well as provide a compatible 
potential neighbor to mixed use development.

•	 Other Priorities – These are other projects for improving the physical 
and organizational framework that supports the priorities listed above.

•	 Organizational and resource development, including policy direction 
for a development corporation – As discussed later in this chapter, a 
third party development corporation could be a tool in a proactive 
approach to redevelopment along the riverfront. An assessment will 
need to be made to determine if this approach is supported, or if the 



   A B O V E  T H E  F A L L S  M A S T E R  P L A N  U P D AT E    •     Chapter  9
       
 PAGE 178

focus will be on strengthening internal capacity within the City to take on this role, as was done with the former 
Minneapolis Community Development Agency.

•	 26th Avenue North connection – Plans are underway for a trail connection along 26th Avenue North, in coordina-
tion with the MPRB’s Farview Park connection project. This is an important link from North Minneapolis to the 
riverfront, and specifically to the West River Road connection to Downtown.

•	 Marshall Street NE bicycle/pedestrian facilities – The current mill and overlay of Marshall Street NE is providing an 
opportunity to reconfigure lanes and accommodate some bicycle access. Conversations should continue around 
this alignment, and possibilities of increasing these facilities, while accommodating other traffic and some on-
street parking. Possible trail connections through the adjacent planned riverfront park should be taken into consid-
eration as well in the options.

•	 BN rail bridge vacation/redevelopment – While there is no immediate progress on transferring the Burlington 
Northern rail bridge from use as a rail spur to a new bicycle/pedestrian bridge, this remains a priority and will stay 
on the list of projects, should an opportunity to pursue this present itself.

G r a i n  B e l t  a r e a  d e v e l o p m e n t
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ONGOING ACTIVITIES
These priorities will be implemented on an ongoing basis, and may well already be underway.

•	 Park and Trail Projects

•	 Strategic acquisitions – The MPRB will continue to pursue strategic acquisitions of land along the riverfront in or-
der to expand the system of riverfront parks and trails. To the extent possible, this will be done through a series of 
willing seller arrangements. Portions of these sites acquired that are outside the regional park boundary may be 
sold or leased for private redevelopment. When there is some lapse in time between acquisition and the ability to 
redevelop the site as park, some interim use may be in place.

•	 Maintenance and development of existing facilities – MPRB will also continue to maintain and make improvements 
to existing parklands and trails in the study area. 

•	 Development Projects

•	 Support for high quality compatible infill development – For many parts of the study area, redevelopment will likely 
happen on a site-by-site basis. In this case, the City will support compatible infill development, consistent with ad-
opted policy and regulatory guidance. For job generating uses, there will be a focus on job training and linkage to 
promote the hiring of local residents.

•	 Implementation of design guidance for new development – As outlined in the chapter on land use and urban de-
sign, there are a number of design guidelines to be applied to new development occurring within the study area. 
The intent is to maximize the advantages of the location, both in the context of riverfront orientation and tradi-
tional urban design.

In addition to the priorities described above, there a number of other implementation steps. They are listed below, along 
with lead implementing agencies and an estimated timeframe for the start of implementation of each. The tables list 
implementing agencies and timeframes for implementation, based on the following categories: 

•	 Ongoing – These recommendations will be implemented on an ongoing basis, largely through regular planning 
and regulatory processes.

•	 Short Term – It is expected that these can begin to be implemented within the next five years, though full imple-
mentation may take longer. Exact timing will depend on opportunities that arise, for instance new proposed de-
velopment projects or availability of funding sources. 

•	 Medium Term – It is expected that these can begin to be implemented within the next ten years, though full 
implementation may take longer. Exact timing will depend on opportunities that arise, for instance new proposed 
development projects or availability of funding sources. 

•	 Long Term – It is expected that these projects will take more than ten years to be implemented. In most cases, this 
is due to complicated or expensive logistics associated with implementation. However, if opportunities to pursue 
these arise sooner, this does not preclude supporting them within a shorter time horizon. A number of these re-
flect Vision Plan priorities, as discussed below.
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IMPLEMENTATION STEPS LEAD 
IMPLEMENTING 

AGENCIES

TIMELINE/
STATUS

General Design Principles
Building Design and Character
Support increased intensity/density of new development when paired 
with high quality and complementary design of buildings and sites

CPED Ongoing

Any building on the riverfront should add to the positive activity of the 
public spaces around it, and complement riverfront parkland through 
development and site design. 

CPED Ongoing

Primary building materials should be high quality, durable materials. CPED Ongoing

Retain some views of the river for second tier development sites by 
thoughtful placement and design of riverfront buildings, utilizing ta-
pered profiles as building height increases and avoiding overly wide 
or tall buildings that block much of the prime view and can create a 
wall that physically and psychologically cuts off the riverfront from sur-
rounding neighborhoods.

CPED Ongoing

Buildings should be designed and programmed to engage public 
spaces. Encourage vitality and activity along the riverfront by orient-
ing quasi-public spaces (restaurants and shops) and private open and 
communal spaces (decks, balconies, terraces, meeting rooms, etc.) to-
ward the river, while also maintaining high quality design along public 
streets and pathways.

CPED Ongoing

Support the development of pedestrian friendly street frontages and 
windows that encourage natural surveillance and provide an inviting 
presence.

CPED Ongoing

Reflect the characteristic mixed use nature of development in this area 
with a complex and interesting combination of uses, while addressing 
potential conflicts and incompatibilities.

CPED Ongoing

Promote the concepts of universal design to develop an area that is ac-
cessible to people of all ages and abilities.

CPED Ongoing

Build on the history of the area to create authentic and unique loca-
tions, providing interpretive elements where needed. Consider pres-
ervation of historic resources, or mitigation where preservation is not 
feasible.

CPED Ongoing

Site Design and Public Realm
Avoid driveway access off of the parkway where possible; development 
access should be from non-parkway streets.

CPED Ongoing

On riverfront sites, locate parking and loading facilities to minimize 
their visibility from the river and other public spaces.

CPED Ongoing

Encourage the creation of pleasing portals to the river through the 
design of attractive, safe pedestrian and bicycle friendly public streets 
and private streetscapes “green corridors” that connect east and west 
to the river.

CPED Ongoing

Include appropriate streetscape features, including pedestrian scale 
lighting, ample sidewalks, landscaping, trees, and others.

CPED Ongoing

LAND USE AND URBAN DESIGN
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Incorporate sustainable stormwater solutions to minimize runoff and 
improve surface water quality, and to contribute to public realm and 
open space; create linkages and synergy between public and private 
open spaces.

CPED Ongoing

Add buffering between incompatible adjacent uses where they exist. CPED Ongoing

Ensure there is adequate lighting throughout sites to promote a safe 
environment.

CPED Ongoing

Extend the benefit, character and function of public amenities (river, 
parks, the parkway, greenways and trails) into development sites 
through the extension of private open space, landscaping, and pedes-
trian circulation – “fingers of green.”

CPED Ongoing

Consider incorporation of art into new development, especially art re-
lated to the unique neighborhood, historical and environmental con-
text of the Upper Riverfront.

CPED Ongoing

Assure multiple access and interaction in many ways with the river - 
from fishing, dining or picnicking dockside, boarding boats, strolling, 
lounging, viewing or feeding ducks. 

CPED Ongoing

Create multiple destinations along the river and utilize the continuous 
riverfront park space to connect the destinations.

CPED Ongoing

Achieve continuity, especially when it comes to the pedestrian experi-
ence. 

CPED Ongoing

Encourage mixed uses and a 24/7 activity pattern where possible, to 
promote safety and security.

CPED Ongoing

Residential/Mixed Use Development Design Principles
Support the development of river-oriented commercial uses to provide 
attractive riverfront destinations and increase area vitality 

CPED Ongoing

Encourage appropriate size and density of residential communities to 
create a critical mass for a sustainable and functional urban neighbor-
hood.

CPED Ongoing

Office/Industrial Development Design Principles
Incorporate greening and landscaping to create attractive appearance 
and provide buffering between adjacent uses and districts.

CPED Ongoing

Encourage retrofits to existing uses where possible to make sites, build-
ings, and operations more green and sustainable.

CPED Ongoing

Address the building’s relationship to river and shoreland overlay to 
take advantage of this amenity.

CPED Ongoing

Support a 24 hour presence on the site to promote surveillance and 
general public safety throughout the day and night.

CPED Ongoing

Accommodate trucks, loading, and storage within sites in a way that 
minimizes the impacts on the public realm.

CPED Ongoing

Where land area permits, create well landscaped campuses, with pri-
vate open space complementing adjacent parklands.

CPED Ongoing

Reduce dust, noise, vibration, air pollution, and other negative impacts 
on surrounding uses through  improved design, site management, 
buffering and screening, and other strategies.

CPED Ongoing

Zoning
Zoning changes should be phased in over time, to reflect the oppor-
tunities and market support that emerges, while minimizing conflicts 
between uses and limiting the creation of extensive nonconformities.

CPED Ongoing
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Consistent with city policy, split zoning should not be applied to parcels 
where a portion is guided for park, and the remainder for something 
else. The zoning  change, if needed, should happen at the time the 
property is purchased and subdivided as part of the parkland devel-
opment process. Until land is acquired for park purposes, applications 
for expansion or modification of existing uses or for change to another 
use allowed under the existing zoning should not be considered to be 
inconsistent with park development guidance in the comprehensive 
plan or master plan.

CPED Ongoing

Develop new or modified zoning district for business parks, to focus on 
high value office and industrial development, while minimizing low-
er value uses. Industrial uses should focus on light industrial, includ-
ing green industry, rather than heavy industrial. District should also 
include hospitality, retail, and other uses that complement riverfront 
parks and trails.  While the zoning district would be primarily employ-
ment focused, it would be designed to be compatible with live-work 
uses and similar concepts for residential within an industrial setting, 
perhaps through the application of the Industrial Living Overlay Dis-
trict (ILOD). 

CPED Short Term

North Washington Employment District (Subarea 1) 
Maintain this area as industrial employment district, with a focus on 
high intensity, job generating uses, particularly office and industrial.

CPED Short Term

Discourage residential development in this area, and provide adequate 
buffers between this area and any adjacent residential.

CPED Short Term

Encourage the redevelopment and rehabilitation of sites in this area to 
ensure they are higher value with a greater job density.

CPED Short Term

North Washington Employment District (Subarea 2) 
Maintain this area as industrial employment district, with a focus on 
high intensity, job generating uses, particularly office and industrial.

CPED Short Term

Discourage residential development in this area, and provide adequate 
buffers between this area and any adjacent residential.

CPED Short Term

Encourage the redevelopment and rehabilitation of sites in this area to 
ensure they are higher value with a greater job density.

CPED Short Term

Broadway Riverfront Node (Subarea 3)
Encourage development of this area with high density mixed use de-
velopment, including commercial, light industrial, and/or office uses. 
Residential may be allowed along the riverfront.

CPED Medium Term

Support the development of river-oriented commercial and retail uses, 
to build on the advantages of a riverfront location along a commercial 
corridor.

CPED Medium Term

North of Broadway Riverfront District (Subarea 4)
Encourage development of this are with a compatible mix of uses, in-
cluding potentially residential, commercial, office, and/or light indus-
trial.

CPED Short Term

Focus on developing a compatible mix of uses to complement existing 
uses in the area.

CPED Short Term

Provide adequate buffering and screening between adjacent uses, es-
pecially those with possible land use conflicts.

CPED Short Term

Broadway to Lowry Riverfront District (Subarea 5)
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In the near term, support mitigation of the impacts of the existing 
heavy industry mix, including greening of sites and operations, and 
screening from other uses.

CPED Short Term

In the longer term, when feasible, make strategic land acquisitions and 
investments to allow for higher value infill office/industrial develop-
ment and riverfront park and parkway.

CPED, MPRB Long Term

Redevelopment in this area should respect the historic grid pattern 
with a similar rhythm or pattern of development throughout the dis-
trict.  

CPED Long Term

Once this area is redeveloped and a new parkway alignment is estab-
lished, the former route of Pacific Street may be utilized as an internal 
site circulation corridor in the long-term redevelopment.  Parking, ser-
vice and loading should orient off of this corridor with buildings posi-
tioned toward the parkway and parking located toward the rail line.

CPED Long Term

Upper Mississippi Employment District (Subarea 6)
Maintain this area as industrial employment district, with a focus on 
high intensity, job generating uses, particularly office and industrial.

CPED Short Term

Discourage residential development in this area. CPED Short Term

Retrofits to parking lots, service and loading areas could include im-
proved screening and landscaping and consolidated access points. 

CPED Short Term

Stormwater retrofits should be encouraged, including potentially tree 
trenches, rain gardens, and/or green roof technologies.

CPED Short Term

Lowry Avenue N Riverfront Node (Subarea 7)
Support the redevelopment of this area with high density mixed use 
development, including commercial, light industrial, residential, and/
or office uses.

CPED Medium Term

Support the development of river-oriented commercial and retail uses, 
to build on the advantages of a riverfront location along a commercial 
corridor.

CPED Medium Term

Upper Harbor Terminal District (Subarea 8)
Support the redevelopment of the area as a business park, with a fo-
cus on high intensity, job generating uses, particularly office and light 
industrial.

CPED Short Term

Encourage the consolidation of small parcels west of the rail line to cre-
ate larger, more developable sites. 

CPED Long Term

Dowling Ave N Riverfront Node (Subarea 9)
Support the redevelopment of the area with a mix of commercial, of-
fice, residential, and light industrial uses.

CPED Medium Term

Support the development of river-oriented commercial and retail uses, 
to build on the advantages of the riverfront location.

CPED Medium Term

If residential pursued in the area to the north, ensure adjacent uses are 
compatible.

CPED Long Term

Parking and loading for development parcels should be located against 
the rail line and buildings should be placed toward Dowling Avenue 
and the new parkway

CPED Medium Term

North of Dowling Riverfront District (Subarea 10)
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In the near term, support mitigation of the impacts of the existing in-
dustry mix, including greening of sites and operations, and screening 
from other uses.

CPED Short Term

In the longer term, when feasible, consider making strategic land ac-
quisitions and investments to allow for higher value mixed use devel-
opment, including potentially new residential.

CPED, MPRB Long Term

Provide buffers and transitions between uses where needed. Retro-
fit elements such as screening, landscaping and enhanced lighting 
should be encouraged. 

CPED Long Term

Washington Avenue should be enhanced as a strong connection from 
the Dowling node to the Camden / Lyndale Avenue Node, potentially 
with a multi-modal street design.

CPED Long Term

Due to the transitional and multi-use nature of this area, consider live/
work development as a potential development concept.

CPED Long Term

Improve the entrance to the riverfront park, including Upper Mississip-
pi Regional Park, with a more visible, accessible, and inviting entrance.

CPED Long Term

North of Xcel Riverfront District (Subarea 11)
Support the development of the area as a business park, with a focus 
on high intensity, job generating uses, particularly office and light in-
dustrial.

CPED Short Term

Support the maintenance and development of landscaped private 
green space adjoining the riverfront park area, consistent with existing 
character.

CPED Short Term

Development should respect the topography of the site and preserve 
the tree canopy within the natural draws leading toward the river.  
These could be developed as pedestrian connections to the river edge.

CPED Short Term

Xcel Riverfront Plant (Subarea 12)
Maintain site as location for existing power plant. CPED Short Term

If feasible, consider compatible infill development on adjacent sites. CPED Long Term

Support the maintenance of green buffer around all sides of the site, 
and encourage the development of a riverfront easement to allow for 
the continuation of a riverfront trail.

CPED Short Term

Marshall North Riverfront District (Subarea 13)
In the near term, allow a mix of uses compatible with adjacent park 
development and the riverfront location, making accommodations for 
riverfront trail connectivity and access.

CPED Short Term

In the longer term, make strategic land acquisitions and investments 
to create a continuous green riverfront, with limited park-compatible 
accessory uses that bring activity and interest to the riverfront.

MPRB Long Term

Support the development of infill moderate density housing and lim-
ited mixed use on east side of Marshall, to build upon the advantages 
of the riverfront park location.

CPED Short Term

Lowry Avenue NE Riverfront Node (Subarea 14)
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Support the redevelopment of the area with a mix of commercial, of-
fice, and residential uses.

CPED Medium Term

Support the development of river-oriented commercial and retail uses, 
to build on the advantages of the riverfront location.

CPED Medium Term

Marshall South Riverfront District (Subarea 15)
In the near term, allow a mix of uses compatible with adjacent park 
development and the riverfront location, making accommodations for 
riverfront trail connectivity and access.

CPED Short Term

In the longer term, make strategic land acquisitions and investments 
to create a continuous green riverfront, with limited park-compatible 
accessory uses that bring activity and interest to the riverfront.

MPRB Long Term

Support the development of infill moderate density housing and lim-
ited mixed use on east side of Marshall, to build upon the advantages 
of the riverfront park location.

CPED Short Term

North Grain Belt District (Subarea 16)
Support redevelopment with a mix of moderate to high density office, 
commercial, and residential uses.

CPED Short Term

Support the development of river-oriented commercial and retail uses, 
to build on the advantages of the riverfront location.

CPED Medium Term

Encourage creative industries and arts oriented uses, to support and 
strengthen the Northeast Arts District.

CPED Short Term

Grain Belt District (Subarea 17)
Maintain as a designated activity center, with a focus on day to night 
activity, regional draw, and high density mixed use.

CPED Short Term

Support redevelopment with a mix of high density office, commercial, 
and residential uses.

CPED Short Term

Support the development of river-oriented commercial and retail uses, 
to build on the advantages of the riverfront location.

CPED Medium Term

Encourage creative industries and arts oriented uses, to support and 
strengthen the Northeast Arts District.

CPED Short Term

Support the development of shared parking solutions to manage park-
ing needs within the activity center area.

CPED Medium Term

Graco/Scherer Riverfront District (Subarea 18)
Maintain and redevelop as a business/office park development, with 
focus on high quality, job intensive office and light industrial uses.

CPED Short Term

Support the development of river-oriented commercial and retail uses, 
to build on the advantages of the riverfront location.

CPED Medium Term
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PARKS AND TRAILS
IMPLEMENTATION STEPS LEAD 

IMPLEMENTING 
AGENCIES

TIMELINE/
STATUS

Create a continuous and integrated riverfront parks and open space 
system along the upper riverfront.

MPRB Ongoing

Construct recreational trails along both banks of the river. MPRB Ongoing

Provide space in parks for riverbank, landscape, and habitat restora-
tion.

MPRB Ongoing

Develop waterfront features in new parks, and nodes of interest at reg-
ular intervals along trails.

MPRB Ongoing

Preserve hospitality uses within parks corridor. MPRB, CPED Ongoing

Pursue the transformation of the Upper Harbor Terminal in partnership 
with the City of Minneapolis

MPRB, CPED Short Term

Convert the BNSF Bridge to a pedestrian and bicycle facility linking 
both banks.

MPRB Medium Term

Continue ongoing acquisition of Regional Park land on both sides of 
the river.

MPRB Ongoing
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IMPLEMENTATION STEPS LEAD 
IMPLEMENTING 

AGENCIES

TIMELINE/
STATUS

Transportation
Pursue the closure of the upper harbor terminal, and provide assis-
tance with mitigating the economic and traffic impacts of this closure, 
while preparing the site for redevelopment. 

CPED, Public Works Short Term

Encourage the development of good quality mass transit options with-
in the study area and in adjacent neighborhoods, including improved 
east-west connections between neighborhoods and the river.

Metro Transit Medium Term

Continue to maintain existing freight infrastructure, including truck 
and rail, with a focus on meeting the needs of area businesses and min-
imizing impacts on residential areas.

Public Works, Hennepin 
County, MnDOT

Medium Term

Establish a Riverway Street system, with common streetscape elements 
and enhanced bicycle and pedestrian facilities, to provide access to the 
riverfront from adjacent neighborhoods.

Public Works Medium Term

Develop a consistent system of wayfinding and signage to direct peo-
ple to riverfront parks and trails as they are developed.

MPRB, Public Works Long Term

Ensure consistent river access with public right-of-way developed on 
the regular street grid wherever possible.

Public Works Long Term

Support strategies to enhance the attractiveness and safety of the Riv-
erway Street system, including pedestrian scale lighting, traffic calm-
ing, and enhanced streetscaping, and improved public safety presence 
along the corridors.

Public Works, Hennepin 
County

Medium Term

Develop an interim parkway route along the west bank, following ex-
isting streets such as Pacific Street N and 2nd Street N, to provide sys-
tem connectivity in the near term.

MPRB, Public Works Medium Term

As opportunities present themselves, acquire land for and develop 
the final parkway route along the west bank, from its current terminus 
northward to North Mississippi Regional Park.

MPRB, Public Works Long Term

When feasible, convert the BN Bridge to a pedestrian and bicycle facil-
ity linking both banks.

MPRB, Public Works Long Term

Reconstruct Marshall Street as an accessible boulevard, with enhanced 
landscaping, bicycle lanes and/or off-road multi-use trails, and other 
amenities.

Hennepin County, MPRB Long Term

Support the development of riverfront trails, with interior connections 
made where necessary to provide system connectivity.

MPRB Long Term

Incorporate amenities along trail routes to serve bicyclists and pedes-
trians, including but not limited to air pumps, water fountains, Nice 
Ride stations, restrooms, rest stops, scenic overlooks, bicycle parking, 
and wayfinding.

MPRB, Public Works Long Term

Explore options to rationalize the street network and interstate access 
on the west bank, potentially combining Washington Avenue N and 
2nd Avenue N alignments  and/or reconfiguring interstate access to 
improve overall traffic flow and increase redevelopment potential of 
nearby sites.

Public Works, MnDOT, 
Hennepin County

Long Term

ENVIRONMENT AND INFRASTRUCTURE
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Pursue the development of the Water Street connection, to serve Sheri-
dan Park and the riverfront Grain Belt development site.

CPED, MPRB, Public Works Long Term

Reconstruct Technology Drive and other industrial streets as needed 
to provide access to important office and industrial development sites.

Public Works Medium Term

When feasible, pursue burying power lines and other above-ground 
utilities underground, preferably in public right-of-way.

Xcel Energy, Public Works Long Term

Pursue shared and district parking strategies to address parking de-
mand in busy areas, including areas with dense development and/or 
destination uses.

CPED, Public Works Medium Term

Environmental Restoration
Continue to monitor known sites of soil and groundwater contamina-
tion.

MPCA Short Term

Support the investigation and cleanup of contaminated sites, particu-
larly with site redevelopment or conversion to parkland.

CPED, MPCA, Hennepin 
County

Medium Term

Utilize best practices, such as soil bioengineering, to stabilize and re-
vegetate banks and slopes along the upper riverfront.

MPRB Medium Term

Create a vegetated shoreland buffer and wildlife habitat through land-
scape restoration techniques in new parks along the upper riverfront.

MPRB Medium Term

Bring neighborhood residents to the river by taking opportunities to 
connect the upper riverfront’s wildlife habitat corridor to perpendicu-
lar or adjacent open spaces and greenway corridors.

CPED, MPRB Medium Term

Support the development of river edges that can accommodate chang-
es in water levels, including flooding.

MPRB Long Term

Water Quality and Stormwater
Whenever possible bring sites along the upper riverfront into compli-
ance with Minneapolis stormwater ordinances and the Mississippi Wa-
tershed Management Organization’s (MWMO) stormwater standards.

Public Works, MPRB, 
MWMO

Medium Term

Continue to pursue a range of stormwater best management practices 
in new development and parks to meet high standards for stormwater 
retention and treatment.

Public Works, MPRB, 
MWMO

Medium Term

Explore ways to attractively incorporate stormwater features into the 
public realm, through the use of green infrastructure such as: ponds, 
rain gardens, vegetated swales, water features, green roofs and other 
strategies.

Public Works, MPRB, 
MWMO

Medium Term

Support the retrofitting of existing sites with stormwater best manage-
ment practices and the reduction of impervious surface cover along 
the upper riverfront. 

Public Works, MPRB, 
MWMO

Medium Term

Consider partnerships and coordination between private develop-
ment, parks and the MWMO to maximize the efficiency of stormwater 
systems, monitor changes in the ecosystem, explore shared solutions, 
and increase the greening of the public realm.

Public Works, MPRB, 
MWMO

Medium Term

Coordinate the provision of stormwater management and open space 
to provide public realm connectivity and preserve scenic views.

Public Works, MPRB, 
MWMO

Medium Term
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IMPLEMENTATION STEPS LEAD 
IMPLEMENTING 

AGENCIES

TIMELINE/
STATUS

Housing
Support the development of a range of housing options in and adja-
cent to the study area, for a variety of income levels, ages, and house-
hold types.

CPED Long Term

Assist in strengthening existing neighborhoods in and adjacent to the 
study area through strategies to invest in improvements to the housing 
stock and compatible infill development.

CPED Short Term

Continue to support the development and maintenance of affordable 
housing in and adjacent to the study area, while not unnecessarily in-
creasing the concentration of low income communities.

CPED Short Term

When feasible, consider the development of additional new housing 
within designated areas within the study area.

CPED Long Term

When possible, avoid placing housing in areas where there are direct 
land use conflicts with adjacent uses that cannot be successfully miti-
gated through adequate buffering and screening.

CPED Short Term

If a new housing area is established, ensure there is a critical mass of 
land available to allow for the development of a neighborhood context 
with a range of amenities and a walkable format.

CPED Long Term

Support the development of housing close to areas with good transit 
access when possible.

CPED Short Term

Periodically reevaluate the market to adjust strategy to changing con-
ditions and opportunities.

CPED Long Term

Community Development 
Support the development and maintenance of public facilities that 
provide needed services and amenities to area neighborhoods, includ-
ing parks, community centers, libraries, schools, and other elements.

CPED, Hennepin County, 
MPS

Long Term

Encourage the development of retail and service options within mixed 
use communities, to serve local residents, increase jobs and tax base, 
and provide an added attraction to the riverfront park areas.

CPED Medium Term

Strengthen the public safety presence in the community, to increase 
the perception and reality of public safety and to empower residents 
to feel safe in the area, including traveling to and within planned riv-
erfront parks.

Public Safety Medium Term

Provide options for local youth and young adults to engage in safe and 
productive activities, including after school programs and recreational 
activities.

MPS, MPRB Medium Term

Connect residents to riverfront parks through a range of activities and 
options.

MPRB Medium Term

COMMUNITY AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT



   A B O V E  T H E  F A L L S  M A S T E R  P L A N  U P D AT E    •     Chapter  9
       
 PAGE 190

Encourage active stewardship of the public realm by businesses, prop-
erty owners, and other interested groups, to maintain the attractive-
ness and livability of the area.

CPED Medium Term

Economic Development
Continue to promote the area as a good place to do business, with cen-
tralized access to customers and suppliers, and selectively recruit high 
quality new businesses that are a good match for the area.

CPED Short Term

Support the creation and retention of jobs in the area, including those 
available to people with a wide range of skills and training.

CPED Medium Term

Where possible, encourage employers to pay a living wage for their 
jobs.

CPED Short Term

Strongly encourage existing, expanding, and new businesses to proac-
tively hire residents from nearby neighborhoods, especially in the case 
where there is public subsidy involved.

CPED Short Term

Assist in providing training for potential workers as needed to prepare 
them for employment at area employers, with a particular focus on 
residents of nearby neighborhoods.

CPED Short Term

Make necessary investments in public infrastructure and amenities, in-
cluding parks, to set the stage for private investment and build confi-
dence in the area.

MPRB, Public Works, Hen-
nepin County

Medium Term

Selectively use public resources to support high quality new and ex-
panding job generating development, and hold recipients account-
able for reaching their goals.

CPED Medium Term

Periodically reevaluate the market to adjust strategy to changing con-
ditions and opportunities.

CPED Long Term

Support the definition and development of green industry, with refer-
ence to site design, product, production methods, and other elements 
that impact the environment.

CPED Long Term
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VISION PLAN
The Vision Plan differs from the Priority Plan in that the horizon for implementation is uncertain. The order and timeline is 
flexible, as these will proceed largely based on when opportunities emerge and resources are made available. For some, 
there may need to be a shift in the market before it is feasible for development to proceed

•	 Park and Trail Projects

•	 Farview Park Extension – The earlier phase of this project included greenway improvements along 26th Avenue 
North and 28th Avenue North. This phase takes that a step farther, creating a land bridge over Interstate 94 and 
converting land on the riverfront to a destination park site. This project involves a significant amount of funding 
and logistics regarding the land bridge, as well as land acquisition and potentially business relocation along the 
riverfront. 

•	 Northeast Riverfront Park – Portions of the riverfront park on the east bank are already in place. This phase pre-
sumes acquisition of the remaining sites west of Marshall Street NE between Lowry Avenue NE and Broadway Street 
NE. The project involves the development of this into a large riverfront park, including possibly some riverfront 
destination businesses within the context of the park.

•	 Development Projects

•	 Acquisition and redevelopment north of Dowling Avenue North – The proposed transformational vision of the area 
north of Dowling envisions the area moving from a predominantly industrial to a mixed use scenario including 
residential. The proximity to neighborhoods, commercial areas, transit, and the existing North Mississippi Regional 
Park, provides assets to build this vision upon.

•	 West central riverfront redevelopment –The vision in the original Above the Falls Plan saw the west central river-
front between 26th Avenue North and Lowry Avenue North transitioning to a mixed use district as well. Likewise, 
changing this area will require patient assembly and a significant amount of resources. This is further compounded 
by the fact that the heavy industrial uses in this area are very challenging to relocate, as there are extremely few 
suitable sites that would meet both City policy and business criteria.
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As is clear from the descriptions above, organizational and resource questions are key in these discussions. There are a 
number of feasibility issues related to making progress on these vision projects, which may delay the start of this portion 
of plan implementation:

•	 Resources and tools for acquisition and assembly of a critical mass of land. To provide neighborhood context 
and provide investor confidence, this must precede redevelopment of the new mixed use area north of Dowling. 
At present, large scale buying and holding of sites such as this is not a viable approach through existing resources 
and programs. This will require the identification and acquisition of significant new resources, and the potential 
modification of programs to allow for holding the property for a longer period of time. A land bank tool may be 
appropriate, if sufficient funds could be made available for this type of acquisition. The holding component is less 
of a factor for parks than for development, but may still be an issue if plans cannot progress for park development 
until a certain amount of land is acquired.

•	 Availability of land for purchase. Since condemnation is a much more restrictive option in the past, the mass 
purchase of land is not an option. Instead, acquisition will depend on a series of willing seller agreements over 
time. This introduces a significant element of uncertainty as to when properties will become available, and if that 
will line up with resource availability. The potential for interim use – i.e. land being leased out for an interim period 
while property is being acquired – may help with this process. However, that likely only will be an option for uses 
that are either in the process of ceasing operations or are functioning on a very interim/short-term basis.

•	 Market readiness for residential. As shown in the market study work, portions of the study area – particularly on 
the west bank – are not ready for new market rate residential development. The rents that development is able to 
attract in that area are too low to support new construction, and it is anticipated that the area will not be able to 
support it for at least ten years. This is not based on the status quo, either – it assumes the market is stabilized, and 
there are continued investments in the riverfront parks, trails and public infrastructure. Other areas, particularly 
on the east bank and closer to Downtown generally, are much more likely to proceed sooner and with less need 
of assistance. At present, it is probably better to focus on market stabilization and public investment on the west 
bank, and work towards a future plan for mixed use development.

•	 Market readiness for commercial. At present, the market for retail and services – particularly on the west bank – 
is fairly weak. This reflects the current conditions and buying power of the area. It also makes it unlikely that major 
new commercial development will be the leading focus in this area. (There may be some incremental develop-
ment, but probably not a significant retail district.) Again, the focus will need to be on strengthening other aspects 
of the market, including existing residential and office/industrial uses, to set the stage for this new development.

Because of the major uncertainties around the timing and feasibility of these aspects, this plan recommends focusing im-
plementation efforts on the nearer term and more certain Priority Plan recommendations. These will help to strengthen 
the market and create successes that build support for more ambitious proposals. The plan for this area will need to be 
revised periodically, at least every ten years, to ensure that the approach is updated to reflect changing conditions. In the 
future, new opportunities and options may arise that are not currently known.

Full scale rezoning of all the vision areas to mixed use zoning away from industrial should also wait on a future phase, to 
be determined. Due to the weakness of the market for residential and commercial development on the west bank, rezon-
ing is unlikely to trigger new development. Instead, it will likely result in the proliferation of nonconforming uses, and a 
tendency towards stagnation, disinvestment, and blight. This will not further the goals of the area, and may worsen the 
problems that already exist. The zoning for this area will need to be revisited periodically with subsequent plan updates.
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AGENCY
Governmental
Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board •	 Parkland acquisition and development

•	 Development of trail/parkway system

•	 Ongoing maintenance and programming of park, 
parkway, and trail system

City of Minneapolis – CPED •	 Land use and zoning planning, policy and regula-
tion

•	 Development review of proposed projects

•	 Redevelopment assistance for selected projects 

City of Minneapolis – Public Works •	 Development of funding priorities for transporta-
tion and other infrastructure improvements

•	 Maintenance of and improvements to streets, side-
walks, bike lanes, and other elements in right-of-
way

•	 Regulation of access to right-of-way, including 
parking and curb cuts

Hennepin County – Transportation •	 Maintenance of and improvements to county-
owned streets and bridges

Hennepin County – Community Works •	 Redevelopment assistance for selected projects

Metropolitan Council •	 Comprehensive plan review and approval, includ-
ing regional parks plan

•	 Designation of and funding for regional parks and 
trails

•	 Redevelopment assistance for selected projects

ORGANIZATIONAL FRAMEWORK
The upper riverfront is by definition a multi-jurisdictional area – with many groups and organizations having a role in the 
area’s development, health, and function. Likewise, implementation of a plan for this area will require multi-jurisdictional 
cooperation and coordination. This section lays out the main players and their roles.

The Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board (MPRB) is the lead agency for the development of parks, parkways, and 
trails along the upper riverfront. The MPRB will be primarily responsible for land acquisition, funding, development, and 
ongoing maintenance and programming of these facilities. Other key partners in these areas include the Metropolitan 
Council’s regional parks division, the National Park Service, and various groups concerned with environmental preserva-
tion and cleanup.

The City of Minneapolis is the lead agency for guiding private land use and development, and funding and maintenance 
of non-park related infrastructure. The City will play a primary role in both guiding and assisting with development, in-
cluding helping direct resources as needed. It will also take a lead role where there is City-owned land for redevelopment, 
such as the upper harbor terminal. Hennepin County and MnDOT also play important roles regarding infrastructure that 
is county or state owned.

While these two organizations are lead implementers, there are many others that have important roles to play. Below is a 
table that outlines the main responsibilities of these various agencies in the upper riverfront area.
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Mississippi Watershed Management Organization •	 Monitoring and assessing water quality

•	 Education and outreach on water quality issues

•	 Funding for acquisition and improvements to en-
hance water quality

State of Minnesota – Legislature •	 Funding for special projects (e.g. legacy grant, 
bonding, high priority projects, etc.)

•	 Authorization for organizational structure

State of Minnesota – DNR •	 Potential funding for water access points, trails, etc.

•	 Oversight and management of state’s natural re-
sources

•	 Permitting for docks, modifications to riverway, etc.

State of Minnesota – DEED •	 Redevelopment assistance for selected job-gener-
ating projects

State of Minnesota  - MNDOT •	 Maintenance of and improvements to state high-
ways and interstates

•	 Oversight on truck route, freight rail, and barging 
networks/activities

•	 Project permitting where applicable

•	 Mississippi River Trail designation

United States – HUD •	 Redevelopment assistance for selected housing 
projects

United States – Army Corps of Engineers •	 Project permitting for modifications to navigation 
channel, shoreline, etc.

•	 Regulation and maintenance of navigable water-
ways

•	 Staffing and maintaining lock and dam

•	 Channel dredging for navigation purposes

United States – National Park Service •	 Oversight and management of Mississippi River 
National and Recreational Area

•	 Project review and comment where applicable

•	 Education and outreach activities
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THIRD PARTY DEVELOPMENT ORGANIZATION
Additionally, the original Above the Falls plan called for the creation of a third party agency to implement the plan. This 
was based on case study research that showed that transformational riverfront plans in peer cities were successful when 
there was an independent entity to assemble resources, maintain momentum over time, and make projects happen. 

This was affirmed by the various participating local agencies at the time, which saw the scope and timeline of the plan 
exceeding the capacity of any existing partner. It was further affirmed through a series of task force meetings in 2005-
2007, which further identified the need and specifics of this new entity. The result of the task force meetings was a new 
riverfront organizational model, with the scope for a new organization being defined with a very wide ranging scope, 
including coordination/administration, development assistance, marketing/promotion/communications, and planning/
design/construction. 

While all of these tasks are important and valid, it has become clear that this is probably too much for a new organization 
to undertake all at once, and that it represents a range of expertise and focus that implies significant staff and organiza-
tional capacity. Indeed, the report suggested need for staff capacity including executive director/leadership , fundraising/
development/advocacy, design center oversight, communications, ombudsman (to work with developers and business-
es that may be affected), community engagement, legal counsel, and administrative support.

Subsequent to the release of this report, the Minneapolis Riverfront Corporation (now Minneapolis Riverfront Partner-
ship) was formed. While there have been some successes, this agency has been challenged by the implications of its 
wide-ranging charge, especially as a start-up. 

To better prepare this entity (or another third party entity) to be successful in implementation, this plan proposes a two-
tiered organizational development strategy, mirroring the overall plan’s approach.

The Priority Plan strategy for this organization will focus on key gaps in organizational coverage, with a more limited 
mission and scope. It is the intent not to be comprehensive in addressing all concerns, but to address the most critical 
elements. As such, it relies on partnering organizations (listed above) to cover other tasks. The Priority Plan tasks include:

•	 Convening and Coordinating Partners. Convene the various organizations with interest and work along the riv-
erfront to coordinate work plans, share ideas, address complex projects and problems, and track progress. Identify 
opportunities to work together, including new opportunities that emerge which can benefit the area. The role of 
the entity is to support the adopted vision for the riverfront, but not necessarily to take strong advocacy positions, 
which may be better be handled by individual partners.

Non-governmental
Above the Falls Citizen Advisory Committee •	 Advocacy and outreach on behalf of interests of 

community stakeholders, esp. around plan imple-
mentation

•	 Review of and comment on development propos-
als in the study area

Minneapolis Riverfront Partnership •	 See discussion below

Minneapolis Parks Foundation •	 Support and funding for park and trail projects

Friends of the Mississippi •	 Advocacy and outreach on behalf of protecting 
and restoring river and watershed areas

Neighborhood Organizations •	 Representation of neighborhood’s interests on var-
ious topics

•	 Review and comment on projects proposed in 
neighborhoods

RiverFirst Initiative •	 Advocacy, communications and fundraising for 
park and trail development along the Minneapolis 
riverfront

Mississippi River Parkway Commission, Great River Road - 
National Scenic Byway

•	 Protection, enhancement, and promotion of a na-
tional scenic byway along the Mississippi River
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•	 Identifying and Assembling Resources. One of the key tasks in the original plan was the ability to assemble 
funding for large projects, including land acquisition. This could be from any number of sources (including those 
listed below in the Resources section), including everything from the federal government to private foundations. 
In some cases, it may be identifying funding sources that are available for partner agencies to apply for, includ-
ing grants and loans. It may also help make the case for legislative or regulatory changes that facilitate better or 
expanded tools for the area, though not likely in the form of direct advocacy.

•	 Finding and Facilitating Development Opportunities. The success of the Priority Plan is largely dependent on 
the ability to identify and take advantage of opportunities as they emerge. This entity can help make this happen 
through ongoing and sustained outreach to existing and potential development partners. This includes conversa-
tions with existing and potential residents, property owners, businesses, investors, developers, funders, and oth-
ers with an interest in the area. This role will require ongoing coordination with other partners, including the City 
and MPRB, to ensure it is in synch with other implementation efforts. 

The Vision Plan strategy for this organization represents a future phase of the organization, with expanded staff and re-
sources. This phase will be necessary to make major changes in the Vision Plan happen. As with the Vision Plan in general, 
it is uncertain when (or even if ) all elements will be realized.

•	 Land Acquisition and Redevelopment. For the vision of transformational development to happen, it is neces-
sary that there be an entity with the ability to buy and hold land over time, and to facilitate its redevelopment. 
While this is similar to existing land bank concepts, it would need to be more focused and differently structured 
than existing ones. The ability to do this would likely depend on changes to existing resources and tools to allow 
for longer term horizons on redevelopment of sites. This role may even involve becoming a property manager, 
leasing and maintaining interim uses on site prior to redevelopment. It also could involve administering gap fi-
nancing or other direct assistance to developers.

•	 Design Review and Guidance. At present, design review is largely a City function, and will likely remain so. Com-
munity level review is handled through neighborhood organizations and the Above the Falls Citizen Advisory 
Committee. However, if this entity reached a certain level of capacity and sophistication, it may be able to more 
proactively be involved in riverfront-specific development review – as is done through the current St. Paul River-
front Corporation’s design center. This in turn could help inform future revisions and updates to the plan.

•	 Direct Advocacy and Priority Setting. Again, advocacy and priority setting are both now done by individual or-
ganizations. However, as this entity develops capacity and expertise, it may be in the position to set priorities and 
advocate for specific actions and changes to promote development on the upper riverfront. This would likely flow 
from experience in other areas, rather than being a stand-alone function.

As of the time of this writing, it is unclear if this third party entity will be an evolution of the existing Minneapolis River-
front Partnership or a new organizational structure – or if for the time being it will make sense to keep these functions 
in house, managed by City and MPRB staff and leadership. Regardless, it is safe to say that a third party entity has the 
potential to be a significant catalyzing force in the redevelopment of the upper riverfront – particularly if it focuses on 
developing core competencies that complement and expand upon existing organizations and initiatives.
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STRATEGIES AND TOOLS
IMPLEMENTATION PRINCIPLES
In addition to identifying specific recommendations and the agencies that will implement them, it is important to identify 
the primary tools and strategies that will be used to create change in the upper riverfront. While this is not an exhaustive 
list, it is meant to capture the main ideas and the general approach being adopted.

This approach is based on a series of implementation principles:

•	 Build on existing assets and competitive advantages of the area, including riverfront amenity, central location, 
convenient transportation options, and diversity of uses

•	 Assemble property primarily through willing seller transactions, with very limited use of eminent domain for land 
acquisition

•	 Prioritize land acquisition for and development of riverfront parks and trails along both banks, to establish con-
nections, create amenity value, and set the stage for new development

•	 Connect the area through a series of riverfront trail loops along and across the river

•	 Utilize publicly owned lands as a catalyst for high quality redevelopment

•	 Work with existing property owners to encourage site improvements that create a higher value, greener, and 
more sustainable riverfront area

•	 Identify and promote opportunities for high quality infill that capitalizes on the riverfront location, and provide 
assistance for any incompatible uses needing to relocate

•	 When possible, strategically acquire sites for redevelopment in key areas along the riverfront

•	 Connect local streets to the riverfront through a series of bicycle, pedestrian, and streetscape improvements

These principles should be utilized with the goal of creating complete park and redevelopment projects that can be cel-
ebrated. Initial success will build support for additional implementation.

LAND USE CONTROLS
The City of Minneapolis, through its comprehensive plan and zoning ordinance, has the power to set regulations for ac-
ceptable uses in the upper riverfront, in order to promote the general welfare and seek an orderly evolution of the city. 
Consistency between adopted land use policy and zoning is required by law. As a result, the adoption of this plan will be 
followed by a rezoning study to ensure zoning is consistent with the adopted policy.

The current base zoning of the study area is largely consistent with existing uses. Since the area is primarily industrial, 
this means industrial zoning ranging from I1 Light Industrial to I3 Heavy Industrial. Other areas include a mix of zoning 
particularly along the east bank of the river.

The original Above the Falls Plan called for widespread rezoning, downzoning a significant amount of area to high density 
residential, creating new zoning districts for parks, as well as a “specially planned district” zone. 

This plan represents a change in direction on rezoning, for several reasons. One is a state law change in nonconform-
ing rights on existing properties that makes it significantly harder to remove an existing nonconforming use. Another 
is further analysis into the proposed zones – a park zone on a non-park property is likely to be considered a taking, and 
the specially planned district zone is counter towards the existing zoning code’s recently revised approach to planned 
unit development. Finally, the shift to a more incremental implementation approach outlined in this chapter significantly 
increases the risk that premature rezoning of an area may actually slow the pace of redevelopment – as existing uses are 
discouraged from investing in their properties and blight and deterioration accelerate.

Additionally, there has been some rethinking of industrial zoning in the city. The primary focus of industrial zoning to 
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date has been protection of other uses from industrial impacts – particularly residential. However, the focus on mixed use 
redevelopment and the creation of cleaner more attractive light industrial uses has blurred the line between the two – 
most notably with the formation of the Industrial Living Overlay District. Furthermore, when planning for high amenity 
areas such as the riverfront, the miscellaneous uses included in industrial zoning districts does not necessarily translate 
into appropriate uses in these valuable locations.

As a result, there has increasingly been a desire to create a new job-oriented “business park” district which focuses on of-
fice and clean light industrial uses, while screening out lower end, lower value uses typically found in industrial districts 
(such as bulk storage, auto service, and other such uses). This would both capitalize on the value of the riverfront location 
as well as providing a more compatible neighbor for nearby residential and mixed use.

With this in mind, the plan proposes a more limited scope for the subsequent rezoning study:

•	 For areas identified as “business park” on the future land use map, investigate the creation of a new business park 
zoning district or altering controls in existing industrial districts, which focus development on high value job-gen-
erating redevelopment. These areas may also be identified as priorities for public assistance to new development. 

•	 For areas identified as “industrial” on the future land use map, maintain existing zoning but consider downzoning 
to lighter industrial in areas immediately conflicting with existing or potential mixed use or residential areas.

•	 For areas identified as “park,” allow existing zoning to remain, but consider downzoning when land transitions to 
park use. 

•	 For areas identified as “mixed use,” allow existing zoning to remain as long as current uses continue to operate in 
these areas, but permit rezoning to residential or mixed use development once conditions for the Vision Plan are 
met (see Vision Plan section)

•	 Until land is acquired for park purposes, applications for expansion or modification of existing uses or for change 
to another use allowed under the existing zoning should not be considered to be inconsistent with park develop-
ment guidance in the comprehensive plan or master plan.

Due to the uncertainty around the implementation of the Vision Plan, the rezoning of large areas to residential-mixed 
use development is likely to be at some as of yet undefined point in the future. Future plan updates should periodically 
reexamine this question and reevaluate the desirability and timing of this transformation.

The rezoning study should also include a review of the basic zoning tools impacting the riverfront district, including site 
plan review standards, Mississippi River Critical Area and Shoreland overlay standards, and the standards of those Zon-
ing Districts found within the study area. If appropriate, the rezoning study might propose refinements to these zoning 
standards to bring them more in line with the goals of the Above the Falls Master Plan.

PUBLIC ACQUISITION AND DEVELOPMENT COORDINATION
Implementation of this plan will require significant public acquisition of land. This is envisioned to be largely through will-
ing seller transactions, and will take place over a period of time. As such, the implementation is likely to be opportunistic 
and incremental, especially at first.

There are several key aspects to this approach. One is the availability of resources to take advantage of opportunities as 
they emerge. At present, the Legacy Amendment has created a funding stream for the MPRB, which when combined with 
other resources creates the ability to acquire lands for parks. This plan would strongly support continuation of this and 
other sources. Availability of land for private development – at least in this area –is not as readily identified at present, but 
may emerge over time.

Another aspect is ongoing communication with existing and potential property owners, residents, businesses, develop-
ers and other entities. This can help identify those interested in selling, relocation, developing new projects, and other key 
transactions that can help move plans forward. While some of these changes will remain purely private and not subject 
to intervention, ongoing communication and outreach can help create a more proactive approach to identifying these 
opportunities than would happen otherwise.
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As noted above, an independent development entity can potentially do a lot to further this particular strategy. Efforts will 
need to be scalable, starting with ongoing outreach, building the case for resources, etc.

Another advantage of a non-public development organization is that land can potentially be assembled and redevel-
oped privately, without an ownership role from the public sector. As one of the goals of riverfront redevelopment is to 
build investor confidence and promote private investment, scenarios where the public sector does not need to partici-
pate directly should be encouraged – assuming the results are generally consistent with adopted policies and guidelines 
for the area.

ENVIRONMENTAL COALITION BUILDING
There are many non-governmental organizations, including environmental groups and private foundations that have a 
keen interest in improving the environment of the Mississippi River, at the national, metropolitan, and local scales. These 
organizations are a valuable resource for information and advocating for the river. Any and all interested groups and 
individuals who support the concepts outlined in the Master Plan should be actively engaged in a broad coalition for 
progressive implementation.

In addition to the many private groups and local public agencies working to improve the Mississippi, the state and federal 
governments also have ongoing planning requirements and programs. The State of Minnesota has designated the Mis-
sissippi River a “critical area,” and requires municipalities to create plans for improving the riverbank environment. At the 
federal level the National Park Service manages the Mississippi National River and Recreation Area (MNRRA), a unique unit 
of the National Parks system working with municipalities to establish continuous parks and river access along the Missis-
sippi in the Twin Cities metropolitan area.

In general, this plan will realize the Critical Area and MNRRA goals with a continuous riverfront trail system connecting 
to other trails north and south, a greenway buffer along the riverbank, and new land uses replacing open storage of bulk 
materials with attractive and high value new development. 

Variances to the standards set in the City’s Shoreland Ordinance regarding the height of structures and setbacks may be 
necessary along the Mississippi Promenade to create the type of lively urban riverfront district that the Plan envisions; 
however, such action should only be taken in the context of specific development proposals, and in coordination with 
public agencies that oversee Critical Area and MNRAA compliance. 
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RESOURCES
In order to implement the Upper River Master Plan, funds should be sought at all levels of government, as well as grants 
from private foundations. One of the benefits of a visionary plan is that interest and excitement can be generated out-
side of the City of Minneapolis. At the metropolitan level, funds should be sought on the grounds of expanding a highly 
popular regional park system and strengthening the core with new development. At the state level, the plan contains 
many fundable elements relating to infrastructure and environmental resource protection. The plan is also consistent 
with federal programs for inner city revitalization and transportation efficiency.

Potential sources of funds include, but are not limited to, the following:

•	 City of Minneapolis and Hennepin County

•	 Tax increment financing

•	 Tax abatement

•	 General obligation bonds

•	 Minneapolis capital improvement program

•	 Housing revenue bonds

•	 Hennepin Community Works projects

•	 County transportation capital improvement programs

•	 Proceeds from land sales

•	 Direct assistance to businesses

•	 Watershed

•	 Mississippi Watershed funds

•	 Metropolitan Council

•	 Metropolitan Parks and Open Space Commission

•	 Livable Communities Program grants

•	 State of Minnesota

•	 Projects earmarked in biennial Bonding Bill

•	 Legislative-Citizen Commission on Minnesota Resources (LCCMR) grants

•	 State transportation capital improvement programs

•	 Great River Road Program grants

•	 Hazardous waste remediation grants

•	 Department of Employment and Economic Development grants

•	 Department of Natural Resources – Metro Greenways, Metro Wildlife Corridors Partnership

•	 Department of Transportation – Municipal State Aid (MSA)

•	 Minnesota Pollution Control Agency – Clean Water Partnership

•	 Federal

•	 Department of Transportation, MAP-21 funding programs

•	 Department of Housing and Urban Development, programs and special grants

•	 National Park Service, Mississippi National River and Recreation Area grants

•	 Army Corps of Engineers – Environmental Management Program grants

•	 Land and Water Conservation Fund
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•	 Empowerment Zone grants

•	 Private Sources

•	 Foundation grants

•	 Donations for specific projects

•	 Special services district

•	 Special assessments

•	 Park dedication

Additional tools and resources may need to be developed. For instance, modifications to tax increment financing (TIF) 
that allow funds to be pooled over a larger area, or used to fund improvements over a longer period of time. 

As stated above, one underlying goal of this process is to build private sector confidence in this area, and thereby to 
encourage private investment in its development and improvement. While the facts remain that significant public and 
philanthropic subsidy will likely be needed to set the stage for private sector investment, the goal of strengthening the 
private market should not be lost.

One key observation is that in many ways, the private market is already working in this area. It may not be producing the 
highest and best use that takes advantage of the unique assets of this location, but it does have a viable purpose and 
some demonstrated value. The approach of this plan should be to carefully weigh the tradeoffs associated with land use 
transition, to ensure we build on existing strengths to the extent possible, rather than attempting to undo everything 
that has gone before and start from scratch. In that way not only will we find a more feasible path to success, but we will 
be good stewards of limited public resources dedicated to positive change in the community.

APPROVAL PROCESS
Once public review is complete and comments and edits have been incorporated appropriately, the plan will go through 
a multi-stage approval process.

After a 45-day comment period, the City Planning Commission will review the plan and recommend it for approval to the 
City Council. The Planning Commission meeting will be a public hearing, with the opportunity for the public to comment 
on the plan. The plan will then proceed to the City Council’s Zoning and Planning Committee, and then on to the full City 
Council for approval.

The Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board will act on the front end of the public comment period to approve the plan. 
It will take subsequent action upon the completion of the comment period with a final approval.

Both City and Park Board approvals will be contingent on final approval by the Metropolitan Council. The regional park 
plan component will proceed first, since it involves the direct modification of the Metropolitan Council’s own regional 
parks plan. Once that is approved, the full plan update will move forward for Metropolitan Council approval. This will in-
volve an update to the City’s comprehensive plan, which also includes the Park Board’s comprehensive plan.

If the Metropolitan Council review results in modifications to the Above the Falls Plan, it will need to return to the City 
Council and/or Park Board for a final approval. Otherwise, plan adoption will be final.

Implementation is already ongoing and will continue after plan adoption. A rezoning study will be an important action 
step on the City’s side. The recommendations listed in this implementation chapter can be used to track progress over 
time.




