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Citizens weigh in on assets, improvements for downtown Willmar, Minn.

Approximating 60 citizens offered comments Tuesday night on downtown Willmar’s greatest assets, what needs improvement and what changes are needed to current improvement plans. 

By: David Little, West Central Tribune 
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Creating a Vision

Adam Arvidson of Minneapolis, the Design Center’s part-time urban designer, leads an informal meeting at Bethel Lutheran Church in which dozens of citizens offered their thoughts on the needs of the city’s downtown area. Tribune photo by Gary Miller 

Approximating 60 citizens offered comments Tuesday night on downtown Willmar’s greatest assets, what needs improvement and what changes are needed to current improvement plans.

The comments will be distilled by a steering committee of city and Willmar Design Center representatives as they revise downtown improvement goals developed by the Design Center during the past six years. The process is an initiative of Mayor Frank Yanish to have the city and Design Center work more closely on downtown.

Adam Arvidson of Minneapolis, the Design Center’s part-time urban designer, led the informal meeting at Bethel Lutheran Church with a series of exercises designed to get people discussing and listing downtown assets, improvement needs and other suggestions.

Arvidson, Bruce Peterson, city planning and development services director, and the steering committee will put the comments into draft form that will eventually be presented under an aggressive timetable to the City Council in February for adoption. The public will have a chance to weigh in again during a hearing, probably in February.

Arvidson was pleased with the 90-minute meeting.

“This was one of the better turnouts and one of the more engaged groups that I’ve had in some time. That’s just great. It bodes well for the downtown because part of the process is making sure that we can all come together on these things,’’ he told the Tribune.

“It’s not just about getting the input. These are also people that use downtown and it’s a way to sort of rekindle their interest in it and I think we just saw a lot of interest here tonight, many good ideas, some things that are a little bit unexpected and that’s always a part of this process,’’ he said. “It’s fun to review this later and see the surprising things that make you look at downtown in a whole new way again.’’

Downtown’s greatest assets include Rice Hospital, close village atmosphere, diversity, Barn Theatre, historic buildings, professional hub, shopping and center of the community.

Improvements needed include vacant buildings, exterior upgrades, cleanliness, open green space, difficult access, loitering, upgrade store fronts and social gathering places.

Other comments included restoring or modifying access from Highway 12 to downtown on Litchfield Avenue, less emphasis on First Street, nearby public space for apartment dwellers, connection to the lakes, more green space and more restaurants.

Also, participants drew on aerial maps what they believe are the central business district’s boundaries.

One Design Center goal has been to restore Highway 12 traffic to Litchfield Avenue from the close-proximity bypass that was constructed more than 30 years ago. The thinking has been that restoring some traffic to the central business district would increase sales and profitability.

However, an April 2011 study by Arvidson and a researcher casts doubt on the possibility and effectiveness of opening Litchfield, especially on the east end.

The 57-page study suggests focusing attention on existing entrances and increasing the ease of navigation into downtown.

According to the study, research indicates the primary ways to transform a downtown into a destination are to create a pleasant environment for shoppers, to encourage a diverse retail mix and to ensure downtown is easy to find and access.

Reaction to the meeting was positive.

Nathan Klatt, who moved here three ago, said the meeting was successful. He had never attended something like this and he thought the way Arvidson handled it seemed to be successful.

Downtown businessman Warren Hagen said he thought it was great to get everybody together, look at what the possibilities are, look at current plans, the old plans and promote them.

“It’s good to see the city together with us and working hard,’’ he said.

Seven of eight City Council members were present, as well as Yanish and other officials.

Design Center treasurer John Christianson said the meeting was an effective way to get community input and he said there was great representation of the downtown community.

“I think there will be significant ideas that come out of this meeting that will allow the city of Willmar as well as the Design Center move forward,’’ he said “It was great to see the support of the City Council, great to see the support of the mayor and his administration, so really feel that they’re behind this to make something happen.’’

Stephanie Jans, a volunteer on the marketing committee for the community owned grocery store, said she was happy with attendance and the way Arvidson included everyone in the decision-making process.

Jans hopes there will be a consensus of what the public wants to see happen and that the information gathered would be put into some concrete plans and move forward with improving downtown.

