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Chapter 1
The Lake Street Midtown Greenway Corridor

Introduction
The vision for the Lake Street Midtown Greenway Corridor articulated in this Framework is one of opportunity and
reinvestment - revitalizing this once thriving commercial/business center into a major neighborhood and regional
amenity.

At the core of this revitalization effort is the significance of ‘place.’ Most people recognize the beauty and
value of the Chain of Lakes and the Mississippi River as places of inspiration, recreation and celebration. But many
are unaware of the rich history of Lake Street and the abandoned rail corridor that runs parallel to it. People may
visit Uptown or the shops and restaurants at Lyndale and Lake, but the huge potential and unique character of the
rest of the corridor have gone largely unnoticed . . . until recently!

This Framework serves to vocalize and catalyze a shared vision for development within and around this
corridor. Building on the efforts of political and business leadership along with numerous neighborhood groups
and organizations who are pursuing a variety of ongoing project initiatives, this opportunity is too great to miss.
With the newly formed Midtown Community Works Partnership (initiated in January 1998), composed of elected
officials from City and County government joined by CEO's from many major corporations and institutions, a 
clarity of purpose and a plan for action is emerging. But the challenge is in how to tell this story, how to reach a
wide and very mixed audience - how to capture the imagination, energy and commitment needed to turn plans
into projects and dreams into reality.

This Framework Plan recognizes and incorporates the conclusions and recommendations contained in
the many existing planning studies already completed as the foundation for the work ahead. From an
urban design perspective, we can look back into the past to understand what made cities great and then reach
into the future to embrace new technologies and the creative partnerships needed to get things done. By applying
what we learn, we can build safe communities in which to raise families, find a living wage job and develop places
for recreation and recharge.

The focus of this work is on ‘placemaking and connections’ . . . to provide an environment for both existing
neighborhoods and new development opportunities that attaches a high value on the public realm. It is about 
creating places that are unique, identifiable and memorable - places that are worthy of our affection - encouraging
a strong sense of community, a pride of ownership and responsibility to be carried forward for future 
generations.
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Placemaking and Connections

The Significance of Place
The revitalization of the Lake Street Midtown Greenway Corridor will fill a gap in a much 
larger network of neighborhoods, business districts and recreational systems. It is a key piece of
a metropolitan-scaled puzzle, providing a highly desirable east-west link across the city, eventually
connecting Saint Paul to the western suburbs. It also provides excellent access to north-south streets and
bikeways, creating a new urban movement network.

The success of the Lake Street Midtown Greenway corridor is important for reasons that extend
far beyond its immediate borders. While this regeneration will stimulate local growth and initiatives,
it will also serve as a model for a new way of thinking about the metropolitan area - underscoring the
fact that successes in one portion of the community support successes elsewhere. 

To neighborhoods like those along the Greenway and Lake Street, the goals are simple: keep
businesses and residents who already live and work here, and attract new businesses and residents to
the area. This can succeed only if the neighborhoods are safe and well maintained, and if the conven-
iences and amenities of high quality urban living are present.

This Framework is intended to help "guide the market" in the corridor, by identifying new oppor-
tunities and uniting all interests - public and private, business and neighborhood resident - behind a
shared vision for a revitalized Midtown community. If we do nothing, change will still occur, but it will
typically be developer-driven and site specific. This document focuses on the two critical qualities that
will "raise the standards" for revitalization: creating meaningful places and linking them together
with a high quality public realm.
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Key Connections - Linking it Together
While Lake Street and the Midtown Greenway corridors - running parallel and a block apart - cut
a significant east-west swath through much of south Minneapolis, it is their relationship to adjacent
neighborhoods on the north and south that is especially important. Historically, the success and
decline of the neighborhoods could be measured against the vitality of Lake Street, especially as
one moved further east from the Lakes District. The railroad corridor, servicing business and 
manufacturing facilities, was accepted as a necessary compromise that kept important jobs in the
community. 

The departure of the railroad (by 2008) and the development of a recreational and commuter 
bicycle trail in the trench offer a tremendous opportunity to re-think the physical form and 
character of this entire part of the city. Together, the Greenway and Lake Street act as a joined pair,
a redefined armature through the neighborhoods. The accompanying diagram shows the 
inseparable relationship that exists between the two, especially at the commercial centers, such as
Lyndale and Lake, Nicollet and Lake, 4th and Lake, Chicago and Lake, Bloomington and Lake,
Hiawatha and Lake and other key nodes from the Chain of Lakes to the Mississippi River.

4th/5th Avenue Chicago Avenue

I-35W

Commercial Center

Transit Station

The Midtown Greenway and Lake Street are interdependent corridors; the new bicycle route
and future transit in the Greenway will provide important access to Lake Street commercial
nodes. Proposed light rail stations at key north-south streets will stimulate redevelopment at
those intersections, further strengthening their commercial viability.

Transit Station Transit Station Transit Station
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Transit, Mixed Use and the Livable City
Transportation systems have historically determined the form of cities. The streetcar system was the
prime generator of form on Lake Street during its maturation in south Minneapolis. The parallel rail corridor,
while not a public space, also shaped development by creating a new edge between the neighborhoods to
the north and the mixed commercial and industrial uses between Lake Street and 29th Street. While commer-
cial uses always tended to cluster at the major north-south crossroads, there was a remarkable consistency to
the retail character of Lake Street from Hiawatha to Hennepin Avenue. Without the streetcar, and with the
increased use of the automobile, the character of Lake Street was destined to change. 

Purchased by Hennepin County Regional Rail Authority for use as a light rail corridor, the Greenway
will once again effect change in land use patterns along Lake Street and adjacent to the Greenway
itself. Based on observations of similar light rail "new-starts" in other cities, the areas around 
proposed stations will see a significant increase in commercial and residential development characterized by
a more compact land use pattern at these important nodes.  The rail corridor, long a negative space dividing
the neighborhood, will become a positive space, attracting significant new investment.

This increase in residential density and commercial activity will certainly bring more people to the
Midtown area. Both the Minneapolis Plan and the Metropolitan Council regional Blueprint suggest signifi-
cant gain in population for these south Minneapolis neighborhoods. This pattern of growth and re-investment
cannot be fully realized without improved transit to support it. The potential conflicts caused by increased 
traffic, business growth and new housing, as described in the Midtown Transportation Composite prepared by
SRF Consulting Group for Hennepin County, supports the need for a long-term vision and implementation
strategy. Land use, street capacity, infrastructure replacement, access, funding and other issues must match with
overall objectives for transit and transportation improvements in the corridor. 

Selby Avenue, 1948. Courtesy MHS
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Balanced and Integrated Solutions
Strong urban form, an inviting pedestrian realm, availability of living wage jobs and a perception
of safety and security are key characteristics of healthy neighborhoods - a shared vision and prized
outcome for communities throughout the country. Tree-lined residential streets, life-cycle housing, a 
variety of nearby goods and services, entertainment and arts attractions, access to local parks and regional
open space systems, and good transit connections and traffic circulation will all contribute to the stability 
and vitality of the Midtown Corridor. The potential is here for the 24-Hour City.

But this also creates new challenges. These positive attributes give rise to a variety of critical issues
related to livability and the continuing evolution of our core cities. These issues include traffic conflicts,
parking needs, tensions between incompatible land uses, the creep of commercial development into residential
neighborhoods and aesthetic concerns including noise, trash and other by-products of all this activity.

So what does this mean? In short, things change and these changes must be addressed through sound strate-
gic thinking joined with decisive action. The goal is to direct implementation activities based on a clear set of
desired outcomes and not be forced into a reactionary response to the changes going on around us.

Directed growth and increased density are positive objectives, but can only succeed if the necessary infra-
structure is there to support it. The kinds of conflicts and tensions described above will always exist, but better
management of these conflicts through quality design, realistic operations/enforcement and balanced land
use policy will ensure that the overall vision for the corridor is successful.

This Framework Plan seeks to balance and integrate solutions for transit and mixed use development
throughout the corridor with a focus on:

• Rethinking policy issues - zoning alternatives, site plan requirements, funding for capital projects
• Development strategies that promote transit options as key components
• Development strategies that promote compact development at specific locations more easily 

facilitated by transit connections
• Regional/neighborhood parking strategies linked to transit at multi-modal stations
• Improvements to public infrastructure and the public realm to enhance existing and attract 

new business, residential and recreational uses.

This is all about “Urban Stewardship.” The way in which cities grow is a contextual issue, not forced or 
predetermined but an evolution that needs to be directed, nurtured and maintained. The Framework Plan
serves to identify the key pieces in this puzzle and also defines a clear set of objectives to describe what
success might look like. The challenge is to use these and other planning tools to implement projects that serve
to catalyze adjacent development, then adjust as we go along to reach the desired outcome.

Parking Conflicts

Commercial Activity

Land Use Tensions
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Courtesy Hennepin County Historical Society

Excavation of the “Lake Street Depression” (1912-1917), probably near Hennepin Avenue with the Walker Library in the background

“Necessary reconstruction of a city involves necessarily the relocation of its railroads.
Reconstruction will always be necessary as long as the city grows. This is a cause for congratulation,
because reconstruction means renewal of opportunities. The city that is not in need of some
rebuilding is dead.” - Bennett’s Plan of Minneapolis, 1917


