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A QUICK HISTORY OF
DOWNTOWN FARIBAULT
The Wahpekute Tribe were some of the first settlers of Faribault. The Cannon and Straight River
were a life source for the tribe. They traveled and lived all along them, utilizing the natural assets
available. Alexander Faribault arrived in Rice County in 1826, where he began fur trading with the
Wahpekute people. Eventually, Alexander Faribault settled in what is now Downtown Faribault.

Since then, Downtown Faribault has been the core of the community. Alexander Faribault and
the Wahpekute Tribe recognized that the unique location had access to an abundance of natural
resources and scenic views at the convergence of the two rivers. Alexander Faribault built his first
home in what would become the Downtown. The Greek revival framed home was the first woodframe house in Rice County and still stands in its original location today. Over the next couple of
decades, Faribault’s vision helped shape Downtown. The brick and limestone storefronts along
Central Avenue are a result of the efforts of these early settlers.

Since its founding, Central Avenue has adapted to change. While the prominent architecture
remains as a symbol of the Downtown’s endurance, the public realm has taken many forms.
Originally built for horse travel, Central Avenue was first an earthen street with hazardous wood
planks for pedestrians. In fact, its original name was Main Street and functioned as such. Due
to technological advances, cultural changes, and demand from the public, brick pavers were
introduced in 1871 to create a cleaner, more hospitable place. The invention of the automobile put
additional pressure on the community and the street adapted again, creating the Central Avenue we
see today.
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WHERE ARE WE TODAY?
Today, many see Downtown as the identity of Faribault, but also recognize it is on the cusp of
another transition. Businesses feel the pressures and changes in retail, and occupancy rates of the
historic storefronts have been in flux for the last couple of decades. Downtown struggles to keep up
with the demand for housing in the area and is feeling the pressure of the market.

Downtown Faribault is also a place of diverse cultures and ideas. Today, one in every six people
living Downtown identify as African-American. Twenty years ago, one in every five identified as
Hispanic. Throughout history, Downtown has been a point of entry for those new to Faribault and it
still serves this important function for the community today.

The current infrastructure on Central Avenue places priority on the vehicle. Angle parking
maximizes the width of the street for automobiles and minimizes the width of sidewalks for
pedestrians. With a north-south orientation and little tree canopy, Central Avenue is unprotected
from the sun and weather and often feels uncomfortable to walk along. Recently, public art taken
a stronger presence Downtown with temporary, semi temporary, and permanent art pieces being
installed throughout the public realm.

The Straight River, while close in proximity, is difficult to view and access from Downtown. A railroad
runs along the west side of the river and creates a strong, physical barrier. An existing pedestrian
railroad crossing crosses the Straight River, giving access to the east side. There is little vegetative
buffer with lawn being the prominent adjacent feature. To the north of Downtown, a hardwood forest
with outstanding biodiversity creates a vegetative buffer with significant ecological resources. To the
south is Teepee Tonka Park and the celebrated River Bend Nature Center. These natural areas are
bookends to the paved area of Downtown today.

Looking forward, this master plan seeks to leverage Downtown’s assets, address its challenges, and
create a vision for a strong, thriving, resilient Downtown that is a destination for residents, business
owners, and visitors.
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RELATED PLANNING EFFORTS
For a more comprehensive look at the current characteristics of the community, see the Journey to
2040 Supporting Data Report.

The City of Faribault recently prepared a Downtown Parking Study to evaluate parking needs in the
Downtown. The findings were incorporated into this Master Plan.
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DOWNTOWN FARIBAULT TODAY
DEFINING THE DOWNTOWN
In order to focus the planning effort and analyze data related to the downtown, a definition or
boundary for the downtown was established. This area is depicted in Figure 1. This boundary is
based on input gathered from a variety of stakeholders at the outset of the planning study.
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[Figure 1]: Downtown Study Area
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[ Downtown Retail Market ]
Downtown Faribault is the historic center of commerce for the City and has evolved significantly
over the years to adapt to new forms of transportation, construction, and communication. Currently,
it consists of approximately 180,000 square feet of leasable commercial space spread over roughly
80 properties. A survey of downtown storefronts in April 2018 revealed that over 120 businesses
occupied commercial space in the downtown. The vast majority of the businesses (95%) were
independently owned or operated, indicating that the downtown is highly attractive to small business
owners. Meanwhile, regional or national retailers have generally gravitated to other retail districts
within the City because of greater accessibility to the highway network and/or their need for more
land to accommodate parking.
Business Types Downtown
Types of Businesses

Vacant/
Unknown
20%
Other
10%
Professional
Svcs
21%

Restaurant
6%
Personal Svcs
12%

Shopping
31%

Types of Ownership

Chain
5%

Independent
95%

Source: April 2018 Storefront Survey

The survey also revealed that retailers occupied about one out of every three storefronts. Other
types of businesses found were professional service firms (21%), personal service firms (12%),
restaurants (6%), and various other business types (10%). It is important to note that one out of five
or 20% of storefronts were either vacant or did not have an obvious use that lent itself to supporting
a vibrant atmosphere. It is common for retail or shopping districts to have a certain proportion of
vacancies since the retail industry has always been very competitive and given to rapid turnover,
especially in environments dominated by small, independently owned operations. However, if a
critical mass of storefronts are visibly vacant or been converted to an unsupportive use, this can
lead to a negative perception even though the overall health of the district may be stable.
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Retailers that tend to thrive in the Downtown are more focused on customers seeking specialty
goods and services (e.g., artisan baked goods, art galleries, ethnic markets, etc.) instead of
capturing convenience minded shoppers.

[ Macro Retail Trends ]
The retail industry is undergoing a major transformation due to advances in digital technology and
logistics. For example, the growth in digital media has nearly replaced entire categories of certain
retail goods (e.g., books, music, videos, etc.). More significantly, though, new logistics technologies
are allowing fast and efficient home-delivery on such a scale that it is eliminating the need for many
retail stores altogether. This is best characterized by the growth of Amazon, an on-line retailer,
and the decline of Sears, once the world’s largest retailer. Between 2010 and 2019, the number of
Amazon employees grew from roughly 35,000 to over 650,000. Meanwhile, during the same period,
the number of Sears department stores decreased from 3,500 to 425.

The short-term effect of this retail transformation is
still not entirely clear because many large retailers

As of 2018, e-Commerce or on-line retailing

(e.g., Target) that prospered under the previous

accounted for nearly 10% of all US retail

retailing-era are still trying to figure out how they

sales. This was a three-fold increase since

can use their vast resources to take advantage of

2009.

this new environment. What is known, however,

Source: US Census: E-Stats, E-Commerce Multi-sector Report

is that retailers who are thriving in this new retail
environment are doing so by emphasizing the selling of a retail experience as well as a retail good
or service. This approach is proving successful because an important component to retailing,
regardless of the era, is that it is often a social activity as much as a necessity. Therefore,
relationship building through human interaction appears to be the primary characteristic that will link
most retail stores of the future to one another.
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Downtown Faribault is especially well suited to capitalize on these macro retail trends. With a
high concentration of late 19th and early 20th century buildings, Downtown’s built environment is
compact, pedestrian scaled, and filled with historic character. Moreover, many of the commercial
buildings are amazingly adaptable with their direct access to the street, plentiful natural light, and
durable, attractive building materials. This means the building stock is conducive to supporting
small independent businesses because downtown’s buildings provide ample options for smaller,
more affordable spaces.

[ Competitive Retail Districts ]
Although Downtown Faribault has many unique characteristics, its businesses still vie for customers
in a competitive marketplace. The following is a brief description of the various retail districts that
downtown Faribault is most likely to compete with for customers.

4th Street Corridor
The 4th Street Corridor (Highway 60) is a major east-west thoroughfare that connects Downtown
Faribault to Interstate 35. It is a commercial corridor with a concentration of mostly automobileoriented retail properties. Businesses mostly serve local residents and include both small
independently owned stores as well as large national chains. At key intersections, there are often
several fast food restaurants. Grocery and drug stores anchor the corridor and include Hy-Vee, Aldi,
Fareway Foods, and Walgreens. It generally does not compete directly with the Downtown as its
eastern portion abuts the Downtown and thus tends to serve as a complementary retail district.
Approximate size: 230,000 leasable square feet that accommodates about 40 retail and service
businesses
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Interstate 35 and Highway 60 Interchange
At the intersection of Interstate 35 and Highway 60, the Faribo West Mall and Wal-Mart anchor a
retail district. With visibility from Interstate 35, this area not only attracts local shoppers but also
shoppers from nearby small towns and townships. The businesses in these properties also compete
with retailers at other highway interchanges north and south of Faribault. Due in part to increased
competition locally (Wal-Mart) and regionally (other large format retailers within a 20-minute drive)
as well as limited reinvestment and an aging building format, the Faribo West Mall has struggled to
maintain high occupancy in recent years. Because of the built form and mix of stores, this district
does not compete directly with the Downtown.
Approximate size: 300,000 leasable square feet that accommodates about 30 retail and service
businesses

North Lyndale Avenue (Highway 21)
North Lyndale Avenue (Highway 21) is a north-south thoroughfare that connects the north side
of Faribault to the southern and eastern portion of the City as well as Interstate 35. Employment
growth in this part of the City, along with access to Interstate 35, has resulted in an emerging retail
district that is automobile-oriented and very much convenience-focused. The buildings in this
district tend to be much newer than what is found in other retail districts of the City. This district
does not compete directly with the Downtown.
Approximate size: 50,000 leasable square feet that accommodates about 25 retail and service
businesses
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Downtown Owatonna
Downtown Owatonna is 15 miles south of Faribault and shares many similar characteristics
with downtown Faribault; concentration of older buildings, preponderance of small, independent
businesses, and a lack of a direct connection to the highway system. Unlike Faribault, though,
Downtown Owatonna has been impacted by an aggressively expanding highway-oriented retail
district and, to date, has yet to significantly capitalize on the success of this growing district.
Faribault competes with Downtown Owatonna in that both districts are poised to capture a much
larger destination market. However, there currently is not a lot of direct competition with Downtown
Faribault.
Approximate size: 220,000 leasable square feet

Downtown Northfield
Downtown Northfield is about 12 miles north of Faribault. It shares many similar characteristics
as well. However, it is directly adjacent to the Cannon River and takes advantage of this proximity.
Furthermore, it is the Defeat of Jesse James Days celebration has statewide exposure, which helps
drive visitors to the downtown. Also, Northfield has a constant influx of visitors drawn to the two
private colleges in the City and their discretionary income. Finally, Northfield is slightly closer to
the Twin Cities metropolitan area, which means that for those interested in a day trip to an historic
downtown, one must pass by Northfield before arriving in Faribault.
Approximate size: 230,000 leasable square feet
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[ Downtown Housing Market ]
There are approximately 360 housing units in the downtown study area. Since 2000, the number of
housing units declined about -12%. This helps explain the decrease in the number of households.
The vast majority of these units are located in rental apartments in two distinct environments.
Roughly one-third of the units are located in two newer, larger buildings (50+ units) just outside
downtown’s commercial core. The remaining two-thirds of the units are found primarily in the 2nd
and 3rd story levels of the older commercial buildings along Central Avenue.

In recent years, a handful of Central Avenue property owners
have begun to renovate their 2nd and 3rd story residential spaces
into premium units that often times command the highest rents in
the Faribault market. The vast majority of these older properties,
however, have not received significant improvements or upgrades for
many years and thus often command some of the lowest rents in the
market. At the time of this planning study, housing is an important
concern throughout Faribault as vacancies are at historically low

The rental vacancy rate in
Faribault is 0.8%, which is
extremely low and is resulting
in rapid rent increases,
overcrowding, and an inability to
attract workers.
*Source: Market Study Commissioned by the

levels (less than 1% of units are available), which is causing rents to rise faster than wages and
preventing employers from attracting workers to fill job openings.

The downtown is in an excellent position to capture pent-up demand for housing. The
mixture of retail shops, restaurants, and cultural destinations, such as the Paradise Theater,
numerous galleries, and the Buckham Library, create an ambience not found in other
parts of the City. Moreover, as more recreational amenities are introduced in and near the
downtown, this will only increase the demand for housing.

It is important, though, that any new housing developed in the downtown should not occupy
locations best suited for retail, specifically the ground level of buildings fronting Central Avenue
between 1st Street and 5th Street. Ideally, any new housing developed in the downtown would either
be located above ground level retail or on secondary streets that do not have traffic levels that would
support most types of retail.
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[ Who Lives Downtown? ]
Based on data from the 2016 U.S. Census, there are 936 people who live downtown, and they
comprise 323 households. Since 2000, the downtown population has increased slightly (+42),
whereas the number of households has declined substantially (-110). This is a result of the number
of persons per household increasing from 1.88 to 2.69 in recent years. It is important to track
the demographic make-up of Downtown because changes in the number of people and their
circumstances can signal important market trends that may impact the demand for housing, support
for local businesses, or the need for vital community services.
1000
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800

600

200

936 people live
Downtown
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2016

Population and Household Change
Sources: US Census; Minnesota Demographic Center; Perkins+Will

[ Age Profile ]

Downtown residents tend to be younger than the citywide population. According to data from the
2016 U.S. Census, over one-quarter (27%) of downtown residents are between the ages of 25 and
34, which is much higher than the citywide percentage (16%). At the other end of the age spectrum,
only 4% of downtown residents are age 65 or older, which is well below the citywide percentage of
10%. This has not always been the case. In 2000, the age profile of downtown residents was much
more similar to the rest of the city. Therefore, in recent years, as the downtown gained younger
adults, it also lost older adults.

27%

Downtown
Faribault

22%

City of
Faribault

18%
16%

15%

16%

14%

12%

10%
5%

12%

8%

6%

3%

1%
Under 5

5-17

18-24

7%

7%

25-34

35-44

Age Group

45-54

55-64

65-74

1%
75+

Sources: US Census, American Community Survey (2016); Minnesota Demographic Center; Perkins+Will
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Racial/Ethnic Composition

[ Racial/Ethnic Composition ]

2000

Roughly three out of four Downtown residents identify as white
(78%) and about one in six identify as black or African-American
(16%). According to the U.S. Census, the small remainder identify
as Hispanic (1%) or another race/ethnicity (4%). This is a fairly
similar breakdown compared to the overall population of Faribault,
except for the proportion of Hispanic residents in Downtown,

2017

which is well below the citywide proportion of 13%. This is a sharp
change from 2000 when one out of every five downtown residents
identified as Hispanic (19%) and only one out of every 25 identified
as black or African-American (4%). Therefore, in recent years, it
appears that the Hispanic population that once called Downtown
home has been largely replaced by a black or African-American
population that largely consists of persons of Somali heritage.

White
Hispanic

[ Household Composition ]

Black/
African-American
Other

Sources: US Decennial Census (2000 and 2010); US Census,
American Community Survey (2016); Census; Perkins+Will

The types of households living Downtown are distinctly different than those found citywide. In the
Downtown, roughly 8 out of 10 households, according to the U.S. Census, are either a single-parent
household, a person living alone, or unrelated roommates. In contrast, the presence of married
couples (with or without children) is very low at 10% of downtown households. Citywide, married
couple households make-up 46% of all households. The lack of married couple households living
Downtown is not a recent occurrence. In 2000, the proportion was only 18%. The biggest change
among Downtown households since 2000 has been the increase in the number of single-parent
families and a commensurate decline in single-person households, which dropped over 60%.
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[ Downtown Housing Supply ]
There are approximately 360 housing units in the Downtown study area. Since 2000, the number of
housing units declined about -12%. This helps explain the decrease in the number of households.
The vast majority of these units are located in rental apartments in two distinct environments.
Roughly one-third of the units are located in two newer, larger buildings (50+ units) just outside
downtown’s commercial core. The remaining two-thirds of the units are found primarily in the 2nd
and 3rd story levels of the older commercial buildings along Central Avenue.
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In recent years, a handful of Central Avenue property owners have begun to renovate their 2nd and
3rd story residential spaces into premium units that often times command the highest rents in the
Faribault market. The vast majority of these older properties, however, have not received significant
improvements or upgrades for many years and thus often command some of the lowest rents in the
market. At the time of this planning study, housing is an important concern throughout Faribault as
vacancies are at historically low levels (less than 1% of units are available), which is causing rents to
rise faster than wages and preventing employers from attracting workers to fill job openings.
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[ Who works in Downtown? ]
Based on data from the 2016 U.S. Census, there are roughly 2,000 jobs
located in Downtown. This means that about one out of every six jobs
in Faribault (16%) are located in Downtown. However, certain types of

Faribault Jobs Downtown

16%

jobs are more heavily concentrated in Downtown. Downtowns, because
of their central location, access to amenities, such as shopping and
dining, tend to attract office-based businesses. For example, 43% of
all government jobs and 42% of professional service jobs in Faribault
are located in Downtown. As businesses continue to adapt to new
technologies, workplaces are evolving rapidly and the amenity-rich
environment of Downtown is also starting to attract businesses beyond
retailers or office-based operations.
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