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Historic La Crosse, WI

“La Crosse.
Here is a town of twelve or thirteen thousand 

population, with electric lighted streets, and blocks 
of buildings which are stately enough and also 

architecturally fine enough to command respect in 
any city. It is a choice town.”

Mark Twain - Life on the Mississippi - 1896



Historic La Crosse, WI



The River



Tourism



Tourism



La Crosse- Downtown Decline

Downtown Decline- Factors

THE DARK YEARS 1960-1989

Valley View Mall Constructed 1978

All Major Retailers in Downtown 
Leave to I-90



La Crosse- Downtown Decline

• Downtown Urban Renewal
• Demolition of Post Office, County Courthouse, Stoddard Hotel, 

Library, Warehouse District
• Exterior alterations

• No Investment

• No Overall Strategy

Downtown Decline - Factors

THE DARK YEARS 1960-1989



Historic Post Office



Current Post Office



Historic Stoddard Hotel



Current Site of Stoddard Hotel



Historic Public Library



Current Public Library



Historic County Courthouse



Current County Courthouse



Urban Renewal- Metal Facade



Urban Renewal- Window Infill- Use of Stucco



Abandoned Industrial Building



Pearl Street



La Crosse- Downtown Revitalization

Downtown Mainstreet Inc. emerges 1989-1991
• Primary focus is on the economic prosperity of 

the Historic Downtown.

City Vision 2000 Master Plan Adopted in 1992 and 
revised in 1996, 1999, & 2004

• Established short and long term strategies for 
reinvestment, revitalization, redevelopment 
RECOVERY!!

• Identified the need for Public Investment.



La Crosse- Downtown Revitalization

TIF # 6 Created in 1994
• Additional TIF Districts created since

First Capital Projects in 1995 (Over $70 Million last 25+ years)
• Pearl Street Streetscaping

• Continue to streetscape several streets per year 
(Over 100 block faces now complete)

• Riverwalk
• La Crosse Center

Multiple Grant Awards

Stimulated Some Private Investment

Public Investment



La Crosse- Downtown Revitalization



La Crosse- Downtown Revitalization



La Crosse- Downtown Revitalization



NRHP Tax Credit Projects



La Crosse- Downtown Revitalization

Historic Survey 1984, 1996
• Identified Downtown District for NRHP

• 115 properties, 98 Contributing
• Nominated in 1994

• TAX CREDITS!!
• Preservation Plans 1996, 2004

Public Investment



La Crosse- Downtown Revitalization

Need for Financial Incentives.
• Job Creation
• Preservation of Infrastructure (remaining)
• Existing Businesses
• Attract New Development

Development of Economic Programs (TOOLBOX)
• A&E Program
• Small Business Development Loan Program
• Upper Floor Renovation Loan Program
• Large Scale Business Assistance (TIF)
• Elevate Façade Improvement Grant Program

Public Investment



Development



A New Plan for 2040
Launched in 2020



City Vision 2040

A New Plan for 2040

Focus was Redevelopment/Restoration/Reuse.

• Largely implemented

Focus Shift: QUALITY OF LIFE

• Livability

• Entertainment

• Adjacent Neighborhoods

• Live Work Play



Partners

B
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Downtown Mainstreet, Inc.

Business 
Community

City of La Crosse

STEERING 
COMMITTEE



Need for a New Plan



Planning Process



Imagine 2040



Planning Process | Steering Committee

16 members 

Monthly meetings
(only 2 were in-person)



Planning Process | Steering Committee

TIPS

Group was an official 
board that had chairs, set 
meetings times that were 
streamed live and recorded

• High attendance (+)

• 1:1 Interviews 

• Shift to subcommittees 
for candid discussion

2 miles = 1.5 hours



Process | Focus Groups

Planned: 
10 

Actual: 
Lost count



Process | Focus Groups

TIPS

Shift to smaller 
groups of <6

Turn on 
cameras

Notifications 
from local 
group.



Process | Websites, Social Media, and E-blasts

17,000 
points of data from survey

90,000+ 
views on social media



Process | Websites, Social Media, E-blasts, and Video (Animoto)






Process | Websites, Social Media, and E-blasts



Process | Websites, Social Media, and E-blasts

TIPS 
• Have a branded website

• Use video to attract people

• Pay Facebook for advertising

• Push notifications to phones

• Don’t overdo online tools



Process | Outdoor Activities

Intercepting PeopleGrounded Coffee

Civic Center Park Farmers Market

Media

NA Mtgs



Process | Experiencing the district through lenses

Richard Chrz Renee



Process | Design Studio



Process | Design Studio Awareness



Process | Design Studio



Emerging Concepts

AFTER

BEFORE



Emerging Concepts

BEFORE

AFTER



Process | Focus Group Feedback

More!
Focus 
Groups



Process | Open House Galleries

In-person Galleries
• City Library
• County Building
• Mainstreet Office

Virtual Gallery
• www.rdgusa.com/pano/imagine2040



Plan Organization

Development Housing Mobility Placemaking Environment
+ Parks



Market for Development  |  Case for Downtown

Q: How do you prepare a meaningful 
market study when the data is suspect 
during a pandemic?

A: Define the audience for its use.





Market for Development  |  Case for Downtown

1. Holds a greater share of population 
growth

2. Accounts for a sizable share of 
commercial value

3. Supports daytime activity and 
nightlife

4. Generates a strong share of tax 
revenue

5. Provides a hub for employment

6. Proves the desire for new mixed-use 
development



Market for Development | Sites Subject-to-Change



Market for Development | Sites Subject-to-Change



Market for Development | Save the details



Market for Development | Save the details

2020 Private Study



Market for Development | Test Fit Precedents



Market for Development | Test Fits



Network of Strong Neighborhoods

Demand for 
700-1000 
units over 
20 years in 
downtown



Network of Strong Neighborhoods | Block Test-fit Concepts



Network of Strong Neighborhoods | Context Infill Concepts

Focus is 
creating 
HOUSING 
OPTIONS



Network of Strong Neighborhoods | Housing Insecurity



A Connected City | Mobility Projects



A Connected City | Mobility Projects – Get into the details



A Connected City | Prototypical Enhancements

Downtown 
has more 

streetscape 
designs 

than we can 
count



A Connected City | Circulation

Circulation Scenarios Festival Streets



A Connected City | Active Transportation

Active Transportation



Destination for All People  |  Build on strengths



Destination for All People  |  Extending Placemaking 

South Concepts

North Concepts



Destination for All People



Confluence of Nature



Confluence of Nature  |  Model District



Implementation | It Takes a Village

Imagine 
2040

DMI

City

DNA

Synergy 
Partners

People



Implementation | Capital Projects – Pearl Street



Implementation | Capital Projects – 2nd Street Cycle Track



Implementation | Capital Projects – 3rd & 4th Streets



Implementation | Policy

• Continue Funding of 
Programs

• Strengthen Code 
Enforcement

• Homelessness

• Strengthen Historic 
Preservation



Implementation | Communication & Partnership

• Centralize Access to 
Services

• Public/Private 
Partnerships

• Economic 
Development Synergy



Implementation | Programming and Events

• Festival Streets

• Art District

• Parklets & Street 
Cafes

• Clean-up Days

• Engaging Public 
Spaces



Implementation | Other Projects

• Winter Maintenance

• Alley Improvements

• Wayfinding and 
Banners

• Parking Benefit 
District
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