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Welcome to the downtown 
infocus open house!



What is 
Downtown 
InFocus?





This work must build upon recent and 
ongoing work

GO2030, 2012

Public Art Master Plan, ongoing

Fargo – Moorhead Downtown Framework Plan 
2002, update 2007

Riverfront Design Study, 2015

Downtown Streetscape Guidelines, ongoing



Purpose of the plan
Create a blueprint for Downtown to guide redevelopment 
and investments in infrastructure and the public realm.



Total size: 560 acres

Here is where we 
are “focused.”  It’s 
what many refer 
to as Downtown –
560 acres in the 
heart of Fargo.  
Downtown does 
not exist in a 
vacuum, of course, 
so think of these 
boundaries as very 
fuzzy



We started having conversations and 
collecting data this summer.  
THIS SLIDESHOW REPRESENTS WHAT 
WE’VE LEARNED SO FAR…



We started with lots of small meetings to hear 
about different issues Downtown



We’ve have had some informal events 
to help us get to know you…



We’ve also been lucky to experience 
your Downtown events!



Let’s take a step 
back.  To understand 
Downtown today, we 
have to appreciate 
how it evolved over 
time.



Everything here started in Downtown – in the 
1870s, the NP railroad crossed the Red River 
and Fargo was born



Fargo evolved into a bustling city; here it is in 1909



Downtown Fargo, 1910



Downtown Fargo, 1910



The role of rail was, and continues to be, important to the 
economy of the City, region and State.



Downtown Fargo, 1935 – about 30,000 people and growing –
this fueled Downtown businesses 



Downtown Fargo, 1960s



Today, Downtown is a mix of many things…
government, medical, retail / restaurants



Think of it as a 
mixed-use core, 
surrounded by 
major institutions, 
some offices and 
housing 



And things are 
continuing to change 
Downtown.  So what 
issues do we face 
today?  Here are a few 
key themes that keep 
coming up…



“Downtown has great opportunity, but it just 
needs a little direction”

“The perception is that we have 6 months of 
6 feet of snow”

“The Downtown is dynamic”

PERCEPTIONS! Some good and some bad – they help shape 
investment Downtown

“Too small to be big, too big to be 
small. In limbo everywhere, and 
struggling with that.”

+
- “Violence Downtown is getting worse.   There are about 

four 911 calls per week.”
“The perception 
is that 
Downtown is 
unsafe”



DOWNTOWN IS A THRIVING DESTINATION
It always has been, but today Downtown is a 
different destination than in years past.  



There were a lot of 
different kinds of 
stores in 1928 – it was 
the center of town



Today, there are 61
restaurants / bars/ 
cafes in the area…and 
only 11 vacant 
storefronts



“Retail cannot survive just on events, and we’re an event driven 
Downtown. Retail cannot survive on student incomes… We need 
Downtown to become more of a neighborhood.”

BUT, it can be hard to buy produce…or toothpaste 
or other basic goods Downtown



Source: US Census Bureau, Block counts, 1990, 2000, 2010 

The upside is that Downtown’s population is growing

DOWNTOWN SHOULD BECOME MORE OF A 
NEIGHBORHOOD



…but Downtown’s 
population is 
somewhat 
scattered.  These 
dots represent 
people.  Notice 
the “gaps” here.  
To support more / 
different services 
and retail 
Downtown, we 
need more people 
living Downtown.



Source: US Census Bureau, Block counts, 2010 

And, those who live Downtown are younger…and 
often have less income.



“There’s a richness that comes with diversity.”

“The cost of living Downtown is very prohibitive.”

This raises concerns about the 
price and availability of housing.  
Core Downtown apartment 
rents are the highest in the 
region… 



So we’ll need to think about how to offer 
different housing options at different prices 
in Downtown as well as the surrounding 
neighborhoods…



“The homeless people 
Downtown live and work 
Downtown. They are a part of 
the place and the stories… but 
people don’t want to see 
them” 

“We need to embrace diversity and how 
diversity contributes to healthy communities. 
Fargo has the best opportunity in the region, 
but still has work to do.”

“Messaging cannot be that Downtown is for the beautiful people.  The low-income 
residents are not going anywhere.”

…and truly be inclusive when planning for the future, as  
DOWNTOWN IS A HUB FOR SERVICES



A destination, a growing neighborhood, a center for 
services, Downtown is also
VITAL TO THE REGIONAL ECONOMY



Almost 18,000 jobs are 
located  Downtown –
many in 
professional/technical 
services & health care



Attracting and 
retaining talent is 
a major regional 
challenge

“Downtown is a huge factor in attracting talent. People want a 
vibrant downtown whether you’re a downtown person or not”



2014, http://onthemap.ces.census.gov/

Yet so few work and 
live Downtown. This 
adds cars to the 
roads.



WE NEED TO ENSURE SAFE & 
CONVENIENT ACCESS TO DOWNTOWN



A primary concern 
is safety.  Safety 
for those walking, 
biking and driving.  
This map shows 
hotspots of 
crashes in 
Downtown over 
the last 4 years.  



There is an 
increase in 
bicycling in and 
near Downtown, 
which needs to be 
designed to 
ensure safe 
streets for 
everyone.  



And what about 
parking?  It’s an 
issue in every 
Downtown, large 
and small, across 
the country.  
Fargo’s Downtown 
parking is 
managed very 
efficiently.



9AM 12PM

4PM 8PM

And there is great 
data to illustrate 
when parking is 
tough to find and 
where.  



FEB MAR

You can see here in red where city lots / garages are 
largely full.  Winter obviously brings very different 
conditions to consider when discussing Downtown 
parking.  But there are still available spaces in lots and 
garages



“We need more density downtown and 
less surface parking lots”

As a few folks put it…

This aerial helps illustrate the amount of surface parking that currently 
exists.  So how much is enough?  It’s not about the number of spaces 
necessarily but their convenience and location.  Many other Downtowns 
are taking the opportunity to re-think these surface lots for other uses 
while continuing to ensure that parking is convenient and available.



“We need more density Downtown and 
fewer surface parking lots”

Or as a few folks put it…



AND DOWNTOWN IS EXPERIENCING A LOT 
OF INVESTMENT



Here’s what’s proposed right now – there is 
a lot of momentum Downtown



EQUIVALENT TO 40 ACRES OF 
SURFACE PARKING

[THAT’S 30 FOOTBALL FIELDS]

Despite the recent 
development, 16% of 
Downtown is vacant.  
Together with 
surface parking lots, 
there are 40 acres of 
under-used space or 
about 30 football 
fields



But available space within existing buildings is often small.  
Currently, Downtown could not easily host an employer with 
150+ employees in a single site without new construction.  



And so much of the region’s development is 
actually not occurring Downtown

Over the past 5 years, only 3% of the total building 
permits issued in Fargo were located in the focus area. 





There are real challenges to building 
Downtown that relate to its 
UNIQUE ECOLOGY



GLACIAL CONDITIONS OF THE PAST HAVE CREATED  AN 
UNIQUE REGIONAL ECOLOGY



AND CREATED CONDITIONS THAT REQUIRE SPECIALIZED 
INFRASTRUCTURE IN AND AROUND FARGO 



EXISTING FLOOD INFRASTRUCTURE
Yes, flooding.  Here is the 1897 Flood



EXISTING FLOOD INFRASTRUCTURE

Here is Downtown in 2007



There are a number of factors 
that contribute to the challenges 
Fargo faces with respect to 
flooding

And, there is low to no infiltration (water 
seeping into the ground) due to the clay 
and soils underneath the City.  So water 
runs-off quickly and the City needs 
comparatively large stormwater basins 
and flood infrastructure compared to 
other cities.  

Detention Basins

Flood Walls



Ice-Jam + Spring Thaw

Image Sources: https://www.ndsu.edu/fargo_geology/flood_photos/schwert_ice_jam_at_toll_bridge_1995.jpg
https://www.ndsu.edu/fargo_geology/flood_photos/schwert_ice_jam_1995.jpg

The fact that the Red River flows north contributes to flooding for multiple 
reasons.  

As Spring approaches the ice melts from the south and flows north.  This causes 
backflow because the northern portion of the river is still frozen.

https://www.ndsu.edu/fargo_geology/flood_photos/schwert_ice_jam_at_toll_bridge_1995.jpg


This FM Diversion is an important move to address the major flood 
events that Fargo faces .  But this project will not protect Downtown 
from regular rain events that cause issues with street flooding, water 
quality and wear and tear on infrastructure 

FARGOFARGO

Before Implementation After Implementation



And Fargo gets some heavy rain…

Downtown road and infrastructure renewal can be an opportunity for the 
creation of new stormwater treatment and green space in Downtown Fargo as 
well as improving stormwater quality output in the  Red River. 



Underground infrastructure remains a challenge Downtown.

Pipe locations pose an issue 
because they are only slightly 
below the surface- approximately 
2-3 ft- due to soil properties in 
Fargo.  This means that the pipes 
freeze when the surface freezes, 
causing breaks and failures. 



We also have issues with breaks in asphalt and concrete.

Concrete

Asphalt 



http://www.innovativebasementsystems.com/foundation-repair/foundation-problems/bowing-walls.html

STRUCTURAL UPGRADES TRIGGER CODE COMPLIANCE 
WHICH CREATE COST BARRIERS FOR HOME OWNERSHIP

This impacts more than streets & infrastructure…the “expansive soils” 
crack foundations.



Despite the 
challenges, the 
City continues to 
make necessary 
improvements to 
this system as it 
is able



In thinking about infrastructure, open space plays 
a critical role in addition to its value in providing 
habitat, clean water and community spaces.  You 
can see how Fargo compares to a few other 
cities in terms of the percentage of open space

Fargo’s land-use 
consists of 12.61% 
open space, of 
which 8.74% are 
parks.  

http://parkscore.tpl.org/city.php?city=Boise

St. Paul, 
Minnesota's 
land-use 
consists of 
approximately 
15.2% parks

Boise, Idaho’s, 
land-use consists 
of approximately 
8.7% parks

FARGO

DT 
FARGO

8.74%

15.2%

8.7%



By the numbers, Downtown appears to have a good amount of open space 
but a lot has limited access due to constructed levees.  Taking this into 
account, Downtown falls short of the City.

FARGO

DT 
FARGO

8.74
%

13.9%

% 
ACCESSIBLE

3.78%



Downtown’s across the country are using public space – new & 
renovated parks – to create a unique Downtown experience that attracts 
new residents and businesses

CITY DECK, MILWAUKEE, WI



Spaces like this…
GRAND RAPIDS, MI



…and this.

GREENBAY, WI



In that spirit, 
DOWNTOWN’S UNIQUE CHARACTER 
should drive this plan.



ON THE NATIONAL REGISTER

DOWNTOWN is 
HISTORIC



DOWNTOWN is a 
CENTER FOR 
ARTS & CULTURE



You can see the 
creative energy 
on Downtown 

streets and 
buildings…



“The sidewalk regulations make it hard 
to help people with creative ideas.”

…we want to encourage 
creative and active uses 

along our streets



Could we have 
more opportunities 

to do this 
Downtown?



So what do you 
think?  We need 

your help!













THANK YOU!
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