
District Thinking
How shared infrastructure, features, and services can open possibilities for more 
resilient, vibrant, and walkable communities

Hennepin Thrive / ALHC Fall meeting, November 21, 2025 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Good morning. Thank you for joining us today for “District Thinking: How shared infrastructure, features, and services can open possibilities for more resilient, vibrant, and walkable communities.” 

I am Denise Engen, Principal Active Living Planner, with Hennepin County Housing and Economic Development Department. I am happy that you can be here this morning. 



Agenda
9:30 a.m. Welcome & Introductory Remarks:

• Denise Engen, Active Living Hennepin County 
9:35 a.m. Presentations

• Stephen Klimek: Executive Director, 
Towerside Innovation District

• Kersten Elverum, Community Development Director, 
City of Hopkins

• Spencer Miller-Johnson, Senior Planner,
City of St. Paul

• Anthony Adams, Associate Director of Civil Engineering
Ryan Companies

10:20 a.m. Q & A
10:30 a.m. Adjourn (meeting will stay open for more discussion) 

Hennepin Thrive / ALHC Fall meeting, November 21, 2025 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Agenda overview – Denise
Speaker bios – Denise

Stephen Klimek is the Executive Director, Towerside Innovation District . As Towerside's Executive Director, Stephen leads the vision and framework for the organization's place-based community and economic development. He thrives building partnerships and programs to advance urban infrastructure and nurture our civic commons. Stephen has a keen mind for organizational development and systems thinking, which is built on his strengths in seeing and forging connections between people, organizations, and ideas.

Stephen will talk about a framework for district thinking, drawing from his experience with the Towerside District. 

Kersten Elverum is the Director of Planning & Development for the City of Hopkins, Minnesota.  In her 35 years with the City, Kersten has been involved in a wide variety of initiatives and redevelopment projects aimed at enhancing the quality of life in this fully-developed city. Her specialties include transit-oriented development, downtown revitalization and public art.  Prior to joining the City of Hopkins, Kersten worked as the Assistant Director of Community Development for the City of Fort Dodge, Iowa.  Kersten has a Bachelor of Science degree in Urban and Regional Studies from Minnesota State University, Mankato.

Kersten will be sharing from a city perspective about the Hopkins downtown district.   

Anthony Adams is an Associate Director of Civil Engineering with Ryan Companies.  During his 12.5-year career, he has gained experience in a variety of projects including medical, office, senior living, industrial, and large urban mixed-use developments.  Anthony has worked on the Highland Bridge development since 2018, overseeing the infrastructure design and was the lead engineer for the public park and open space designs -- and the majority of the vertical development projects within Highland Bridge.

Spencer Miller-Johnson is a Senior City Planner for the City of Saint Paul, where he focuses on zoning reform, urban design, and the administration of the Ford Site (Highland Bridge) Master Plan. As a Board Member of the Congress for the New Urbanism (CNU), Spencer is an advocate for walkable, bikeable, transit-oriented urbanism, and has spoken at numerous conferences across the country. When he isn't writing new place-based development standards, you can find him on a run with his dog, cooking a new recipe for his husband, or playing the piano.

Spencer and Anthony will be sharing from site development/redevelopment perspective about the former Ford Site / Highland Bridge project.   


Denise Engen, Principal Planning Analyst / Active Living Planner, Hennepin County Housing and Economic Development 
Denise joined Hennepin County Housing and Economic Development in 2013 to work on LRT station area planning and currently works on active living projects to help develop healthier communities, places, and infrastructure; and increase equitable access to health-supporting activities, facilities, and infrastructure. Her experience also includes comprehensive and land-use planning, site design, community engagement, community development, and transitway planning. When not at work, Denise enjoys creating indoor and outdoor spaces that welcome – and cooking for a crowd!






DISTRICT THINKING & VALUES

Big challenges. Bigger opportunities.

• Climate & Resilience
• Equity, Housing & Demographic Shifts
• Infrastructure & Economic Growth
• Community, Belonging & Civic Life

These aren’t siloed issues—they’re systems 
problems rooted in space & place.

The challenge isn’t just what to build. 

It’s how to align what we build with who 
benefits and what the process & projects can 
unlock together.



PLACE BASED DEVELOPMENT



a place  /  an idea  /  an organization

○ Transit-oriented community in the center of the 
region catalyzed by Green Line LRT and future 
E-Line BRT

○ 370 Acre Innovation District adjacent to the 
University of Minnesota Life Sciences campus & 
spans two cities and two counties 

○ A place-based partnership dedicated to creating a 
high-intensity, high-density district where living, 
working, and innovation intersect in an equitable, 
diverse, and sustainable community

TOWERSIDE





A VISION FOR TRANSIT & PLACE



Towerside’s Integration - Portfolio Of Work

A. Hardware

C. UX - User Experience
Community co-creation of the 
district through engagement and 
visioning, creative placemaking, 
and communications

B. Software
Cultivate investment, jobs, small 
business support, affordability, and 
access to opportunity through 
adaptive planning, policy, and 
place-management operations

D. OS - Operating System
Collective impact governance 
structure that supports portfolio 
projects, partnerships, and 
co-learning for systems change

Support development of District 
Systems and connected real estate 
to deliver wider & stacked benefits 
through pre-development activities 
and district-scale coordination



BRINGING TOD TO LIFE

We don’t just need new projects— we need new 
systems for working together.

○ Shared & Stacked Systems to Deliver Greater Value
○ Practice Partnership to Align Power & Purpose
○ Human-Centric & Outcomes-Based Approaches
○ Engaged Community as Co-Creators, Not Audiences

Asset-Based Community Development



GREEN 4TH STREET

0.5 mi Complete Street ‘Green Front Yard’ 
for over 1,000 new housing units:

• Narrow drive lanes & bike lanes
• Reduced parking
• Dense habitat-rich boulevard trees and 

plantings
• Social spaces & seating
• Shared O&M w/ property owners



DISTRICT STORMWATER

• MWMO’s first-of-its-kind system 
delivers cost-effective stormwater 
management and reuse while 
providing public green space

• Captures runoff from 4 parcels 
totalling 8-acres

• Collects, treats, stores, and 
provides 200,000 gallons of reuse 
water to properties and garden

• Enabled greater development 
density on each site

• Part of an integrated public realm 
next to LRT platform with Green 
4th & Bridal Veil Gardens park



BRIDAL VEIL GARDENS

• 1-acre signature green space includes a 
transit plaza, picnic pavilion, community 
garden plots, and open green space

• $1.4M cost provided by the first use of 
MPRB’s Park Dedication Fee policy

• Site was host to a popular community 
garden that was incorporated permanently 

• Interim use and placemaking generated 
audiences for project engagement



CREATIVE PLACEMAKING

• Intentionally bringing in the arts 
and artists to facilitate 
engagement and participation in 
new ways

• Public Art
• Activations
• Community Events
• Participatory Planning 

• 2016-2019 Pop-Up Events at 
future Signature Green Space site 
led to design elements

• 2024 Earth Week Water Party



CITY BUILDING OUTCOMES

• 3 LRT stations & 4 New BRT stops
• 4000+ new housing units with full range 

of market, affordable, mixed income, 
student, and senior

• 20% affordable @ 60% AMI or under
• Full service grocery store and 3 anchor 

entertainment destinations drawing 
millions a year

• Mixed use district with commercial and 
industrial employment opportunities

• $5.6M in public realm investment, 
creating 2+ acres of new park & green 
space



CITY BUILDING OUTCOMES - INVESTMENT

Residential units:
   4,048
Residential permit value:
   $ 826,186,405 
Commercial permit value:
   $ 113,905,655
Industrial permit value:
   $ 6,649,556
Public/institutional permit value:
   $ 4,997,079
Total value of all permits:
   $ 951,738,695





FUTURE EFFORTS

District Energy Grand Rounds Regional Trail Multimodal Connections

• Shared Heating/Cooling
• STER - Sewer Thermal 

Energy Recovery
• ATES - Aquifer Thermal 

Energy Storage

• Coordinating alignment with 
landowners and developments

• New parks and green spaces
• Intersecting with stormwater 

and mobility opportunities

• Shared Mobility Hub facility
• Integrated with public realm, 

bike+ped network & transit
• Provide shared use vehicles
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Stephen Klimek (he/him)
Executive Director

Towerside Innovation District
sklimek@towersidemsp.org
612.208.8773

towersidemsp.org
@towersidemsp

THANK YOU



District Thinking 
Kersten Elverum, Director of Planning & 

Development 



Benefits of District Thinking

Predicable experience
Investments are protected
Allows for compact 
development 
Shared resources
Allows for place-based 
branding and activations



District Parking for Cars
Saves money for businesses
Allows for most efficient use 
of parking 
Keeps Mainstreet walkable
Allows for other community 
functions: farmer’s market, 
events, concerts, etc. 



District Parking for Bikes 



District mobility: car share, scooter and 
bike rental



District Gathering Places 



District Activations & Programming 



District Art and 
Identity



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
These are banners on Mainstreet. We wanted to be identifed as an arts district, support local artists and bring some color and intereste.  District furnishings.  Benches, holiday lights, flower baskets,  - all unify an area



Historic District 



District Services

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
BID’s are often the solution for enhanced service delivery.  We don’t have one in place …This is the struggle.  Snow removal – we are great at that but it has its challenges.  We give priority…but is that fair?    Parking enforcement.  Garbage.





Alley Activations & Connections



District Marketing 



How can you support a cluster of businesses 
to create more than the sum of the parts?  



The Ford Site 
(Highland Bridge)

Exploring a New Urban Neighborhood



Site History & Planning Process



Pre-demolition

Post-demolition
(Fall 2015)

(Pioneer Press: Scott Takushi) 

(Ford Motor Company Archives)



Planning for a 
Shared Vision

• Ford Task Force initiated January 2007

• >100 public meetings

• 1300+ people

• 100+ articles in print, radio and television media

• 3,800+ subscribers to the Ford project news 

email list

• Culminated in the Ford Site Zoning and Public 

Realm Master Plan, adopted September 2017



Master Plan

• Mix of uses and activity

• Affordable housing

• Environmental sustainability

• Parks and amenities

• Street network

• Zoning and design standards



Ryan Development 
Plan



Ryan Development Plan

• 122 Acre Project Site
• 55+ Acres Public Open Space

• Public ROW (30 ac)
• 4 Public Parks (13 ac)
• 3 Privately Owned, Publicly Accessible 

Open Spaces (8 ac)
• Preservation of Two Existing Highland 

Ball Fields (5 ac)
• 66 Acres Private Development Space

• 100,000 SF Retail
• 65,000 SF Office
• 3,200 Units Residential



Ryan Development Plan
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Ryan Development Plan

SustainabilityAffordable Housing



INFRASTRUCTURE – IN PLACE
$32.6M

Private Investment

$14.6M
Developer

Funds

$53.5M
TIF

Infrastructure

$7.1M
CIB & MSA

$18.0M
Special 

Assessments 
&

Utility Fees
+ + + $93.2M 

Infrastructure

$60.6M
Public Investment 

=

Street and utilities      $52M
Storm utilities   $16M
Public spaces    $16M
Other capital projects    $ 9M 

$1.0 
billion  

taxable value 
when site is 

fully built out

AFFORDABLE HOUSING – FUTURE ACTIONS 

$27M
Citywide Affordable Housing

 

$115M
Preserved resource for citywide and 

on-site affordable housing  
&

Redevelopment of the Site



Development 
Progress



Development Progress

ProgressLand Ownership



Vertical Development Progress

1 2 3

4 5 6



Lessons Learned



Lessons Learned

Community
• Partnerships
• Advocates



Project Partners



Lessons Learned

Planning & Implementation
• Zoning Districts
• Master Plan – Planning/Engineering
• Construction Phasing



Lessons Learned

Planning & Implementation
• Zoning Districts
• Master Plan – Planning/Engineering
• Construction Phasing



Lessons Learned

Planning & Implementation
• Zoning Districts
• Master Plan – Planning/Engineering
• Construction Phasing



How it started

How it’s going





Q&A

What are your questions for the 
presenters?

Comments, observations or 
similar experiences to share? 
  

Hennepin Thrive / ALHC Fall meeting, November 21, 2025 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
What are your questions for the presenters?

Do you have comments, observations or similar experiences to share?	



Hennepin County Active Living
Denise Engen, Denise.Engen@hennepin.us

Robb Luckow, Robert.Luckow@hennepin.us

Hennepin County Community 
Investment
Ryan Kelley, Ryan.Kelley@hennepin.us

Funding for this project was provided from the Minnesota 
Department of Health through the Statewide Health 
Improvement Partnership (SHIP).  SHIP supports community-
driven solutions to expand opportunities for active living, 
healthy eating and commercial tobacco-free living.

Hennepin Thrive / ALHC Fall meeting, November 21, 2025 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Thanks for coming today! If you have questions about the Active Living or Community Investment Programs or suggestions for future meetings, please email Denise.Engen@hennepin.us.
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