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Introduction

Prior Lake has a number of features that differentiate it from other suburban
Twin City communities. Obviously, its namesake, Prior Lake is one of those
characteristics. An intact, downtown area is another of its major attributes,
Throughout the Twin Cities and across the country today, suburban communities
are striving to establish downtowns. Creating a new downtown is a major
challenge. Restoring the vitality of an existing downtown is also a difficult task
but one that can be based on an existing framework with historical and cultural
significance to the community rather than based on an identified marketing
theme.

Prior Lake’s downtown area has evolved over the past 100 years. As commercial
ventures were constructed along Highway 13, the focus of commercial activity
shifted to businesses along the highway corridor. More recently, commercial
developments in Burnsville and Savage have further eroded business conditions
in Downtown Prior Lake. The deterioration of downtown has been a concern of
the City for a number of years. In 1984, the City hosted a Governors Design
Team Visit which was a charatte-based planning session focused on downtown
improvements. The Design Team generated a number of ideas but the effort was
not an implementation-oriented process. The Design Team visit was followed up
by the preparation of plans for downtown improvements in 1991. The plans were
prepared under the auspices of the City and a group of business owners known as
the Towncenter Association. The 1991 plans advocated a number of physical
streetscape improvements paid partially by property assessments. Because of the
financing mechanism and other factors, the improvements were never
constructed.

In 1998, a task force submitted a report entitled “A Conceptual Design Plan for
the City of Prior Lake” to the Prior Lake Economic Development Authority
(EDA) recommending ways of revitalizing the downtown area. The report
addressed land use, building types, streetscape improvements and costs. As the
name implies, however, the purpose of the report was to present a conceptual
overview rather than a detailed implementation plan. One of the report’s
recommendations was the preparation of a more detailed redevelopment plan.

This effort, the Prior Lake Downtown Development Guide represents that
suggested redevelopment plan. Its purpose is to build on the work that has
occurred since 1984 and to formulate specific recommendations for the
downtown area as well as an action plan for implementation. This development
guide is expected to be used in a number of ways. It is:

A Resource — The Prior Lake Downtown Development Guide contains a
compilation of the research and analysis that occurred during the planning
process. The Guide can be used as a resource to promote a greater understanding
of the downtown area and the forces that have shaped its development. It serves
as a resource to explain the basis for findings and recommendations and it
provides background and suggestions for use in future planning and decision
making.

A Tool for Decision Making — The Development Guide serves as a tool for
evaluating potential development and redevelopment efforts. Consistent with an
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suggested “updated buildings.” Six percent wanted to “keep the old
town look.” Six percent suggested “landscaping.” Four percent urged
“upgraded roads.”

= Residents evaluated a number of proposals for the redevelopment of the
_old downtown area:

o By an 85% to 11% judgment, residents supported “adding more
retail and office businesses, such as shops and restaurants.

o By an 80% to 13% verdict, residents supported “adding
pedestrian and bicycle links to Lakefront Park.”

o By a 71% to 22% margin, respondents supported “installing new
landscaping, benches, and lighting.”

o By a 68% to 24% judgment, respondents supported “creating a
community gathering space, such as a ‘town square.’”

o By a 63% to 27% verdict, residents favored “improving the
entries to downtown, off of Highway 13.”

o By a 61% to 27% margin, residents supported “creating
additional parking.”

o By a 58% to 30% decision, residents favored “providing hlgher
density housing, possibly for senior citizens.”

o By a 54% to 33% judgment, respondents favored “attracting
public services, such as a post office.”

o By a 52% to 36% verdict, respondents supported ‘reducing the
number of bars and auto repair shops.”

o By a 48% to 22% margin, residents supported “improving the
existing park-and-ride lot.”

o By a 47% to 39% judgment, residents favored “installing a
traffic signal at the intersection of County Road 21 and Main
Avenue.

= Seventy-one percent “favored” the City of Prior Lake granting incentives
and tax breaks to attract. desired commercial and light industrial
development to the community. Twenty percent “opposed” it and nine
percent were ‘unsure.”

The results of the survey show a strong interest in Prior Lake’s downtown area
and significant public support for improving the area.

Land Use

The analysis of existing land use for downtown Prior Lake started as a large-
scale effort that was then refined in scale. Figure X entitled Context and
Linkages depicts the initial broad based analysis. In order to gauge the
boundaries of downtown as well as to assess the impacts of nearby commercial
areas and community features, and expanded view was examined. The area
generally covered encompassed Lakefront Park, the community commercial area
north of 160" Street SE, the community commercial area adjacent to the
intersection of Franklin Trail and TH 13, which includes Priordale Mall, and the
residential neighborhoods generally lying east and west of downtown.

The community commercial node abutting 160" Street SE is an automobile
oriented business area. It does not have convenient pedestrian linkage to
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downtown and it contains a variety of commercial enterprises including fast food,
retail, office and service uses. The Priordale Mall area, which lies north of 170%
Street SE, contains similar businesses. The area surrounding Priordale Mall also
is home to a number of automobile sales and service businesses that rely on a
highway orientation for traffic and visibility. There are no pedestrian or trail
links that connect the Priordale Mall to the downtown area.

Residential neighborhoods flank the downtown area on both the east and west
sides. Highway 13 is a boundary on the east side between commercial uses and
residential neighborhoods. The roadway is an effective element separating the
two differing types of land uses. On the west side, the boundary between the
downtown area and adjacent residential neighborhoods is not as well defined.
Arcadia Street and the church area on the west side of the street generally mark
the delineation between commercial and residential land uses.

The land immediately north and south of the existing downtown area contains
park property and natural resource areas. A large wetland complex serves as the
southern boundary of the area lying south of Pleasant Avenue on both sides of
TH 13. Lakefront Park, which is Prior Lake’s premier community park, lies
immediately north of downtown. Lakefront Park contains a large pond that can
be viewed from the rear portions of lots along the north side of Dakota Street.
The main entrance to the park is approximately 700 feet north of Dakota Street
off of Main Avenue. This entrance, which was constructed in 1999, results in
almost all of the park traffic either passing through downtown entering the park
from the south or through the northern downtown gateway intersection at
Highway 13 and Main Avenue.

The land use pattern and the location of natural features described above
delineates the “edges” of the current downtown area. The wetlands and park
areas limit significant future expansion to the north or south. Highway 13
precludes the eastward expansion of downtown commercial uses. The residential
neighborhoods make westward expansion difficult. As a result, on a large scale,
the limits of downtown Prior Lake were generally defined as being consistent
with the present commercial boundaries with possible limited expansion potential
to the north, west and southwest. Downtown Prior Lake is viewed as a separate
commercial area from either the Priordale Mall area or the concentration of
community commercial uses abutting 169" Street SE.

Existing land uses within the downtown area are shown on Figure X entitled’

Existing Conditions Analysis. Generally speaking, downtown Prior Lake
contains four clusters of similar land uses. The land areas north and south of
Dakota Street abutting Highway 13 contain auto-oriented businesses. Body
shops and automotive repair shops are located between Main Avenue and
Highway 13. An auto sales lot and an Amoco station with automotive repair abut
Highway 13 further to the south.

The area east of Main Avenue, south of County Road 21 and north of Pleasant
Street contains a number of destination commercial uses. Within this area, a
hardware store, video rentals and a liquor store are located. All of these
businesses are retail uses that are largely “drive to” destinations.
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