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Chapter 2:

COMMUNITY PROFILE

To write the next chapter in the Faribault story, we need to understand our
history and who we are today.

INTRODUCTION
This chapter of the Comprehensive Plan provides a high-level overview of Faribault’s history, its
location and role in the region, and its people. It outlines contextual information that provides the
foundation for additional chapters in the plan.

HISTORY OF FARIBAULT
We need to know where we have been before we can plan where we are going.
Before European contact, the area that is now Faribault was primarily occupied by the Wahpekute
band of Dakotah. As European colonization began to displace other native peoples from the Great
Lakes Region, such as the Ojibwe, into southern Minnesota, the Wahpekute were forced out of the
Faribault area. During this time, Europeans began to explore the Upper Mississippi River Valley, and
fur trading became the primary economic activity in the Faribault area.

Fur trading drew Alexander Faribault to the area. In 1826, he set up a fur-trading post on the banks
of the Cannon River. By 1834, the trading post had grown in popularity, and Faribault relocated
the post to the Straight River, one mile upstream of its junction with the Cannon River. The City of
Faribault grew from this fur trading post.
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Alexander Faribault used his experience with Dakotah language and culture to improve relations
with the displaced Wahpekute. He also helped the tribe to resettle in the area. This relationship
was instrumental in ensuring the success of the trading post and allowing safe travel to the area for
European-American settlers after the establishment of the Minnesota Territory in 1849. Ultimately,
European-American settlement eventually destroyed the longstanding presence of the Wahpekute
in the Faribault area.

Spurred by the completion of the area’s first steam-powered sawmill in early 1854, the next year
took Faribault from a sleepy settlement of 20 buildings to a bustling town with more than 250
structures. Historians attribute Faribault’s impressive growth during this period to several milestones
in 1855 and 1856, including the development of roads to other settlements and trading posts, the
availability of mail service, and the construction of schools and churches. The City of Faribault was
platted in 1855 and granted a home-rule charter in 1872.

Cultivation of the fertile lands surrounding Faribault allowed agriculture to replace fur trading as
the primary economic activity. With wheat being the dominant crop, milling drove the growth of
the City throughout the late 19th Century. Faribault became the state’s second-largest center for
flour production and shipping, behind only Minneapolis, the world’s largest producer of flour at the
time. Eight flour mills, several sawmills, a woolen mill (Faribault Woolen Mill Company), and two
grain elevators served as Faribault’s major agribusinesses during this time. Faribault’s history of
agricultural influences still exists today.
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Faribault circa 1862 (Courtesy of Minnesota Historical Society

Attracting workers from countries such as Germany, Norway, and Bohemia (Czech Republic),
Faribault reached a population of 5,400 by 1880, with over 25 percent being foreign-born. By 1900,
Faribault’s population had grown to 7,900, and it was the eighth-largest city in the state. Even today,
Faribault is home to a growing immigrant population.

During this period of substantial growth, Faribault attracted significant private, parochial, and
state institutions, which gave birth to the nickname, “Athens of the West.” Among the schools and
institutions were Shattuck-Saint Mary’s School, Seabury Divinity School, Bethlehem Academy,
Minnesota School for the Deaf, Minnesota Braille & Sightsaving School (State Academy for the
Blind), and the Faribault State Hospital. Seabury Divinity is no longer in operation. The Faribault
State Hospital is now the Faribault Correctional Facility. However, the other institutions have
survived and serve as iconic and historic assets to Faribault.

Saint Mary’s School circa 1860
(Courtesy of Minnesota Historical Society)

Aerial view of Faribault circa 1888
(Courtesy of Minnesota Historical Society)

As Faribault moved into the 20th Century, its prominence in the wheat industry declined. However,
the citizenry was remarkably resilient. New endeavors led to a greater diversification of the
economy and the creation of new food processing industries, many of which still exist today.
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REGIONAL CONTEXT
The story of Faribault includes Faribault’s place in the region.
Faribault’s place within the region influenced its growth and development. Faribault is less than a
one-hour drive from the heart of the Twin Cities metropolitan area. With roughly 3.6 million people,
the Twin Cities area is the 16th largest metro area in the United States. Due to its concentration of
Fortune 500 companies, many regard the area as a global metropolis.

Faribault is 50 miles from downtown Minneapolis and 45 miles from the Minneapolis-Saint Paul
Faribault is 50 miles from downtown Minneapolis and 45 miles from the Minneapolis-Saint Paul
International Airport (see Map 2-1). However, it is less than 25 miles (or about a 25-minute drive)
from Lakeville, which is part of the south metropolitan area. Interstate Highway 35 provides easy
access from Faribault to all that the Twin Cities metro area offers. The proximity of Faribault to the
south metro area has influenced Faribault’s growth and development patterns.

Faribault is also approximately 50 miles from Rochester and 40 miles from Mankato. These
large regional centers have rapidly growing economies rooted in healthcare (the Mayo Clinic in
Rochester) and education (Minnesota State University in Mankato).

Additionally, Faribault is 12 miles from Northfield and 15 miles from Owatonna. These similar-sized
cities provide a complementary array of goods and services to those found in Faribault. They also
include employers that employ some Faribault residents.
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[Map 2-1]: Faribault Regional Context Map
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DEMOGRAPHIC OVERVIEW
People are at the heart of the story of Faribault.
People are at the heart of the story of Faribault.
The following demographic analysis reviews the characteristics and traits of the people of Faribault,
and it provides a foundation for addressing Faribault’s current and future needs. This analysis uses
data from the 2010 US Decennial Census, the 2016 and 2017 American Community Survey (US
Census), and the Minnesota State Demographic Center.

Faribault’s population includes virtually everyone whose “usual residence” was within the city limits
of Faribault at the time of the census, including the following:
•

People of all ages that resided within the city limits of Faribault;

•

People housed at institutions within Faribault at the time of the census, including inmates
(offenders) at the correctional facility and residents in long-term care facilities and group homes;

•

“Snowbirds” who resided in Faribault most of the year, but who may have resided elsewhere
during the winter months or other times of the year;

•

People who were in a domestic abuse shelter or homeless shelter in Faribault at the time of the
census;

•

People who were staying at an extended stay motel in Faribault if they did not have a usual
residence elsewhere at the time of the census;

•

Foreign citizens who established a household in Faribault while working or studying in the
United States – foreign citizens who visited Faribault for a short time at the time of the census
are not counted; and

•

Immigrants who resided in Faribault, regardless of their citizenship status.
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Faribault’s population does not include the following:
•

Students at boarding schools, such as Shattuck-Saint Mary’s, and students staying in the dorms
at the Minnesota State Academies for the Deaf and Blind, unless their parents reside in Faribault
most of the year;

•

College students living outside of Faribault for most of the year;

•

Business owners or workers who may spend a substantial amount of time in Faribault, but who
usually reside elsewhere; and

•

Members of the U.S. military stationed at a military base.

[ Population Change and Forecast ]
Anticipated population changes help inform the need for new investments in the City of Faribault.
According to the Minnesota State Demographic Center, Faribault’s population will remain mostly
unchanged through 2040 (Figure 2-A). This projection is consistent with nationwide trends that
indicate minimal population growth. If this forecast holds, Faribault will see reduced housing,
commercial, and infrastructure development compared to past decades when Faribault experienced
significant growth. Despite the State Demographer’s projection for minimal population growth,
Faribault must continue to replace or restore obsolete and derelict structures and facilities.

The State Demographer’s projections, although typically accurate, do not take into consideration
recent employment growth in Faribault that has occurred due to several industrial expansions. If
Faribault continues to increase its employment base, Faribault will likely see significant population
growth beyond the State Demographer’s projections. People who live in other communities, but who
would prefer to live and work in Faribault, will likely fill the new jobs.
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Assuming recent employment trends persist, Faribault could return to a historical pattern of growth
that extends back 160 years. If this happens, Faribault could increase its population by 3,000
from the year 2020 to the year 2040. An increase of 3,000 people would require significant new
investments in housing, commercial development, infrastructure, parks, and other facilities.
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[Figure 2-A]: Faribault population trends and projections (Source: Minnesota State Demographic Center and
Perkins+Will)

[ Age Composition ]
Age composition touches all aspects of the community, including the type of housing needed,
the goods and services consumed, the use of spaces, and many other elements of daily life.
Understanding the age composition of a community provides valuable information about people in
the various stages of their life cycle.

Figure 2-B shows how Faribault, like most other communities in the United States, is aging. The
Baby Boom generation is primarily responsible for the aging of Faribault. Baby Boomers are
persons born between 1946 and 1964. The Baby Boom generation had been the largest age cohort
in the United States. However, in 2019, the Millennial generation, which are persons born between
1981 and 2000, became the largest age cohort.
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From 2000 to 2020, the 55 to 74-year-old cohort nearly doubled in size due to the aging of the
Baby Boom generation. People in this cohort generally retire and leave the workforce, which
places demands on area employers to replace valuable workers. People in this cohort also start
to downsize their housing, which influences housing demands in the community. In addition, they
begin to require additional healthcare, which Faribault must provide if those in this age cohort are to
remain in Faribault.

From 2020 through 2040, the Baby Boom generation will continue to impact Faribault. Faribault will
see a dramatic increase in the number of people age 75 and older, which will significantly increase
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[Figure 2-B]: Faribault population by age group 2000, 2020, and 2040 (Source: US
Census, Minnesota State Demographic Center, Perkins+Will)
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[ Household Type ]
Changing family and household structures can also profoundly affect housing and other community
assets and needs. For example, decreasing household size has a direct impact on the amount
of housing a household needs. Due to increasing numbers of persons over the age of 55, the
predominant household type has shifted away from families with children to a higher proportion of
single-person households and households without children. According to the US Census, roughly
one-third (32%) of Faribault’s households include children under age 18. However, this percentage
has significantly declined since 1970 when 42% of Faribault households had children under 18.
Likewise, the average household size declined from 2.95 in 1970 to 2.48 in 2017 (see Figure 2-C).
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[Figure 2-C]: Household type and size 1970 and 2017
(Source: US Census, American Community Survey)

[ Race and Ethnicity ]
For over two decades, families with roots in Mexico, Central America, and East Africa moved to
Faribault for job opportunities. As a result, Faribault has become a more racially diverse community,
especially among younger age groups. However, immigrant populations are not new to Faribault.
In the 1880s, 25 percent of Faribault residents were foreign-born. According to the US Census, 44
percent of Faribault residents under the age of 18 identify as a person of color (see Figure 2-D). In
contrast, only four percent of the population over 65 years old identify as persons of color.
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Cultural differences can present challenges, especially when language barriers and a lack of
familiarity exist. However, diverse cultures can also promote opportunities for new social and
economic activities that strengthen the community.
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[Figure 2-D]: Racial/ethnic composition of Faribault by age (Source: US Census, 2017
American Community Survey

[ Foreign-Born and Non-English-Speaking Residents ]
Faribault is a community of different cultures, customs, and languages. Compared to Minnesota,
Faribault has a higher percentage of persons born in another country (13 percent versus 8 percent)
and, as a result, a higher percentage of residents who do not speak English well (9 percent versus
5 percent) (see Figure 2-E). Language and cultural barriers can hinder people from accessing
economic opportunities, housing, and other community resources. Therefore, the Comprehensive
Plan promotes ways to strengthen how the City accommodates an increasingly diverse community.

[ Income ]
Household income directly affects the ability of residents to obtain essential goods, services, and
housing. If household incomes cannot cover such needs, institutions may help cover affordability
gaps and ensure that residents are safe, secure, and healthy. Not surprisingly, income levels
strongly correlate with age (see Figure 2-F).
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Figure 2-G compares Faribault’s median income to Minnesota’s median income in 2000, 2010,
and 2016. In 2016, Faribault’s median income was $50,500, or about 80% of the statewide median
income. In 2000, Faribault’s median income was 87% of the statewide median. Therefore, over
the last two decades, the median income in Faribault has declined relative to Minnesota’s median
income. A growing population of retirees on fixed incomes and a growing population of less
experienced workers who earn less than more experienced workers appears to be exacerbating this
decline in income.
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[Figure 2-E]: Foreign-born and non-English-speaking
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[Figure 2-F]: Faribault median annual household income
by age (Source: US Census, 2017 American Community
Survey)
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Refer to Journey to 2040:
Supporting Data Report
for additional information
about Faribault’s
demographic profile.

This page is intentionally blank.

[ 047 ]

