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I.   INTRODUCTION 
 
The City of River Falls downtown is a unique place valued 
through the years by the community and those who visit 
it.  The original plat of the City is tilted (19 degrees) so 
that downtown and other streets are oriented to the scenic 
Kinnickinnic River.  Just south of downtown is the 
University of Wisconsin River Falls incorporated in 1874. 
The central historic business district is over 150 years old.  
It is these visual characteristics and heritage resources that 
this plan intends to further the efforts of appropriately 
managing and integrating into urban design and 
development strategies. 
 
Since the arrival of Joel Foster in 1848, the first person to 
settle in what would soon be officially known as River 
Falls, the downtown has been a focal point of the region.  
The community has acknowledged that downtown is not 
just a place of commerce and services, but also the òheartó 
of the community and a symbol of pride. 
 
The City of River Falls downtown faces many pressing 
challenges ranging from protecting a rich heritage and a 
magnificent physical setting, to meeting the demands of a 
changing economy and aging infrastructure.  In order that 
the Cityõs downtown sense of history and sense of place 
be cared for, sensitive management of identified resources 
must take place.  These resources include sites, 
architectural, historic, natural and economic. Cooperative 
strategies with both public and private sectors will be 
required to effectively manage the downtown. 
 
This plan describes and illustrates a òvisionó for 
management and development of the downtown.  The 
plan calls for a partnership in investing in infrastructure, 
development, recreation, and restoration.  This 
partnership is a benefit not just for downtown but also for 
the community.   This plan has been developed with input 
from the community and downtown stakeholders.   
 
 
 

Photo 1: The Central Business District in the 1800's 

Photo 2: The Central Business District in the Year 2000 

Figure 1: Elm and Main-Looking West in the Future 
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Mission Statement  
 
Throughout the public meetings and comment period, 
which led to the preparation of this plan, the community 
cited support to foster public life, vitality, and community 
spirit for the downtown.  Through cooperative 
management strategies with the local businesses, 
government agencies including the City of River Falls, 
Chamber of Commerce, Main Street Project, University of 
Wisconsin River Falls, service organizations, schools, and 
residents, the downtown can successfully maintain and 
grow as the heart of the community.   
 
Recommendations within this plan are based on guiding 
policies*.  These policies were shaped and developed by a 
Downtown Task Force with input from neighborhoods, 
businesses, City leaders, and other downtown 
stakeholders.   
 

Previous Planning and Projects  
 
Previous planning efforts reflect the communityõs 
commitment to downtown.  The 1987 Comprehensive 
Plan stated that a more detailed plan is needed for 
downtown.  The 1990 Physical Plan created a plan view 
map that identified public improvements for streets and 
recreational opportunities along the Kinnickinnic River.  
Projects implemented from the 1990 Physical Plan include 
the White Pathway, a fishing pier on Lake George, and 
landscaped median on Main Street.  
 
In 1989, the Main Street Project formed with help from 
Main Street Project funded the 1991 Architectural and 
Historical Inventory, a Planting and Managing Program, 
and the Urban Forest Program.  (Today, the State of 
Wisconsinõs Main Street Program.)  The Main Street 
Project is a volunteer board emphasizing physical 
improvements.  The Main Street Project coordinates 
events like music in the park and Thanksgiving River 
Dazzle along with matching grants for façade 
rehabilitation and signage.  The Main Street Project has 
and will continue to play an important role in the City of 
River Falls downtown. 
 
 
 
 

Community Mission Statement 

 
The purpose of the River Falls 
Downtown Initiative is to maintain 
and improve the quality of life for area 
residents and businesses by investing 
in downtown as the heart of this river 
community; through actions focused 
on public amenities, community 
events, redevelopment, and business 
recruitment and promotion. 

The following guiding policies are the 
foundation for the vision for 
downtown River Falls: 
 

* Guiding Policies 

 
Á Stimulate a diverse and viable 

economic base that serves the 
people who work, visit, and reside 
in the River Falls area. 

 

Á Provide recreational opportunities 
along the Kinnickinnic River and 
maintain and rehabilitate its 
natural environment. 

 

Á Communicate a unique identity 
and sense of place through 
physical design elements. 

 
Á Integrate the university 

community as an important part 
of downtown. 

Theme 

 
Community-Oriented Downtown 

Foster an attractive, vibrant, 
pedestrian-friendly setting that 
originates a true sense of community 
and partnership. 
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Scope and Purpose  
 
This plan describes the overall vision for the òheartó 
(downtown) of the City, provides a foundation for both 
public and private decision making, and illustrates the 
intent of the guiding policies, objectives, design guidelines 
and standards.  This plan: 
 

Á Outlines a vision through the Guiding Policies that 
reflects the aspirations of the community; 

 

Á Establishes a basis for judging proposals and projects 
that are consistent with the design guidelines; 

 

Á Provides for projects that will enhance the character of 
the downtown, preserve natural and historical 
resources; 

 

Á Provides implementation process of the design 
guidelines and review by a Design Review Committee.    

 
Figure 2 depicts the regional location and Figure 3 depicts 
the study area that includes: 
 

Á South of Division Street; 
 

Á West half block between Second and Third Streets; 
 

Á North of Cascade Avenue; and 
 

Á East zigzags Falls Street, Walnut Street, Pearl Street, 
Maple Street and Lewis Street. 

 

Plan Organization  
 
This plan is organized into six sections:   

I. INTRODUCTION   

II. CHARACTER AND DEVELOPMENT   

III. URBAN DESIGN   

IV. DESIGN GUIDELINES   

V. IMPLEMENTATION 

     APPENDIX 
  
 
 
 

 

 
Photo 3: Trout Fishing on the Kinnickinnic River 

 

 
Photo 4: The White Pathway Along the Kinnickinnic River 

 

 
Figure 2: Downtown is just 30 miles east of St Paul, MN. 
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Planning & Design Process  
 
The following steps were undertaken by the Mayor and City 
Council for this project: 

Á Adopted Resolution 3706 supporting the creation of a 
Downtown Design Plan on October 10, 2000;   

Á Established a Downtown Task Force to guide the 
development of this document; 

Á Selected URS, a Planning and Urban Design Group, to 

assist in the design guidelines and illustrations to outline 

the study area boundary; 

Á Analyzed existing sites and conditions; 

Á Conducted a visual preference survey workshop to 
establish image and character preferences for architecture, 
signs and streetscapes; 

Á Organized public meetings and surveys to gain insight and 
suggestions from the community and downtown business 
owners; 

Á Prepared a community mission statement, theme, guiding 
and design policies; 

Á Prepared an illustrative framework plan; and 

Á Created Design Guidelines and implementation process. 
 

Public Participation  
 
Throughout the preparation of this document, there has been 
an ongoing commitment to active public outreach and 
participation.  Through a series of public meetings participants 
identified issues, strengths and their vision for downtown.  
The meetings were held with downtown business owners and 
in each of the four aldermanic districts at Rocky Branch 
Elementary, Meyer Middle School, South Hall of UWRF, and 
the River Falls High School.   
 
At each meeting a discussion was facilitated and a survey 
distributed.  For those who could not attend, the survey form 
was also available on the Cityõs web page and in the River Falls 
Journal.  The results showed that citizens value downtown but 
also have some serious concerns regarding its current status 
and its future.   

 
Survey Questions and Results 

 
 
What do you like most about 
downtown? 
 

1. The river 
2. Friendly businesses and 

people 
3. Compact and walkable 

 
 
What do you like the least about 
downtown? 
 

1. Unappealing store fronts 
2. Lack of variety of shopping 

and eating establishments 
3. Vacant space 

 
 
What do you think the priorities 
should be for downtown? 
 

1. Recruit businesses 
2. Enhance river and maintain 

natural habitat 
3. Assist businesses and 

business retention 
4. Improve physical 

appearances and building 
facades 

 
 
What trends affecting downtown 
concern you? 
 

1. On going vacancies and 
loss of businesses 

2.   Run down look and litter 
3.   People shopping elsewhere 
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Downtown Task Force  
 
Building upon the neighborhood meetings and 
downtown survey, a Downtown Task Force was 
created to guide the development of this plan. The 
Downtown Task Force was made up of business 
owners, university representatives, Plan Commission 
and Park Board members, bankers, and a river 
advocate.  The group evaluated the responses from the 
downtown surveys, neighborhood meetings, and 
previous plans.  They then drafted a set of 
development and policy recommendations.  The Task 
Force took into account community values as well as 
economic and financial considerations in developing 
the recommendations.   
 
Ongoing public meetings were held to allow for 
further comments in the development of the plan and 
provide public input on urban design features in 
downtown.  Those recommendations were used in the 
framework of this plan.   
 

Visual Preference Survey  
 
A visual preference survey was performed at a 
community workshop session to measure the 
communityõs preference for designs.  The survey 
consisted of 100 slides of various urban design 
features.  Those features were classified into several 
categories:  signs, streetscapes, infill, mixed use infill, 
and residential/commercial conversions.  Each 
participant ranked the slide on a scale of one to five 
with five being the most favorable ranking.  The 
results were compiled and ranked to determine the 
highest preference.  The results were consistent with a 
survey that was conducted during River Falls Days.  
The community preference for design guidelines and 
urban design features centered around traditional 
streetscape and architectural styles.  The input from 
the community workshops is the basis for the 
recommended Design Guidelines in this plan. 
 
   
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How To Use This Plan 
 

PRIVATE SECTOR 
 

Á As the first step to any project, 
developers should refer to this plan 
in order to understand the overall 
goals and to determine how their 
property fits into the context of the 
downtown. This plan provides 
supplemental information to the 
Zoning Ordinance.   

 

Á Developers should refer to the 
Design Guidelines in order to 
understand community expectations 
for site and its treatments. 

 

Á Developers should refer to the 
urban design and design guidelines 
to understand the minimum 
standards for quality expected by 
the City.  

 
PUBLIC SECTOR 

 

Á City departments should refer to the 
objectives in this plan to coordinate, 
design, and budget for capital 
improvements. 

 

Á The planning, engineering, and 
inspection departments should refer 
to the guidelines when reviewing 
individual development or 
renovation that should reinforce the 
policies and comply with the 
guidelines. 

 

Á The designs illustrated in this plan 
will help guide specific streetscape 
elements such as lighting, benches, 
parking lot buffers, signs, and other 
furnishings. 



 

 

 

 

 

II. CHARACTER AND 

       DEVELOPMENT 
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òA community with a past is a 
community with a future.ó 

 
In developing a downtown plan, it is 
important to have an understanding of 
past and current land uses. The following 
section outlines the history and present 
land uses in the downtown area. 

Photo 5: Historic Main Street River Falls Late 1800õs 

II. CHARACTER AND    

DEVELOPMENT  
 
This section provides a context for the existing character 
and development conditions for five major issues (land 
use, architecture, parking, the Kinnickinnic River and 
economics) related to the downtown area.  
 

Land Use and Zoning  
 
Current Land Use Patterns 
According to a past Land Use Inventory, approximately 
52% of the developed land in the City of River Falls is 
devoted to single and multifamily residential use, 11% for 
parks, 29% for public/semipublic, and 8% for commercial 
office and industrial uses.  Presently in the City of River 
Falls, there are approximately 3,214 acres (5 square miles) 
with a 2000 population of approximately 12,560.  There 
are approximately 2.4 persons per dwelling unit. In the 
four towns surrounding the City of River Falls there are 
approximately 156 square miles with a population of 
approximately 9,000. 
 
Land Use Framework 
The City Master Plan states that through an inventory of 
such uses, a true community profile can be seen.  Such an 
inventory indicates the conditions of each of the areas, the 
general economic conditions, and a sense of historic 
development of the community.  Land uses are slow to 
change, and therefore the present land use is seen as a 
baseline for future growth.  Economic change can also be 
seen through evidence of land use conflict.  For example, 
a downtown typically grows by land use intrusion into 
adjoining neighborhoods, and some neighborhood areas 
may experience increased traffic flow to and from 
employer/commercial areas, thereby causing a impact on 
property values and a conversion to alternative uses 
(rental, office, etc.).  Table 1 and Figure 5 shows existing 
land uses.  
 
 
 

Residential  24% 

Commercial 46% 

Open Space 16% 

Parking  6% 

 

 

 

Residential  24% 

Commercial 46% 

Open Space 16% 

Parking  6% 

 

 

 

Table 1 

Existing Land Use

24%

46%

6%

8%

16%
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Zoning Categories 
This section describes the downtown study area existing 
zoning categories as outlined in the Municipal Code and 
designated on the City Zoning Map (Figures 4 and 6).  The 
land use parcels were classified by the following categories: 

Á Single Family (low-density) Residential (R1).  The 
R1 District provides a quiet, pleasant, and relatively 
spacious living area protected from traffic hazards 
and intrusions of incompatible land uses  (1-3 
dwelling units [DUs] per gross acre). 

Á Multifamily (medium density) Residential (R2).  
The R2 District provides a limited or medium 
density (multifamily living area) that is compatible 
with existing single-family dwellings (1-8 DUs). 

Á Multifamily  (high-density) Residential (R3).  The 
R3 District provides a district of higher density 
housing in multifamily structures and related 
complimentary uses (1ð14 DUs). 

Á General Commercial (B1).  The B1 District provides 
for a business or shopping district enhanced by a 
central location, ease of access, and the proximity to 
other businesses. 

Á Limited Commercial (B2).  The B2 District 
provides a transition zone between General 
Commercial (B1) and residential uses by allowing 
limited commercial uses, which are compatible with 
commercial on one side and residential on the other 
while preserving the scale and character of existing 
neighborhoods. 

Á Industrial (I1).  The I1 District provides an area for 
light industrial uses that do not detract from adjacent 
areas or less intense land use or become a blight 
influence to the area. 

Á Conservancy (C).  The C District preserves the 
natural state of scenic areas, to prevent the 
uneconomical spread of development, and to 
discourage development of land, which, if 
developed, might create a hazard to public and 
private property.   

Á University (U).  The U District provides a process 
whereby institutions of higher education can develop 
needed facilities in a manner compatible with 
surrounding land uses and the community. 

 
 
 
 
 

Photo 6: Downtown City of River Falls 1989 

Photo 7: Downtown City of River Falls 1940õs 

Figure 4: City Zoning Map of Downtown River Falls 


