


 



December 8, 2003 
 
 
Ms. Susan Hoyt  
City Administrator 
City of Northfield 
801 Washington Street  
Northfield, Minnesota 55057-2598 
 
 
 
Dear Ms. Hoyt: 
 
We are pleased to present our study of Downtown Northfield.  We greatly enjoyed working with City staff 
and a variety of Downtown stakeholders from throughout the community to understand the important 
strengths of Downtown and challenges to its ongoing vitality.  We hope that this study will serve as a clear 
guide for a large number of people and organizations that have great interest in achieving the highest 
potential for Downtown Northfield. 
 
This document covers a lot of ground; from detailed commercial space inventories to housing district 
profiles, from focus group interviews with key Downtown stakeholders to detailed strategic goals for 1-, 5- 
and 10-year time horizons.  As this document shows, we believe that there are many activities that the City 
can pursue immediately to help the Downtown area.  As well, we believe that there are many other groups 
throughout the community that would greatly enjoy working with the City of Northfield to accomplish 
specific goals over the next 10 years, and longer.  
 
Downtown Northfield is a pedestrian-friendly, human-scale district with unique, independently-owned shops 
and businesses in historic buildings.  These characteristics make it unique in the region and attractive to 
residents and visitors alike.  These characteristics will also enable Downtown to occupy a competitive space in 
the market that cannot be duplicated in newer, highway commercial districts.  It is the goal of our 
recommendations to help guide civic leaders to maintain the unique characteristics of Downtown, and to add 
new uses that strengthen it for the long-term.  
 
We believe that new, market-rate, multifamily housing development in or near Downtown Northfield would 
complement and strengthen the housing stock of the overall community, and would further enhance the 
market for Downtown retailers and service businesses.  As well, Downtown could greatly benefit from the 
addition of more office and office-service businesses, many of whom would be well-suited for upper-floor 
spaces in historic Downtown buildings.  Currently, Downtown Northfield is the overwhelming leader in the 
regional small-office market, and additional office development will help keep it this way. 
 
Thank you again for the opportunity to complete this important assignment for the City of Northfield. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Thomas G. O’Neil     Peter Edeburn  
Director of Market Research    Research Analyst 
Dahlgren, Shardlow and Uban    Dahlgren, Shardlow and Uban
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INTRODUCTION  
 
Study Background 
 
DSU Research, the market research arm of Dahlgren, Shardlow and Uban, was hired by the City of 
Northfield in the summer of 2003 to examine commercial and residential development issues 
affecting Downtown Northfield, and to create recommendations to help Downtown stakeholders 
mobilize on improvement projects. To accomplish these tasks, this study pulls together information 
from a variety of sources to: a) build a strong picture of the current market position of Downtown 
Northfield within the larger region (with respect to commercial and residential uses); b) clarify key 
issues/obstacles facing Downtown commercial business owners and operators; and c) create specific 
recommendations. 
 
The work in this study was produced in conjunction with work by the Downtown Strategies 
Committee, a group of business owners, elected officials, government staff, executives of non-profit 
organizations and other Downtown stakeholders.  This committee convened twice during the 
summer of 2003 to discuss key findings from the commercial and housing market research and to 
discuss the results of two focus group discussions held with Downtown stakeholders on the topics 
of Downtown promotion strategies and critical Downtown commercial issues.  The group met a 
third time in the fall of 2003 to discuss recommendations from Dahlgren, Shardlow and Uban for 
Downtown covering four areas: public improvements, organizational structure, marketing and 
promotion, and development/redevelopment. 
 
 
This Study in the Context of Other Market Research Efforts in Northfield 
 
DSU Research has completed a significant amount of research and stakeholder meeting facilitation 
in Northfield in 2003, including these assignments: 
 

Commercial and Residential Development Strategies (this study) • 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

Downtown Stakeholder Focus Group Meeting Facilitation (summarized  in this study) 
Downtown Strategies Meeting Facilitation (three meetings held in mid 2003) 
1999 Comprehensive Housing Plan Update (delivered to the City in October 2003) 
Old Hospital Site Preliminary Reuse Assessment (delivered to the City in October 2003) 
Riverfront Redevelopment Site Preliminary Reuse Assessment (delivered to the City in 
December 2003) 

 
The following diagram shows how we incorporated key information from these various assignments 
into strategic recommendations for the future of Downtown Northfield.
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Old Hospital Site

Conclusions and 
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for Strengthening 

Downtown Northfield

Plan Implementation

Key Activities for Market Research (DSU Research)

DSU Research 
a division of Dahlgren, Shardlow and Uban 
 

 
In the process of completing the Comprehensive Housing Plan, DSU Research gained valuable insights 
regarding the potential for new housing to strengthen the vitality of Downtown Northfield.  We also 
learned how Downtown can play a strong role in providing new housing that complements housing 
alternatives in other parts of the city, helping to maintain a well-rounded housing stock that 
addresses the needs of all of Northfield’s residents.   
 
From focus group discussions on marketing strategies and key commercial issues, as well as from 
three meetings with the Downtown Strategies Committee, we learned how Downtown stakeholders 
could be better organized and coordinated around key improvement issues, and ways in which the 
City could play a strong role.  We also explored numerous ideas for more effective marketing of 
Downtown Northfield and important public improvements that the City could pursue.  All of these 
ideas are covered in the last section, Strategies for Continually Improving Downtown Northfield.



   Page 3 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

COMMERCIAL MARKET OVERVIEW

DSU Research 
a division of Dahlgren, Shardlow and Uban 
  
 



COMMERCIAL MARKET OVERVIEW  Page 4  
Downtown Improvement Strategies  December 8, 2003 
City of Northfield 
 
 
INTRODUCTION  
 
This section of the report examines the market position of Downtown Northfield within the larger 
region.  Much of the information presented in this section derives from a 100% inventory 
completed by DSU Research of commercial uses in the main commercial districts in Northfield and 
Dundas.  This section also measures retail and services spending by the various consumer segments 
in Northfield, and how much we believe Downtown-area businesses capture. 
 
 
DEFINING THE TRADE AREA FOR GOODS AND SERVICES IN DOWNTOWN NORTHFIELD  
 
The map at right shows Northfield 
within the regional context of s
Dakota and northern Rice Counties. 
The map shows 7-mile radii drawn 
around each of the major cities in the 
region. All else being equal, a 
consumer living within 7 miles of 
Downtown Northfield would generally 
find Northfield the closest place to 
find retail goods and services.   

outhern 
 

ill 
nce, 

 

 
In rural areas with a grid-like 
transportation network, consumers w
generally drive the shortest dista
especially when considering centers of
generally equal retail offerings.  
Northfield has arguably the strongest 
retail offering in the region, but is 7 
miles east of I-35, the region’s major 
thoroughfare.  We believe that a 7-mile 
radius is a good approximation for 
Northfield’s trade area.  The map on 
the next page translates this 7-mile 
radius into an area comprised of 
municipal divisions, the necessary 
geographic level for demographic 
analysis. 

DSU Research 
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NORTHFIELD’S COMMERCIAL DISTRICTS  
 
The Overall Pattern 
 
The map at right shows the three 
districts that we identified in our 
commercial inventory of Northfield 
and Dundas. This inventory did not 
include freestanding office, retail or 
service uses scattered throughout the 
neighborhoods of Northfield; such 
uses make up only a small fraction of 
commercial uses in the City. 
 
The map shows that commercial uses 
in Northfield and Dundas (excluding 
its older “Downtown” area on Railway 
Street) are overwhelmingly oriented to 
Highway 3.  However, there are breaks 
in the commercial land use pattern 
along the corridor, resulting in three 
distinct “districts” of commercial 
activity.  We present each of these in 
greater detail in subsequent pages. 
 
In total, we inventoried 338 
commercial users (including vacant 
spaces) in Northfield and the part of 
Dundas along Highway 3.  Based on 
size estimates of users by type from Urban Land Institute, we estimate that these 338 users occupied 
1,081,159 square feet of commercial space in 2003. 
 
 
Detailed Information for Each District 
 
The maps on the following pages show the land use patterns for commercial uses in each of the 
three main commercial districts in Northfield and Dundas.  The maps present retail/service users 
and office/office-service1 users by parcel, along with tallies for total users, square footage and sales2.

                                                 
1 Office users generally do not interact with the general public (mainly business-to-business) while office-service users 
do.  Examples of office-service users include lawyers, real estate brokers, accountants and insurance agents. 
 
2 We generated sales figures based on 2002 estimates from the Urban Land Institute by store type (trended to 2003).   

DSU Research 
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Downtown Northfield: 

• 
» 
» 
» 

• 
» 
» 
» 

• 

• 

• 
» 
» 
» 

• 
» 
» 
» 

• 

• 

                                                

 
233 total commercial uses/users: 

145 retail and/or service users 
88 office and/or office-service users 
16 vacant spaces (6.4% of all spaces) 

 
Estimated 413,659 commercial square feet: 

276,050 retail/service square feet 
107,450 office/office-service square feet 
30,159 vacant square feet (7.3%) 

 
Downtown Northfield accounts for roughly 
39% of the total commercial space in the region 
and accommodates roughly 72% of the region’s 
commercial users. 

 
Downtown Northfield captures an estimated 
$68.4 million in retail/service sales3, or about 
35% of the estimated region total. 

 
 
Highway 3 District: 
 

57 total commercial uses/users: 
37 retail and/or service users 
20 office and/or office-service users 
0 vacant spaces 

 
Estimated 169,000 commercial square feet: 

115,800 retail/service square feet 
53,200 office/office-service square feet 
0 vacant square feet 

 
The Highway 3 District accounts for roughly 
16% of the total commercial space in the 
region, and about 18% of the region’s users. 

 
The Highway 3 District captures an estimated 
$33.0 million in retail/service sales, or about 
17% of the estimated region total.

 
3 Sales estimates are based on estimated store sizes and sales per square foot by store type from  Dollars and Cents of 
Shopping Centers: 2002, from the Urban Land Institute.  Sales were trended up by 3% for 2003.  

DSU Research 
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“Big Box” District: 
 
• 

» 
» 

• 

• 
» 
» 
» 

• 

sers 

• 

32 total commercial uses/users: 
25 retail and/or service users 
7 office and/or office-service users 

 
0 vacant spaces.  

 
Estimated 465,000 commercial square feet: 

451,000 retail/service square feet 
14,500 office/office-service square feet 
0 vacant square feet 

 
The Big Box District accounts for 44% of the 
total commercial space in the region, the largest 
share of the three districts.  However, due to 
the large average size of spaces, the district 
accommodates just 10% of all commercial u
in the region. 

 
The Big Box District captures an estimated 
$93.0 million in retail/service sales, or about 
48% of the estimated region total. 

 
 
Comparing Downtown Northfield to the Other Commercial Districts 
 
Retail and Service Businesses 
 
Exhibit 1 shows that Downtown 
Northfield is characterized by 
many users, but at small space 
sizes.  Downtown has nearly three 
times as many commercial users as 
the other two commercial districts 
combined, but only 65% of their 
space.  The historic buildings in 
Downtown pose constraints on 
space size, which has driven some 
users from the Downtown district 
to alternative space all along 
Highway 3. 

Exhibit 1: Commercial District Comparison
Retail and Service Businesses
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Office Businesses 

Exhibit 2: Commercial District Comparison
Office Businesses
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Exhibit 2 at right shows 
Downtown’s dominance of the 
local office market.  Downtown 
has 88 of the 115 office users in 
the three districts (77%); these 
users occupy 60% of the region’s 
office space total (107,000 out of 
179,000 square feet, estimated). 
 
 
 
National, Regional and Independent Retailers and Service Businesses 
 
Independent owners make up the 
bulk of retail and service 
businesses in Downtown 
Northfield, creating a much more 
diverse retailing atmosphere (see 
chart at right).  This is a common 
situation with small-town 
Downtowns, as often they do not 
match the location characteristics 
sought by national, or even 
regional, owners (high-traffic 
highways, mall locations, etc.).  
Conversely, the big box anchor 
district, with new shopping center spaces, a significant highway intersection and large anchor stores 
(Cub, Menard’s and Target), has attracted many smaller- and medium-size national stores, including 
Sam Goody, Applebee’s, H & R Block and Papa Murphy’s. 

Exhibit 3: Commercial District Comparison
Market Orientation
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CONSUMER MARKET SEGMENTS AND RETAIL SPENDING PATTERNS  
 
Introduction 
 
This section of the report examines retail and service spending patterns for the different groups that 
patronize Northfield.  As the map on the next page shows, our analysis focuses on resident spending 
within the trade area that is captive to Northfield, which includes Northfield, Dundas and the four 
surrounding townships.  These communities generally fall within a 7-mile radius around Northfield, 
an area that is captive to the City (referenced at the beginning of the Commercial Market Overview, on 
page 4).  We also examine spending by Northfield’s visitors, which contribute a sizable amount to 
local retailers and service businesses. 

DSU Research 
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For the purposes of this analysis, we 
divide residents and visitors into these 
specific segments: 
 
Resident Groups: 
• 
• 

• 
• 
• 

• 

• 

Permanent Residents 
Students  

 
Visitor Groups: 

Relatives and friends of students 
Daily workers (non-residents) 
Tourists and attendees of events 
(e.g. Defeat of Jesse James Days) 
Intermittent (pass-through) 
travelers 
Destination shoppers 

 
 
Residential Spending Patterns 
 
Northfield residents comprise the 
largest market for local retail and 
service businesses; this pattern is 
typical among most communities.   
 
Exhibit 4 on the next page shows the 
breakdown of local retail and services 
spending by resident households, excluding students, and not counting spending for new or used 
cars.  These figures are estimates by DSU Research of the amount that each Northfield household 
spends at Northfield establishments in these various categories.  The estimates are based on detailed 
spending patterns in the Twin Cities in 2002, (as measured by the Bureau of Labor Statistics) and 
household incomes for the Northfield Trade Area per the U.S. Census.  We factored out retail 
spending that local households would complete outside of Northfield.  As well, we trended up 
figures to the year 2003 to account for inflation. 
 
The exhibit shows that Northfield households will spend an estimated $15,800 on average locally in 
Northfield this year on retail goods and services, excluding spending for new or used vehicles.  This 
represents about 27% of the average, gross household income for the year.  Food for home 
consumption accounts for about 1/3 of all local spending ($5,400 per year on average), followed by 
household supplies/furnishings, entertainment, and food away from home (eating at restaurants); 
each of these latter categories accounts for about 11% to 13% of local spending by Northfield 
residents (between roughly $1,800 and $2,000 per year on average).  A variety of other spending 
items between $200 and $900 per year round out the list.

DSU Research 
a division of Dahlgren, Shardlow and Uban 
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Dollars Pct.

Median household income before taxes1 $57,344 100.0%

Retail spending at the local level2 $15,832 26.5%

Food at home $5,379 9.4%
Household supplies and furnishings $1,995 3.5%

Entertainment $1,940 3.4%
Food away from home $1,758 3.1%

Transportation (gas and oil) $923 1.6%
Apparel and services $767 1.3%

Miscellaneous $691 1.2%
Gifts $631 1.1%

Health care $534 0.9%
Personal care products and services $507 0.9%

Tobacco products and smoking supplies $270 0.5%
Alcoholic beverages $255 0.4%

Reading $180 0.3%

1 Estimated citywide median income in 2003.
2 Extrapolated from total retail spending by DSU Research.

Spending

City of Northfield
Average Annual Resident Spending by Product/Service Category

2003

Exhibit 4Student Spending Patterns 
 
Exhibit 5 estimates spending by college 
students and their visitors in 
Northfield.  The figures are based on a 
survey done in December 2002 of 
student spending at Middlebury 
College in Middlebury, Vermont.   
 
This study is relevant to understanding 
student spending in Northfield because 
of the strong parallels between the two 
communities and their local colleges.  
Middlebury College is a notable liberal 
arts college that greatly affects the 
culture of Middlebury, not unlike the 
strong effect Carleton and St. Olaf 
have on the culture of Northfield.  As 
well, the proportion of students to 
total population in Middlebury is 
identical to the proportion of students 
in Northfield, and both communities 
lie in rural areas, although Northfield is 
more influenced by a larger city than is 
Middlebury.  

Off Campus Spending by Students
Food and Beverages (non-restaurant) $294 $1,396,500 25%
Restaurants $202 $959,500 17%
Transportation $198 $940,500 17%
Gifts $101 $479,750 9%
Clothing $99 $470,250 8%
Other $88 $418,000 7%
Personal Items $88 $418,000 7%
Entertainment $52 $247,000 4%
Electronics and Software $36 $171,000 3%
Books and Magazines $19 $90,250 2%
Total Off-Campus Spending $5,590,750 100% 57%

Spending by Visitors of Students
Hotel Rooms $419 $1,990,250 48%
Restaurant Meals $239 $1,135,250 27%
Other Spending $215 $1,021,250 25%
Total Student Visitor Spending $873 $4,146,750 100% 43%

$9,737,500 100%

Exhibit 5

Estimated Total Annual Retail 
Spending Related to Students

Sources: Middlebury College and Student Survey,  Middlebury College and Northern 
Economic Consulting, Inc., DSU Research

$1,177

$2,050

TotalPer Student

Estimated Annual Retail Spending Related to College Students
Northfield

2003

 
Based on the findings of the 
Middlebury study, we believe that 
students in Northfield will spend about 
$1,200 this year on average at 
businesses in Northfield.  Most of this 
off-campus spending will fall in the 
categories of food and beverages 
(groceries), restaurants and 
transportation. Based on an estimated 
student enrollment of 4,750 at St. Olaf 
and Carleton combined, this translates 
to about $5.6 million in aggregate. 
 
We estimate that an additional $4.1 
million will be spent by the visitors of 
college students this year ($873 per 
student), largely in the categories of 
hotel rooms and restaurants. 

DSU Research 
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Total Estimated Spending 
 
Exhibit 6 shows our 
estimate of total retail and 
services spending in 2003 in 
Northfield by all consumer 
segments.  This exhibit 
brings together several 
different estimates of retail 
demand and supply: a) the 
sales estimate for all retail 
and services businesses in 
Northfield based on our 
100% inventory; b) the 
spending estimate for 
resident households; and c) 
the spending estimate of 
students and their visitors. 

$189,000,000 - $201,000,000

Resident Groups:
Permanent Residents $125,000,000 - $129,000,000 64% - 66%
Off-Campus Spending: Carleton/St. Olaf Students $5,000,000 - $6,000,000 3% - 3%

$130,000,000 - $135,000,000 67% - 69%
Visitor Groups:

Visitors of College Students $4,000,000 - $5,000,000 2% - 3%
All Other Visitors2 $55,000,000 - $61,000,000 29% - 30%

$59,000,000 - $66,000,000 31% - 33%

Sources:

2003

Exhibit 6

U.S. Census Bureau, Urban Land Institute, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Minnesota State Demographer, 
Middlebury College Student Survey, DSU Research

2 Non-resident workers, tourists/event attendees, intermittent travelers, destination shoppers.

1 Does not include spending for new or used automobiles.

100%

Estimated Spending on Retail and Services in 

the Northfield Retail Trade Area1

Total Estimated Retail and Services Spending in the Northfield Trade Area1

 
The exhibit shows that permanent residents are the backbone of the retail and services economy in 
Northfield, comprising an estimated 64% to 66% of all spending.  Visitors, of all types, account for 
roughly one-third of total spending, with students a distant third at just 3%.   
 
 
DOWNTOWN MARKET POSITION SUMMARY 
 
Downtown Northfield has the most character, from a retail perspective, of any of the region’s 
commercial districts.  It is home to more than 2/3rds of the region’s retailers and service businesses, 
and serves as the “heart” of the region.  Downtown Northfield is driven by independent retailers, 
which create an eclectic, interesting, unique shopping atmosphere.  Downtown Northfield is the 
main attraction in the City –  really the only one –  for visitors seeking a unique retail and cultural 
experience.  For this reason, we believe Downtown Northfield has a strong base from which to 
compete in the future. 
 
Downtown Northfield will not likely be a home to scores of national retailers, like the big box 
district along the Northfield/Dundas border.  Big box retailers seek large, newer spaces, which are 
easy and relatively inexpensive to configure.  The small, challenging spaces in the historic buildings 
in Downtown Northfield are generally a poor match for the operating model of most of the national 
and regional retailers. 
 
A key strength of Downtown, and one that was revealed in the space inventory, is the office market.  
Downtown Northfield has perhaps the strongest base of office users that we have ever seen among 
small towns in Minnesota.  Downtown Northfield has nearly 90 office users totaling as estimated 
111,000 square feet of space; this user base represents four out of five office users in the region and 

DSU Research 
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over 60% of the region’s space.  Nearly 80 users in the Downtown commercial district are located in 
the old historic core, while just over 10 are located west of the Cannon River along Highway 3. 
 
Based on a rough rule-of-thumb of 150 to 200 square feet of space per user, Downtown 
Northfield’s office base is capable of holding between 550 and 750 workers.  This is a significant 
base, and one from which Northfield can surely grow.  Retailers, especially restaurants, likely capture 
a significant amount of business from daily officer workers. 
 
Our inventory of office users shows that Downtown is the dominant center for financial offices, 
with 13 in the historic core and 2 along Highway 5.  As well, Downtown Northfield has a dozen 
insurance and real estate offices, numerous healthcare offices and many professional-service firms 
(architects, designers, marketers, etc.).   
 
In terms of market segments that patronize Downtown Northfield, local residents are the most 
important.  We estimate that local households provide roughly 65% of the total revenue to all 
retailers and service businesses in Northfield, including the big box retailers in located to the south 
in Dundas.  Many Downtown businesses likely rely on residents to a large degree.  This underscores 
the value of adding new housing units within, or in close proximity to, Downtown. 
 
Visitors are the second most important market in Northfield.  Visitors include event attendees, 
conventioneers, friends and relatives of college students, daily workers and those just passing 
through.  These combined groups account for about 30% to 33% of total retail and service sales in 
the City.  Surprisingly, students comprise well under 5% of estimated sales in Northfield, indicating 
that the Downtown does not have to recreate itself around the student culture. 
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INTRODUCTION  
 
Northfield has a strong housing stock, 
ranging from historic homes to new 
townhomes.  This section examines 
key characteristics of Downtown 
Northfield’s housing stock, comparing 
it to other residential districts in the 
community.  In this section, we largely 
analyze 2000 US Census data;  we were 
unable to obtain detailed data on 
residential uses from the Rice County 
Assessor. 
 
Many of the tables in this section 
compare Downtown Northfield to 
nine other districts (see map at right).  
These districts were defined by DSU 
Research based on Realtor interviews, 
field assessments of all areas of the 
City and U.S. Census definitions of 
geographic districts. 
 
 
KEY DEMOGRAPHIC AND HOUSING 

CHARACTERISTICS IN DOWNTOWN  
 
Exhibit 7 on the next page summarizes 2000 Census data for population and households living 
Downtown, revealing these important facts: 
 

Downtown has a small resident base.  Downtown had 257 people in 2000, just 1.5% of 
Northfield’s population at that time.  Downtown had 139 households, just under 3% of all 
households in the City.  Downtown housing is located mainly in second-floor spaces 
above commercial uses, as well as in scattered 2-10 unit rental buildings oriented to 
students. 

• 

 
Downtown is essentially a place for young people, particularly those of college age.  More 
than 49% of Downtown residents (about 125 people), and 46% of households (64), fall 
into the 18-24 age group.  Another 23% of residents fall between ages 25 and 44.   Above 
age 44, the number of Downtown residents tails off substantially. 

• 

 
Downtown Northfield households overwhelmingly rent their housing.  About 86% of all 
Downtown households rent, with just 14% owning their unit.  Of those households who 
rent, about 52% are headed by someone age 25 or under.

• 

DSU Research 
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Family Households:  29 (26%)  

Non-Family Households: 110 (74%)

Historic NW
Under 10 17
10-17 11
18-24 126
25-34 30
35-44 28
45-54 15
55-64 9
65-74 10
75+ 11

Sources: U.S. Census
DSU Research

Households
139

Persons per HH
1.85

Population
257

Exhibit 7
Demographic and Housing Characteristics

Downtown Northfield
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Exhibits 8 through 11 compare Downtown to t
nine other residential districts in Northfield.  
These charts reveal these important points: 

he 

• 

Exhibit 8: Total Population 
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Downtown has, by far, the fewest 
number of people and households of 
all districts (Exhbits 8 and 9).  This 
presents both an opportunity and a 
challenge for new housing 
development.  The opportunity lies in 
the relatively “clean slate” that exists 
for Downtown housing development, 
and the potential to create a unique, 
distinct, exciting district that would be 
attractive to different groups of people 
who are not there now.  The challenge 
is to find sites that are suitable for 
housing development and to develop 



HOUSING MARKET OVERVIEW  Page 16  
Downtown Improvement Strategies  December 8, 2003 
City of Northfield 
 
 

the sites in such a manner as to fit, and 
enhance, the unique experience that is 
Downtown Northfield. 

Exhibit 9: Total Households
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ingle 
 

                                                

Excluding the two college-based 
districts4, Downtown is just one of two 
districts in Northfield that is not 
oriented to families (Exhibit 10) and is 
heavily biased to renters (Exhibit 11).  
Only the multifamily district in the 
Northwest part of the City also has this 
decidedly non-family/renter 
orientation. This further supports the 
notion that Downtown could be a very 
suitable location for a variety of “non-
traditional” households, including s
professionals, empty-nesters, retirees
and couples without children. 

Exhibit 10: Household Type
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Exhibit 11: Household Tenure
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4 Note: The two college districts in Northfield have low household counts despite high student populations because 
most students are classified as living in “group quarters” (e.g. dorms) by the Census. Residents of group quarters are 
technically not households in the Census. 
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HISTORICAL HOUSING MARKET TRENDS IN NORTHFIELD 
 
Residential Construction by Unit Type 
 
Exhibit 12 shows a tally of residential 
construction in Northfield over the last 
ten (full) years: 1993 through 2002.  T
exhibit shows two categories of owne
housing units, plus rental units. 

he 
r 

onstruction 

ew 

sed 

 
Overall, Northfield has shown an even 
split between multifamily units (owner 
condos/townhomes and apartments) 
and single-family units over the past 10 
years.  Northfield has absorbed just 
over 600 units in each broader class of 
housing.  Rental apartment c
accounted for 16% of all new units 
during the past 10 years; 72% of new 
rental construction occurred in just 
three years, 1996 through 1998. 
 
The exhibit also shows the increasing 
share of multifamily owner housing in the City in recent years.  Since 2000, condo and townhome 
units have comprised between 45% and 55% of all new units, representing at least 60 new units per 
year.  In 2002, 109 new condo and townhome units were built in Northfield, the highest such total 
of any housing type in the past 10 years.  

Year Total

1993 54 43% 26 21% 46 37% 126
1994 57 58% 41 42% 0 0% 98
1995 55 57% 34 35% 8 8% 97
1996 59 50% 25 21% 34 29% 118
1997 37 44% 18 21% 29 35% 84
1998 58 36% 25 15% 79 49% 162
1999 57 63% 34 37% 0 0% 91
2000 76 55% 61 45% 0 0% 137
2001 59 38% 83 54% 13 8% 155
2002 90 45% 109 55% 0 0% 199

Total 602 48% 456 36% 209 16% 1,267

Source: City of Northfield

Family Townhome Rental
Single- Condo/

Exhibit 12
Housing Units Built by Type

City of Northfield
1993-2002

  
 

Exhibit 13: Median Sales Price per Square Foot
Single-Family Homes

City of Northfield
1998-2002
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Exhibit 13 shows the 
sales price history of 
single-family homes in 
Northfield over the past 
ten years (resales and n
combined).  The chart 
shows that the sales price 
per square foot increa
from about $54 in 1993 
to over $101 in 2002.  
This represents an 
average annual increase

DSU Research 
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of 7.5%, at least double the rate of overall inflation during the decade.  This annual growth rate is a 
healthy one, and comparable to many strong housing areas in the Twin Cities.  
 
Exhibit 14 shows the s
to-list price comp
all single-family home sale
in Northfield over the
ten years.  This ratio 
compares the price so
by a seller (the “list” price) 
to the price ultimately paid 
by the buyer (the “sales” 
price).  A ratio of 100% 
means that sellers receive
exactly the price that they 
wanted. 
 

ales-
arison for 

s 
 past 

ught 

d 

orthfield’s housing N
market strengthened 
steadily between 1996 and 2000, when the sales to list percentage rose to 100%.  Over the past three 
years, the ratio has declined steadily, to just under 97% last year, a relatively weak number.  The 
weakening of the sales-to-list price ratio in the past 3 years has coincided with a large increase in the 
amount of new housing product on the market; in a market with an abundance of product, buyers 
have more relative power (a “buyer’s market”) and they can often succeed in driving down sales 
prices.  For this reason, we do not see the  decline in the list-to-sales price ratio in recent years as a 
sign of weakness in Northfield. 

Exhibit 14: Median Sales to List Price Comparison
Single-Family Homes

City of Northfield
1998-2002
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INTRODUCTION  
 
DSU Research facilitated two focus group discussions with Downtown stakeholders in August 2003.  
Candidates for the meetings were recommended by the various members of the Downtown 
Strategies Committee, and DSU Research personally invited 30 people, of which 17 attended one or 
both of the sessions.  The first session centered on commercial development issues while the second 
session focused on Downtown marketing and promotion strategies.  Both sessions yielded valuable 
insights about things that could be done to improve Downtown Northfield.  
 
This section reports the results of both of the focus group sessions.  For each session, we first cite 
the discussion questions asked, then follow each question with the responses of the committee 
members.  For the sake of brevity, we grouped similar answers by several attendees into one 
response. 
 
 
FOCUS GROUP 1: COMMERCIAL DEVELOPMENT ISSUES  
 
How would you characterize the health of Downtown Northfield? 
 

Retailers try very hard to succeed in Downtown Northfield. • 
• 

• 
• 

• 

• 

• 
• 
• 

• 

• 

• 

There is good spirit among retailers, and a fairly strong sense of community among many 
Downtown business owners. 
There are more 2nd floor users (services, offices, apartments) than in the past. 
There is some concern over empty spaces, but the Chamber believes that there is ample interest 
in Downtown Northfield. 
Some retailers talk of “silent suffering” of specific retailers. However, one business owner 
reported a sales increase over last year, and the Historical Society has had an increase in visitors 
over last year. 
The overall assessment seemed to be that the health of Downtown is okay, especially 
considering the larger economy. 

 
 
What are the critical issues facing the future of Downtown Northfield? 
 

Communication between/coordination of all Downtown stakeholders. 
The pace of change is becoming faster and faster. 
Downtown retail has two main markets (residents and visitors) and all stores are not oriented to 
them in the same way; difficult to generalize. 
People become “panicked” whenever a store becomes vacant, even though the reason behind 
the vacancy may have nothing to do with the overall health of Downtown. 
High taxes/increasing taxes: 113% increase in property taxes in the past 2 years; building sales 
cause a property value increase for others. 
Negative messages from public sources (covered in the newspaper) get attributed to businesses 
and create a general image of Downtown decline; “challenges” instead of “problems.” 
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Older businesses wanting to sell, but newer businesses don’t want to buy the business because it 
is out of date (merchandise, business model, etc.). 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
• 
• 
• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
• 
• 

• 
• 
• 

Lack of certain retailers: shoes, variety store, office supplies. 
 
 
What forces businesses to consider moving out of downtown or close their doors? What 
Downtown business types are vulnerable and why? 
 

Many moves were forced by changes in the individual businesses, and were not stimulated 
because there is something “wrong” with Downtown Northfield. 
Radio Shack went from a franchise model to a corporate ownership model that is focused on 
highway traffic counts (change in corporate “site location profile”). 
The office supply store downtown closed due to poor management. 
Jacobsen’s closed because wholesalers wouldn’t provide the store with merchandise. 
Behr’s and Sears also moved from Downtown, but attendees didn’t go into detail on these. 
Most of the businesses that were going to move from downtown have done so, according to 
attendees.  There was a sense that not too many businesses left in Downtown are vulnerable. 
Hallmark, Ace Hardware, Great Clips and perhaps Mr. Movies (national chains in the River 
Park Mall) might be candidates to move to a highway commercial location. 

 
 
To what extent has commercial development in other parts of Northfield or Dundas affected 
Downtown businesses?  
 

Target and Menard’s (“big box” users) have actually increased traffic into Northfield and have 
re-captured sales that formerly went north (e.g. to Burnsville).  Attendees were generally positive 
in their impressions of Target and its effect on the community.  Most felt that Downtown could 
differentiate itself from the big box users and succeed in the future; big box and Downtown 
offer two very different shopping experiences. 
Families are now staying in town to do grocery and general merchandise shopping. Purchases 
related to shopping, such as for gas and meals, are also now staying in Northfield. 
Econo Foods is doing better now than before; people like its convenient location. 
Menard’s has brought more men into Downtown Northfield. 
Challenge: attract the big box shoppers into Downtown Northfield! 

 
 
What needs to be done to ensure that vital businesses stay in Downtown Northfield, and 
what can the City do? 
 

Much better marketing!!  Downtown’s health is all about sales. 
Assistance to market individual business and to market the full Downtown, as one entity. 
Beautification projects: landscaping, signage, bike racks, garbage pick up. 
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Business owners and the City should work together much better and the City needs to follow 
through.  Examples: 1) there was an extra police officer promised for Bridge Square that none 
of the retailers have ever seen; 2) restroom signs. 

• 

• 
• 
• 

• 
• 

• 
• 
• 
• 

• 
• 

• 

Enforcement of laws related to young people: skateboarders, bicyclists and spitters. 
The idea of a management entity for the Downtown (like a retail mall manager) is a great one. 
Put up kiosks listing all events/community calendar (need a “clearinghouse” spot for visitors). 

 
 
What should be the vision of Downtown Northfield for the next 20-30 years? 
 

Downtown Northfield should be a friendly, busy, bustling, vibrant place. 
A place where business owners know others’ businesses and the retail community is well 
coordinated, well-marketed and prosperous. 
There should be many new residents in Downtown or nearby. 
Downtown should capture increasing levels of business and a high level of resident spending. 
Downtown is and should always be the heart of the community. 
A good mix of uses, including residential, arts/culture, government, offices, parks, museums, 
restaurants, services and a wide variety of retail. 

 
 
There are several existing organizations that have some role in Downtown Northfield 
(NDDC, EDA, Chamber of Commerce, Convention and Visitors Board, the City, etc.).  
How would you candidly assess the strengths and weaknesses of each of these entities?  
 

The EDA has no director and this is a problem for business recruitment. 
Each organization seems to do okay on its own, but attendees suspect that there is significant 
overlap of effort.  There is a strong lack of communication/coordination among all of these 
groups.  The big box issue stimulated a lot of fear in the community and this “fractured” the 
relationships between many organizations. 
Attendees would like to see the City of Northfield take a stronger leadership role on the issue of 
Downtown vitality, long-term visioning/planning and improvements. 

 
 
FOCUS GROUP 2: DOWNTOWN MARKETING AND PROMOTION STRATEGIES  
 
What activities and promotions exist now to promote/market Downtown Northfield?  
 

Kathy Feldbrugge of the Chamber quickly went through a long list of promotions and 
marketing tactics that the Chamber pursues or is active with: Crazy Daze; Winter Walk, Third 
Thursday, Jesse James Bargain Ambush, etc. It is clear that this organization covers a lot. 

• 

• 

• 

The Historical Society, the Archer House and individual businesses market themselves in a 
variety of ways including radio, direct mail, magazine ads, etc. 
The NDDC meets with developers to pursue redevelopment. 
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How would you rate the success of current marketing and promotion activities? Are there 
measurements in place to gauge the success? 
 

The grade for the overall marketing effort for Downtown was cited as “good” by the group.  
No one stated disappointment, only the desire to do more and to adjust the effort. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

• 

• 
• 

• 
• 

• 

Most attendees agreed that not enough marketing outside of Northfield was being done.  
Several cited that the southern suburbs of the Twin Cities knew little about Northfield. 
Several retailers cited significant sales percentages (20% or more) from clients outside of 
Northfield. 
The Chamber is purely reactive with its marketing (in response to visitors), and will offer 
marketing information only when someone asks for it. 
No one was able to cite one measurement that exists to gauge the success of downtown overall.  
Several business owners stated that they keep track of their own sales quite well, but that the 
information is not collected from or shared with others. 

 
 
What needs to be done to better promote Downtown?  
 

Attendees all agreed that quantitative benchmark measurements need to be established and 
regularly updated to gauge the health of downtown. 
Someone needs to complete qualitative research into the market segments that patronize 
Downtown Northfield.  Who is coming? Why are they coming? What other cities did they 
consider visiting?  Why did they choose Northfield?  This research would complement the 
quantitative measurements. 
There should be an overall marketing plan for Downtown.  This plan would identify which user 
segments patronize Downtown (to what extent, and which businesses they patronize). 
Direct mail pieces, coordinated over several retailers. 
Create an image of Downtown that can be marketed. 
Coordinate hotel lodgers surveys. 
Phone surveys of Downtown visitors; focus groups. 
Take a public relations approach and complete media outreach. 
Public improvements would help greatly with the image of Downtown: benches, kiosks (NDDC 
Action Squad is working on this). 
Coordination of all stakeholders!!!  There are too many “free thinkers” in Northfield and it 
tends to “leave people out” of many projects/processes. 
City leadership!!! 
Have a retail market summit where each retailer identifies his/her target market and other 
details that he/she is willing to share (could be done anonymously). 
There are too many different slogans for the city.  Standardize on one. 
Coordinate with the colleges on big events: homecoming, orientation, alumni events, concerts, 
semester break, etc.  There are 6-8 days per year where the Downtown could “make hay” with 
college business. 
There should be a regular shuttle around the city like the Vail, CO model. 10 key stops. 
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What specifically should be promoted?  
 

Frequent guest book comments from the Archer House: “great shops” and “beautiful 
Downtown.” 

• 

• 

• 

• 
• 
• 

• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

Market the “flavor” of Downtown, “great hospitality” and the “spirit of the place.” There are 
simply too many great things about Downtown to only focus on one aspect: historic buildings, 
Jesse James history, unique stores, arts cultural events (SPCO, St. Olaf Choir), the river and falls. 
It will be a challenge to pull together a marketing effort that can capture all of the great things 
about Downtown. 
The Jesse James historical connection is unique in the world. 
Market Northfield in a “Rockwellian” fashion. 
Market Northfield as an “authentic place.” 

 
 
To whom (what market segments) should the promotion efforts be targeted? 
 

Residents 
Conference attendees 
Bus tours 
Attendees at sports tournaments and family events 
“Bed and breakfasters” 
College students 
College visitors 
“Hunting-opener widows” 
Outdoor enthusiasts: bicyclists, canoers, naturalists 
Arts patrons 
History buffs 
Golfers 

 
 
What would goals and measurements look like to gauge progress on the 
marketing/promotion effort? 
 

Sales increases 
Hotel occupancy levels 
Historical society visitors 
Pedestrian and car traffic 
Information requests to the Chamber 
Vacancy rates of commercial space 
Length of commercial vacancies 
Rental rates for commercial space 
Customer satisfaction surveys 
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What web sites are a part of the Downtown promotion efforts?  How would you rate them? 
How can they be improved?  
 

The city, the Chamber, the NDDC and others have web sites. • 
• The City of Northfield’s web site is poor, which is very critical since it’s a “portal” to businesses 

and other organizations.  The city site should serve as a clearinghouse that can kick visitors off 
to the areas in which they have interest. 
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INTRODUCTION  
 
This section of the report summarizes the development potential for Downtown that came forward 
from our research.  We discuss important facts that will likely govern the commercial and housing 
markets in Downtown.  We also discuss specific retail and service uses, and general office types that 
we believe will strengthen Downtown’s market position, and serve the needs of residents and 
visitors.  We also detail the potential for Downtown Northfield to develop housing that 
simultaneously fulfills community needs and strengthens the vitality of Downtown. 
 
 
IMPORTANT FACTS RELEVANT TO THE HEALTH OF DOWNTOWN NORTHFIELD 
 
The following points summarize the key facts that we believe will determine the future potential for 
commercial and residential uses in Downtown Northfield.  These points are essentially a summary 
of the previous overview sections on the commercial and residential markets in the City.  They are 
important to keep in mind when considering the potential for Downtown Northfield. 
 
 
Critical Facts: Downtown’s Commercial Position 
 

The City is not along a major highway and is surrounded by rural area, so the draw area 
for retail goods and services (the resident consumer base) is naturally very localized.  
Strong marketing by specific users and for specific events is necessary to attract visitors 
from outside the immediate region. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Downtown has a great diversity of commercial uses, providing competitive strength.  
Downtown has 72% of the all retail and service businesses located in Northfield and 82% 
of the region’s office users. 
Downtown has a unique, historic, pedestrian-friendly design that offers a very different 
shopping/entertainment experience than highway commercial areas.  Northfield’s 
Downtown is unique within Rice County and the surrounding multi-county region.  
Commercial space sizes in Downtown are mostly suitable for small stores, limiting the 
potential for business expansions; several growing businesses located Downtown have 
found it more cost effective to expand in newer buildings on the Highway 3 strip. 

 
 
Critical Facts: Consumer Spending Patterns 
 

Permanent residents are Northfield’s retail backbone.  We estimate that one resident 
household spends as much in a year as 7.7 students for local retail and services. As well, 
resident households spend 2-3 times more, in aggregate, on local retail and services than 
do all of the visitors to Northfield.  
Residents spend in a variety of categories and are active all throughout the day. 
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While students have a strong effect on the culture of Northfield, they spend in fairly 
narrow categories and have a much smaller effect on the retail and services economy 
(estimated 3% of total spending) than residents and visitors. 

• 

• 
• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
• 

Visitors of all types have a strong impact on the retail prosperity of Northfield. 
Attracting patrons from the I-35 corridor will require something unique (uses, events, 
atmosphere). 
Big box retailers have brought some spending back to Northfield that formerly left the 
community.  As well, big box retailers have likely attracted regional shoppers that formerly 
did not visit Northfield, and Downtown businesses could potentially attract some of these 
new patrons. 

 
 
Housing Market Trends 
 

Multifamily housing presents a strong possibility for Downtown Northfield to add strong 
numbers of new residents.  Medium- to high-density housing in or near Downtown would 
be appropriate from a design perspective and would likely lead to market-rate returns for 
developers.  
Non-traditional households are growing and many growth segments prefer low-
maintenance, multifamily styles. 
Northfield has seen increasing housing prices and more multifamily units built and sold; 
both indicate a healthy multifamily market. 
Strong growth is expected among all ages above 45, signaling growing demand for 
multifamily owner products.  
New housing with close proximity to Downtown can stimulate retail and service sales in 
Downtown.  Based on average household income and typical spending patterns among 
existing households, each new household in Northfield may spend as much as $15,000-
$20,000 locally on retail goods and services.  Downtown, as a whole, has the potential to 
capture much of this spending. 
Downtown and the riverfront are strong amenities to which multifamily housing buyers 
(especially those 45+) would be attracted.  
A variety of housing at a mix of price points will help to maintain community stability. 
o Example: entry-level owner housing will help stabilize school enrollment and provide 

a captive market for move-up housing. 
There is a substantial amount of owner product available now or planned.  
Dynamic growth fuels the need to constantly reassess the market as new product is 
proposed, built and absorbed. 

 
 
MISSING RETAIL AND SERVICE BUSINESSES IN DOWNTOWN NORTHFIELD 
 
In the process of completing a 100% inventory of retail uses in Northfield, we identified several uses 
that are typical to retail/service districts, but are missing in Downtown.  Many of the uses on this list  
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would likely be appropriate for Downtown Northfield, but further research is necessary to 
determine the financial feasibility and market acceptance for any particular use on the list.  However, 
we believe that uses such as those listed below would add to the unique character of Downtown 
Northfield, and most, being smaller in scale, would match up well with the space sizes in Downtown 
buildings.  Retailers that offer lifestyle products and services and that cater to more-affluent, middle- 
and older-age people would be particularly appropriate for Downtown.  These uses include music, 
computer, camera, luggage/leather and outfitter stores, a specialty meat market and a day spa.  
 

Meat/poultry/fish store  • 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

Ice cream parlor 
Greek and Italian restaurant 
Menswear store 
Music store 
Computer software store 
Hobby store 
Cameras 
Outfitter store 
Luggage and leather store 
Fabric shop 
Laundry 
Formalwear/rental 
Film processing 
Day spa/massage/tanning 

 
 
OFFICE MARKET POTENTIAL IN DOWNTOWN NORTHFIELD 
 
In the earlier section of the report discussing the commercial market position of Downtown 
Northfield, we revealed the dominant position of Downtown Northfield in the office/office service 
market.  Downtown has 82% of all office users in the Northfield/Dundas region (88 users) and 60% 
of the region’s office space (107,000 square feet, estimated).  Downtown users occupy small spaces 
(just over 1,200 square feet on average, estimated), with many offices accommodating just a handful 
of employees. 
 
We believe that office users are very important to the vitality of Downtown Northfield.  Office users 
breathe life into Downtown during the day, supporting a wide variety of personal services and 
retailers.  We believe that there is potential for Downtown Northfield to add additional office users 
in the near term.  Building from the current base of roughly 107,000 square feet of space (estimated), 
Downtown Northfield should be able to expand by 5% annually, translating to roughly 5,300 square 
feet of new users per year.  At the current average of 1,200 square feet per office, this tracks to 
about 4 to five new office users per year.  Or, in terms of employees, this represents 25 to 30 new 
office workers (at 175 to 200 square feet per worker) per year added to Downtown, in new or 
existing businesses. 
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HOUSING POTENTIAL IN DOWNTOWN NORTHFIELD: 2000 TO 2010 
 
In our update to the Northfield Comprehensive Housing Study,5 we identified growth potential that we 
believe the City can achieve by 2010.  We summarized this potential in the following chart: 
 

Optimal Product Categories for Downtown    

Entry-Level
Under $170,000
(+/-180 units) 

Mid-Level
$170,000-$225,000

(+/-500 units) 

General-Occupancy
Housing

(75-125 units)

Age-Restricted
Housing

(125-150 units)

Single-Family
Housing

(850-950 units)

Multi-Family
Housing

(850-950 units)

Owner-Occupied

 (1,700-1,900 units)

Renter-Occupied

 (200-275 units)
HousingHousing

$225,000 +
Upper-Level

(+/-220 units) 

Housing Growth 
Potential

 (1,900-2,175 units)

 
The chart shows that Northfield, overall, has substantial potential to add owner-occupied housing (1,700 
to 1,900 units) in this decade.  Within the broader category of owner housing, we believe that Northfield 
has the potential to absorb between 850 and 950 multifamily units, in the form of townhomes and 
condominiums.  Downtown would be an appropriate place for middle-market ($170,000 to $225,000) 
and upper market ($225,000 and above) multifamily products (the highlighted categories on the chart).  
The relatively high cost of redevelopment Downtown would likely preclude entry-level priced units.  As 
well, the highest and best use of Downtown Northfield sites, in our opinion, lies in housing for middle 
and upper-market households, who would have more to spend for “lifestyle” in the Downtown area 
than entry-level households. 
 
As we outline in a subsequent section on 1-, 5- and 10+ -year goals, we believe that Downtown 
Northfield could hold as many as 250 new multifamily units by 2010, assuming that enough land 
becomes available to handle this number of units.  Given the high-density character of Downtown, we 
recommend condominium style buildings and/or higher-density townhome/rowhome units.   
 
The County Market site and the Riverfront Redevelopment site are well-suited to accommodate a mid-
rise condo-style building that would provide river views and maximize site density.  Maximizing the 
number of units on these sites would also ensure the highest number of regular patrons to Downtown 
retailers and service businesses.
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INTRODUCTION  
 
This section discusses the strategies that DSU/DSU Research created for the Downtown Strategies 
Committee, a group of Downtown stakeholders that was formed in 2003 to craft specific plans to 
address critical issues facing the long-range health of Downtown.  John Shardlow and Thomas 
O’Neil of DSU presented these strategies at the third Committee meeting on September 17, 2003. 
 
The strategies created by DSU/DSU Research cover these four areas:  
 

Public Improvements 1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 

Organizational Issues 
Marketing and Promotion 
Development/Redevelopment 

 
Within each of these areas, we believe that a variety of Downtown stakeholders, with the leadership 
and support of the City, can make significant, immediate progress on key Downtown issues.   
 
 
PUBLIC IMPROVEMENT STRATEGIES 
 

Identify needed public improvements in Downtown Northfield, establish priorities and 
implement projects that can be readily done at little cost.  

• 

o Form a “Low-Hanging Fruit” committee that completes a city tour with detailed 
maps and directions on how to identify projects and how to divide them between 
short-term and long-term initiatives. 

o Examples: benches, signage for public restrooms, light poles, maintenance problems, 
eyesores, etc. 

 
Establish overall design guidelines for Downtown Northfield. • 
o Establish design features, images and icons that are distinctly Northfield (see 

following pages for examples). 
o Integrate the features, images and icons into public improvement projects, marketing 

materials, kiosks, etc. (see the following pages for examples). 
 

Facilitate the preparation of design framework manuals for key redevelopment sites: • 
o Collegeville Properties (County Market) site 
o Riverfront site 
o Q-Block 
o Middle School site 

 
Establish standards to guide the renovation of existing structures. • 
o All of the practical details beyond architectural preservation: parking, trash handling, 

accessibility, service requirements, etc. 
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Public Improvements Examples: Fergus Falls, Minnesota 
 
Community Icons:  
 
Fergus Falls Otter     Otter Tail River 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Streetscape Images Incorporating the Community Icons:  
 
Decorative Paving Community Clock  Otter Bollards on the Sidewalk  
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Public Improvements Examples: Burnsville, Minnesota 
 
Minnesota River Valley Icons:  
 
Historic Buffalo Range Aster Flower Wheat Grass 

 
 
 
 
 
Bridge and Landscape Improvements  
Incorporating the Community Icons:  
 
Bridge Details  Landscape Designs   
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STRATEGIES TO ADDRESS ORGANIZATIONAL ISSUES 
 

Establish the structure for a Downtown Organizational Committee. • 
 

Work to establish a guiding organization and a point person to take the lead on 
Downtown management and to make sure that the Downtown Marketing Plan is 
implemented.  

• 

 
Create a 20-year vision for Downtown Northfield. • 

 
Work with the lead organization on Downtown management to establish a “Healthy 
Downtown” Initiative and begin measuring the health of Downtown via quantitative 
benchmarks, measured on a regular basis; at least once per year: 

• 

o Total occupied square footage by use segment (retail, service, office, entertainment, 
government, non-profit, etc.).  

o Sales increases. 
o Hotel occupancy levels. 
o Historical Society and Arts Guild visitors. 
o Pedestrian and car traffic. 
o Information requests to the Chamber. 
o Commercial space vacancy rates and length of time to fill them. 
o Rental rates for commercial space. 
o Customer satisfaction surveys. 
o Etc. 

 
 
DOWNTOWN MARKETING AND PROMOTION STRATEGIES 
 

Prepare an overall Marketing Plan for Downtown with professional assistance. • 
o Establish procedures and a schedule, and clearly define roles and responsibilities to 

ensure that it is implemented. 
o Regularly revisit the plan to ensure that it remains a “living” document. 
o Gain commitment from all participating organizations. 

 
Redo the City of Northfield web site. • 
o Make it an industry-leading web site that easily directs a wide variety of users to a 

wide variety of sites and valuable content: economic development, recreation, 
amenities, events, attractions, shopping, restaurants, participating organizations, etc. 

o Commit sufficient resources for frequent content updating and maintenance. 
 

Coordinate with the colleges to maximize patronage of Downtown on key dates.  Identify 
marketing and special event opportunities for local businesses. 

• 
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Complete qualitative surveys to see who comes to Downtown Northfield, how often they 
come, and why. 

• 

 
Install informational kiosks at key places in Downtown Northfield.6 • 
o Kiosks updated weekly at least; every 2-4 days during busy periods with visitors. 

 
Establish an annual “Downtown Retailers Summit” or a similar event to foster 
connections and share key information. 

• 

o Announce results of the “Healthy Downtown” benchmarks at the annual Summit.  
o Encourage retailers and service businesses to share information on key target 

markets and market shares by business segment (anonymous survey filled out 
beforehand by all retailers; information aggregated for the Summit). 

o Hire key speakers (marketing, small downtown experts, etc.). 
o Break-out sessions to address specific issues and to pursue maximum information 

sharing across different businesses. 
 
 
DOWNTOWN DEVELOPMENT AND 

REDEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES  
 
Commercial Development and 
Redevelopment 
 

Prepare and maintain a 
comprehensive inventory of 
buildings (uses and conditions) in 
Downtown and update it 
annually. 

• 

 
Work to keep existing small, 
professional offices that keep 
Downtown busy and vibrant: 

• 

o Dentists, medical offices, 
lawyers, architects, real 
estate offices, etc. 

 
Encourage professional and/or 
general offices to take over 2nd 
floor spaces (users that do not 
rely on impulse traffic or high 
visibility locations). 

• 

 
                                                 
6 The NDDC has completed some work on the issue of Downtown kiosks and this effort should be leveraged. 
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Create strategies and incentives to overcome challenges with building reuse (e.g. new 
building codes applied to old buildings) and for building façade restoration. 

• 

 
Attract destination, entertainment, cultural and hospitality uses in Downtown (complete a 
“needs” study). 

• 

 
Attract retail and service businesses that complement the current mix. • 

 
Develop the Q-block with highway commercial uses, not housing.  • 

 
 
Housing Development and Redevelopment 
 

Convert as many 2nd floor spaces in Downtown to housing as possible. • 
 

Always evaluate housing as a potential reuse on Downtown redevelopment sites. • 
 

Monitor sites adjacent to Downtown and consider them for new housing development in 
the future. 

• 

 
Work to redevelop the following sites with housing: • 
o County Market Site - strong multifamily housing site; current proposal by 

Collegeville Homes is appropriate. 
o Riverfront Site - An excellent multifamily owner site; strong amenity for housing; 

potential for higher price points; minimize retail uses, except where appropriate 
along Highway 3 frontage. 

o Middle School Site - needs further evaluation. This could be a strong multifamily 
redevelopment site if building is unsuitable for reuse.  It presents a strong 
opportunity to increase the number of residents living close to Downtown. 

 
 
SHORT-TERM GOALS (1-5 YEARS)  
 

Complete all "low-hanging fruit" projects. • 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

Establish the "Healthy Downtown" Initiative (and benchmark measurement scheme). 
Establish the Downtown Organizational Structure. 
Establish the Marketing Committee and a point person. 
Create a Downtown Marketing Plan. 
Implement the Downtown Marketing Plan. 
Develop a new City of Northfield "clearinghouse" web site. 
Establish the annual Retailers Summit to report on the Healthy Downtown benchmarks. 
Establish 20-year vision for Downtown Northfield. 
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• 
• 

• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

Complete qualitative surveys of Downtown patrons. 
Complete overall design, maintenance and operational guidelines for Downtown, 
including the "nitty-gritty" details associated with the renovation of existing structures. 
Drop the retail vacancy rate to less than 5%. 
Increase visitors to the Historical Society and other attractions by 5% per year. 
Establish 250+ new housing units in or near Downtown. 
Complete 5 years of Healthy Downtown benchmark measurements. 
Complete an assessment of hospitality and visitor needs. 
Set up a system to monitor parking needs; stay on top of this issue. 
Redevelop all key redevelopment sites currently under consideration. 
Develop and implement a comprehensive, readily understandable Downtown signage and 
"way finding" system. 

 
 
MID-TERM GOALS (5-10 YEARS)  
 

• 
• 
• 
• 

• 

Celebrate 5 years of the "Healthy Downtown" Initiative and the annual Retailers Summit. 
Complete Downtown infill projects, considering housing as a preferred use. 
Add 250+ more housing units in or near Downtown. 
Eliminate, relocate, and reuse/redevelop all uses in the Downtown area that do not fit the 
20-year vision. 
Hit a high level of awareness of Downtown Northfield as a regional destination for Twin 
Cities visitors: shopping, entertainment and recreation. 

 
 
LONG-TERM GOALS (10+ YEARS)  
 

• 

• 

• 

• 
• 

• 

Northfield becomes a highly-integrated, "self-sufficient" Downtown where residents, 
workers and visitors can find the majority of the goods and services that they need. 
Northfield is well known in the Upper Midwest as a great place to live, visit, work, seek 
lifetime education and find recreation, among other things. 
Downtown Northfield has a strong mix of a wide variety of uses: housing, retail, service 
businesses, professional offices, parks/open spaces, government offices, public-service 
uses (libraries, post office, etc.), arts and entertainment. 
Celebrate 10 years of the "Healthy Downtown" Initiative and the annual Retailers Summit. 
Historic restoration/preservation of 100% of the key buildings in the Downtown area, 
following overall Design Guidelines and conforming to the Marketing Plan and the 20-
year vision. 
Expand the footprint of Downtown through housing and commercial redevelopment. 


