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Purpose of the Comprehensive Plan 
This document contains the Comprehensive Plan for the 
Greater Bemidji Area. The purpose of the Comprehensive 
Plan for the Greater Bemidji Area is to provide: 

 An essential legal basis for land use regulation, 
such as zoning growth control; and  

 A picture of the Greater Bemidji Area’s future by 
presenting a unified vision as a result from goals 
and objectives from the Greater Bemidji Area’s 
citizens.   

The Comprehensive Plan establishes specific goals and 
policies to fulfill its vision and will be crucial as challenges 
related to economic vitality, accessible housing, 
community safety, and environmental preservation affect 
the future character of the Greater Bemidji Area. 

 

 

 

Authority to Plan 
The power to create and employ a comprehensive plan 
comes from State Law. Minnesota Statutes (MINN. STAT.), 
Sections 462.351 to 462.364, contain the planning powers 
granted to Minnesota cities. Specifically, MINN. STAT., 
Section 462.353, Subd. 1 authorizes the City to “carry on 
comprehensive municipal planning activities for guiding 
the future development and improvement of the 
municipality and may prepare, adopt and amend a 
comprehensive municipal plan and implement such plan 
by ordinance or other office measure.” 
 
The comprehensive plan is the foundation on which 
regulatory tools, such as zoning ordinances, subdivision 
regulations, and capital improvement programs are 
developed. Once in place, future development and 
redevelopment in a community should be evaluated on 
whether it is consistent with the comprehensive plan. 
 
 

VISION 
The Comprehensive Plan’s purpose is to implement the Greater Bemidji Area’s vision while providing general guidance 

for the public, future development, and neighborhood stability. 
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Use of the Comprehensive Plan 
This Comprehensive Plan presents a vision for the future of the Greater Bemidji Area and a clear direction for community 
action.  It is based on locally established visions, goals, and policies derived through public participation. The individual 
chapters outline in more specific terms the goals and policies to ensure the Greater Bemidji Area grows in a way that:  

 supports the values of the community, enhances economic vitality;  
 promotes maintenance and enhancement of existing neighborhoods and commercial districts (including downtown 

Bemidji);  
 provides affordable housing for all ages and groups; and  
 determines and reinforces approaches for protecting natural resources and open spaces.  

 
The Comprehensive Plan is intended to be a dynamic document used to: 

 Guide local officials and staff to assist with development and infrastructure decisions, acquisition and use of land, 
budget capital improvements, and establish regulatory changes. 

 Guide residents, businesses, and property owners to assist in determining property use, understanding possible 
land use changes in the Greater Bemidji Area, establish reasonable land value expectations, understand future 
infrastructure improvements, and make improvements and investments to their own properties. 

 Guide developers in property acquisitions and coordination of development plans with the goals, policies, and 
regulations outlined in this Comprehensive Plan.  

As the foremost guide for community growth and development within the Greater Bemidji Area, the Comprehensive Plan 
influences many other decisions. It is intended to be a dynamic document that is regularly reviewed and updated.   
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History of the Greater Bemidji Area Joint Planning Board (JPB) 

The Greater Bemidji Area Joint Planning Board (JPB) evolved from a concerted effort of 
local leaders from the City of Bemidji and Northern Township. The JPB recognized that 
working together as a unified team was in the “greatest interest” of the community. The 
JPB was formed in 2007 and recently amended in 2017 to adopt a unified Zoning and 
Subdivision Ordinance for the entire 51-square-mile jurisdiction. This innovative 
approach to planning and zoning has created uniform development throughout the 
area. The JPB consists of three City of Bemidji City Council members and two Northern 
Township Board members. It strives to assists residents, business owners, and 
agencies in developing a community that supports appropriate growth. 

Public Participation 

The Greater Bemidji Area Comprehensive Plan was created through a public participation process. The process was 
designed to offer a range of opportunities for the Greater Bemidji Area community to provide input on issues, opportunities, 
and any concerns related to future planning. To that end, residents’ ideas, thoughts, and opinions are considered throughout 
the planning process and development of this plan.   

Since the initial start of the Comprehensive Plan in 2012, public input from citizens, subcommittees, city and township staff, 
and elected officials has been an integral part of the planning process. Between 2012 and 2015, JPB staff moved forward on 
selected initial topics, or chapters, to be addressed through the development of, then incorporated into, the Comprehensive 
Plan. Topics were selected, in part, as a result of community discussions, comments from those community discussions, 
planning cases, a community survey, and a general understanding of the Greater Bemidji Area. The topics selected were 
identified as the key challenges facing the Greater Bemidji Area.  
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In August of 2016, a Steering Committee was appointed to disseminate 
what had been gathered previously, guide the planning process and 
Comprehensive Plan development moving forward, and make 
recommendations to the Greater Bemidji Area Joint Planning 
Commission (JPC) and JPB. The Steering Committee was comprised of 
representatives from the JPB, JPC, city officials, business owners, 
residents, and representatives from a variety of community interest and 
betterment groups.  
 
Throughout the course of the Comprehensive Plan development, the 
Steering Committee reviewed and updated the Greater Bemidji Area’s 
vision, created goals and policies, reviewed and recommended chapter 
content, and developed implementation action items.  
 
The Steering Committee sought public engagement through open 
houses, and a public meeting in November of 2018. The Steering 
Committee reviewed past goals and policies from several public input 
meetings and sub-committee meetings to better understand issues 
related to the Comprehensive Plan and to create a document of 
objectives and strategies that can be used to guide future growth and 
development. These goals, objectives, and strategies were developed 
and refined to create this document. 

 

 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Organization of the Comprehensive Plan  

The Plan has been organized into the following chapters: 
 Chapter 1: Introduction introduces the comprehensive planning process and acknowledgements of those 

instrumental to its development.  

 Chapter 2: Values, Vision, and Present Day provides the core values, vision, and mission of the Greater Bemidji Area 
with a snapshot of present day conditions. 

 Chapter 3: Community Overview provides a summary of the social, economic, and physical features that are 
influencing land use and community development patterns at the time the Comprehensive Plan was developed. 

 Chapter 4: Land Use describes the Greater Bemidji Area’s desires for future land use and development patterns. This 
chapter establishes objectives and strategies related to growth, land use, redevelopment, development trends, and 
economic growth/development.  

 Chapter 5: Downtown Bemidji describes the heart of the city; a vibrant, pedestrian-oriented central district that 
defines the character and spirit of Bemidji. This chapter will evaluate the existing conditions and establish objectives 
and strategies that will continue to promote and enhance the downtown district. 

 Chapter 6: Economic Regional Center breaks down the economic development and tourism that presides the 
Greater Bemidji Area. This chapter is the ultimate driving-force that allows the Greater Bemidji Area to excel. 

 Chapter 7: Community Facilities & Services describes existing and future community needs to accommodate 
demand for new services. Community facilities consist of the structures, infrastructure, facilities, and services 
administered by the public and semi-public organizations that provide for the day-to-day functions of the Greater 
Bemidji Area.  
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 Chapter 8: Housing provides a summary of existing housing characteristics, promotes increased housing availability 
and affordability, promotes maintenance and enhancement of existing neighborhoods, and provides objectives and 
strategies for future development relative to needs and demand.  

 Chapter 9: Transportation describes the current transportation network, including the trail system; evaluates current 
and future transportation needs; and provides objectives and strategies for attaining the Greater Bemidji Area’s 
transportation vision.  

 Chapter 10: Active & Healthy Community summarizes current park and recreation facilities and identifies objectives 
and strategies to expand and improve the system in the Greater Bemidji Area to provide a wide range of recreational 
activities for people of all ages and interests.  

 Chapter 11: Natural Resources identify areas of high environmental and natural resource value.  These features will 
often influence what kind of adjacent land use may occur and the intensity of any given use.  

 Chapter 12: Implementation provides guidance and direction to ensure programs, objectives, and strategies 
addressed within the Comprehensive Plan are carried out by the decisions that the JPB and staff make daily. 
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Introduction 
The Greater Bemidji Area is proud of its unique character 
and cultural assets. The City of Bemidji is the First City on 
the Mississippi and is the home of Paul Bunyan and Babe 
the Blue Ox. The historic buildings and architecture add to 
the visual character of the community. This section will 
explore the community’s cultural assets. 

 

Core Values 
The following values are important to residents of the 
Greater Bemidji Area, and, along with the Comprehensive 
Plan, provide a guide for developing implementation 
strategies: 

The Greater Bemidji Area is an inclusive community 
valuing the culturally rich history of lands first settled by the 
Anishinaabe people; 

Maintaining and enhancing our northwoods 
character is vital to preserving our unique sense of 
place as the community prepares for growth;   

The Greater Bemidji Area will promote a diverse 
opportunity for housing, transportation, employment, 
leisure, and lifestyle choice for all residents; 

Natural Resources are invaluable, so the Greater Bemidji 

Area will promote resource conservation efforts to 
make sure these resources will be used in a way that they 
remain healthy for future generations;  

VISION 
We respect our differences and what we share, we strive to protect our history and diverse population and seek a sense 

of place. 

Photo credit: Explore MN 
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There will be equity in planning; the distribution of 
resources, the improvement of infrastructure, and the 
decision-making process will be fair and just for all 
residents; 

As we look to the future, respect of our culture and 
history, respect for our increasing diversity, respect for our 
opportunities, respect for our challenges, and respect for 
all residents of the Greater Bemidji Area will be imperative 
as we prepare for growth;  

The improvement of overall health and wellness of 
the Greater Bemidji Area will be a top priority, the 
improvement of physical health and mental well-being of 
all residents will ensure a vibrant and healthy community; 
and 

Sustainability will be a continuous and ongoing 
endeavor as the community expands. This includes 
promoting healthy economic development, ensuring fair 
land use decisions for all, and enhancing the overall 
wellness of our people and environment to ensure future 
generations receive equal or better opportunities for 
success. 
 
 

Vision 
The vision of the Greater Bemidji Area is to be “A Model for 
Resiliency—Upholding Our Northwoods Character—With 
Respect for our Citizens and Environment.” 

 
Mission  
The mission of the Greater Bemidji Area is “Responsible 
Growth with Northwoods Character, preserving our history 
and providing diverse opportunities for success.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Photo credit: Bemidji Pioneer 
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Sustainability and Smart Growth 
This plan has been developed with sustainability and 
smart growth in mind. One of the most often quoted 
definitions of sustainability is from the United Nations 
World Commission on Environment and Development, 
“sustainable development is development that meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs.” Sustainability 
can be defined differently by the individual or organization 
choosing to adopt sustainable practices. For this plan, a 
model of sustainability is being followed that includes 
social equity, economic feasibility, personal wellness, and 
environmental responsibility. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As the Greater Bemidji Area is anticipated to continue to 
grow into the future, it is imperative that this plan identifies 
how the community wishes to grow. This plan was 
developed with smart growth principles in mind based on 
Smart Growth America and the American Planning 
Association policy guide for smart growth. Smart growth is 
an approach to development that encourages a mix of 
building types and uses, diverse housing and transportation 
options, development within existing neighborhoods, and 
community engagement. 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Credit: Smart Growth America Credit: Bemidji State University Sustainability Office 

Smart 
Growth for 
the Greater 

Bemdiji 
Area

Efficient land 
use with 

mixed-use and 
compact 
design.

Increasing 
walkability and 

multimodal 
transportation 
opportunites.

Foster a 
distinctive, 
attractive 

community 
with a strong 

sense of place.

Preserving 
wildlife habitat 

and critical 
environmental 

areas.

Promote in-fill 
development.

Provide a 
variety of 

transportation 
choices.

Make 
development 

decisions 
predictable, 

fair, and cost 
effective.

Encourage 
community and 

stakeholder 
collobaration in 
development 

decisions.

Create a range 
of housing 

opportuniteis 
and choices.
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Present Day Greater Bemidji Area 

Strengths 
The Greater Bemidji Area is a place people are proud to 
call home due to its unique and vibrant community as well 
as the following strengths: 

 The Greater Bemidji Area has a strong entrepreneur 
culture that continues to grow.   

 The Greater Bemidji Area is a place of opportunity for 
those looking for something new.   

 The Greater Bemidji Area has a strong post-
secondary education system with Bemidji State 
University and Northwest Technical College.   

 The pedestrian trail network is continuously 
improving through road construction projects.   

 Continued expansion of health care services for 
local and regional residents will provide new jobs 
within the Greater Bemidji Area.   

 There are numerous state and federal agencies 
located within the Greater Bemidji Area and City of 
Bemidji as well as offices for all Beltrami County 
services.   

 There is an abundance of parks, including Lake 
Bemidji State Park on the north shore of Lake 
Bemidji and several City of Bemidji parks on the 
lake shore.   

 There are expanding opportunities for arts and 
culture of the Bemidji area is ever expanding in the 
downtown district.   

 Bemidji is home to the fourth busiest airport in the 
State of Minnesota. 

 

 

Photo credit: Bemidji Dragon Boat 
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Present-Day Greater Bemidji Area 

Challenges 
 The increase in racial diversity creates challenges 

with racial equity and cultural differences.   

 Attracting and retaining talent in the workforce for 
the Greater Bemidji Area. 

 Low wage employment contributes to poverty 
levels. 

 Increasing population of students dealing with 
hunger and homelessness 

 Health issues associated with chemical 
dependency and mental illness is increasing.  

 Identifying and filling gaps within the housing 
spectrum. 

 Reliable and consistent transportation options for all 
residents. 

 Surrounding local government units are hesitant to 
embrace or seek planning and zoning or share in a 
cooperative land use planning approach. 

 

 Natural hazards could pose a public safety threat to 
residents, visitors, and first responders. 
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Introduction 
This section of the Comprehensive Plan includes 
information and data that provide a foundation for 
understanding the current conditions within the 
Greater Bemidji Area community. Specifically, the 
overview discusses the community’s location, 
history, and demography. 

Location 
The Greater Bemidji Area is in north central 
Minnesota and covers roughly 51-square miles of 
geographical area, consisting of the City of Bemidji 
and Northern Township (see Figure 1).  

 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Location Maps 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: (GBAJPB, 2012-2017) 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

VISION 
Embraces a diverse community culture in the arts, natural resources, and heritage. 
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History of the Bemidji Area 
The City of Bemidji is known as the First City on the 
Mississippi, located at the headwaters of one of the most 
prominent, prized, and historically diverse rivers in the 
country. The name Bemidji comes from the Ojibwe word 
Bemidjigamaag meaning “lake with crossing waters” 
(Society, Beltrami County Historical 2012). The Greater 
Bemidji Area was settled by ancestors of the Dakota Native 
Americans, Ojibwe Native Americans, Euro-Americans, 
African Americans, and other ethnic groups that sought to 
live in this wonderful place.  This rich cultural diversity has 
helped shape the Greater Bemidji Area into what is it today. 

How did it start? 
Native Americans were the first settlers of the Greater 
Bemidji Area. In the 1600’s, the Dakota, which were known 
as being a tribe of the Great Plains, settled in the present-
day City of Bemidji. In the 1700’s the Ojibwe people 
migrated westward, forcing the Dakota people to move 
west and south of the Greater Bemidji Area. By the end of 
the 1700’s, the Ojibwe people were established in the 
Greater Bemidji Area. During this same time, Euro-
American people migrated into the Greater Bemidji Area to 

capitalize on the fur trade. The Ojibwe people played a role 
in this movement, trading fur, food, and other amenities. 

Important Citizens of the Beginning 
“Chief Bemidji,” whose Native American name was 
Shaynowishkung, resided with his tribe on the south shore 
of Lake Bemidji.  

 Photo credit: Visit Bemidji 
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He spent much of his young life traveling up the Mississippi 
River from the Cass Lake area to harvest food with his 
family.  Through early encounters with Euro-American 
settlers, Chief Bemidji passed on the meaning of the lake 
“Bemidjigamaag,” which the Euro-American settlers 
interpreted to be his name. Throughout his life, Chief 
Bemidji played a very important role in developing 
relationships between the people of his tribe and the 
incoming settlers.  In tribute to Chief Bemidji, a statue 
carved of wood was created in 1898, and was donated to 
the City of Bemidji and placed in Library Park. In June of 
2015, a bronze statue was erected with a memorial in 
Library Park honoring Chief Bemidji and the Anishinabe 
people. Chief Bemidji passed away in 1904 and will always 
be remembered as one of the most important and 
respected citizens of the Greater Bemidji Area. A large 
monument has also been erected in Greenwood Cemetery 
honoring his life.   

Tams Bixby was one of seven individuals that founded the 
Village of Bemidji in 1896. The Bemidji town site streets 
were platted and surveyed (First Street through Eighth 
Street). The street names were chosen based on the lake 

(Lake Bemidji 
Boulevard), village 
(Bemidji), county 
(Beltrami), state 
(Minnesota), and 
country (America). 
Tams Bixby once 
said, “Bemidji will 
become 
Minnesota’s favorite 
summer and health 
resort, and the 
summer sojourner 
will find ready, at 
hand, an infinite 
variety of ways and 

means with which to while away the long hours of a 
summer’s day. The devotee of rod and reel and the chase 
could scarcely choose a more inviting point than that 
offered by Bemidji.” (Society, Beltrami County Historical, 
2012) 

 

 

Photo courtesy of Okstate.edu 
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In Comes the Railroad, Logging and Sawmills, and 

Great Depression 
By 1900, the railroad served by the Minnesota and 
International Railroad Company connected Bemidji to 
Brainerd and Minneapolis. By 1910, the Soo Line 
connected Bemidji to Duluth. By 1915, five different railroad 
companies were shipping goods to and from Bemidji.  

Opportunities for the logging industry was created in the 
northern region of Minnesota with the advent of railroads. 
John Pillsbury, the cofounder of the Pillsbury Company and 
eighth Governor of Minnesota, owned many large white 
pine stands in the area. In 1903, Crookston Sawmill #1 was 
built on the south shore of Lake Bemidji by Thomas Shevlin 
and Elbert Carpenter, and by 1910 it was labeled the 
second largest sawmill in the nation. The Crookston 
Lumber Company had thirteen logging camps in the area 
supplying the sawmill. The end of the logging era in the 
Bemidji area slowed throughout the 1910’s and ended in 
the 1920’s due to a series of sawmill fires and the area 
being nearly logged out.   

Beginning in 1929 and into the late 1930’s, the United 
States was affected by the Great Depression. During this 

time, the American economy failed forcing millions of 
people into unemployment. Bemidji and the surrounding 
area was not exempt from this travesty. In 1933, the Civilian 
Conservation Corps (CCC), a work relief program as part of 
the New Deal, put millions of young men to work over a 
nine-year period. The Greater Bemidji Area benefitted from 
the CCC with thousands of young men employed to 
replant and build the infrastructure for the national forests 
we have today.  This program was a big step in pulling the 
Greater Bemidji Area out the Great Depression because 
local businesses thrived off the influx of employees 
providing goods and services. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Photo credit: Minnesota Historical Society 
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Historic Renovation 

Beltrami County Historical Society 

The Beltrami County Historical Society (BCHS) was 
founded in 1952, which at the time was located in 
downtown Bemidji at the present-day Bemidji Area 
Chamber of Commerce Visitor Center. By 1993, the BCHS 
was in a building at the Beltrami County Fairgrounds. In 
2001, the BCHS moved to its new and current location, 
known as Beltrami County History Center, at 130 Minnesota 
Avenue SW. The mission of the Beltrami County Historical 
Society is to provide connections to county history through 
public archives, collections, interpretive exhibits, and 
programs that educate, invite dialogue, and inspire self-
reflection. The National Register of Historic Places (NHRP) 
is the official list of the Nation’s historic places worthy of 
preservation. Table 1 shows NHRP within the Greater 
Bemidji Area. 

 

 

 

 

Table 1: National Register of Historic Places—Bemidji 

Name 
Beltrami County 
Courthouse 

Nation Register Information 
System ID 

88000665 

Year added to the Registry May 26, 1988 
Location Beltrami Avenue & 6th Street, 

Bemidji 
Historic Significance Event, 

Architecture/Engineering 
Architect, builder, or engineer  Kinney & Detweiler Schmidt 

Bros. 
Architectural Style Beaux Arts 
Period of Significance 1900-1924, 1925-1949 
Owner Public 
Historic Function County Courthouse 
Current Function County Courthouse 
Name Bemidji Carnegie Library 
Nation Register Information 
System ID 

80001936 

Year added to the Registry November 25, 1980 
Location 426 Beltrami Avenue, Bemidji 
Historic Significance Event, 

Architecture/Engineering 
Architect, Builder, or Engineer  Gillespie, W.D. 
Architectural Style Classical Revival 
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Period of Significance 1900-1924 
Owner Public 
Historic Function Library 
Current Function Museum 

Name 
Bunyan, Paul, and Babe 
the Blue Ox 

Nation Register Information 
System ID 

88000204 

Year added to the Registry March 10, 1988 
Location 3rd St. and Bemidji Avenue, 

Bemidji 
Historic Significance Entertainment/Recreation 
Architect, Builder, or Engineer Dickinson, Cyril M. & Payton, 

Jim 
Architectural Style  No Style Listed 
Period of Significance  1925-1949 
Owner Public 
Historic Function Roadside Statue, Tourism 
Current Function Roadside Statue, Tourism 
Name Great Northern Depot 
Nation Register Information 
System ID 

88000673 

Year added to the Registry May 26, 1988 
Location Minnesota Avenue, Bemidji 
Historic Significance Transportation 

Exploration/Settlement 

Architect, Builder, or Engineer  Unknown 
Architectural Style  Other 
Period of Significance  1900-1924 
Owner Private 
Historic Function Freight Depot 
Current Function Historic Museum  

Name 
Lake Bemidji State Park 
CCC/NYA/Rustic Style 
Historic Resources 

Nation Register Information 
System ID 

89001674 

Year added to the Registry October 25, 1989 
Location Off Co. Hwy. 20 NE of Bemidji 
Historic Significance Entertainment/Recreation/ 

Politics/Government/ 
Architecture 

Architect, Builder, or Engineer  Multiple 
Architectural Style  Other 
Period of Significance  1925-1949 
Owner Public-State 
Historic Function State Park 
Current Function State Park 
Name Nymore Bridge 
Nation Register Information 
System ID 

89001849 

Year added to the Registry November 6, 1989 
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Location First St. over Mississippi River 
Historic Significance Architecture/Engineering 
Architect, Builder, or Engineer  Standard Reinforced 

Concrete Co. & Cheney, 
George M. 

Architectural Style Classic Revival, Other 
Period of Significance 1900-1924 
Owner Public-Local 
Historic Function Bridge 
Current Function Bridge 
Name David Park House 
Nation Register Information 
System ID 

88000566 

Year added to the Registry May 16, 1988 
Location 1501 Birchmont Dr. 
Historic Significance Architecture 
Architect, Builder, or Engineer  Broaten & Foss Co. & 

Mahlum, Edward K. 
Architectural Style Modern, Other 
Period of Significance 1925-1949 
Owner Private 
Historic Function Single Dwelling 
Current Function Single Dwelling 

 

 

Events and Activities 

The Greater Bemidji Area contributes over 400 lakes within 
a 25-mile radius as a year-round destination for fishing. 
Outdoor activities available in the Greater Bemidji Area are 
as diverse as its seasons. Named as one of Minnesota’s 
“Fit Cities” in 2009, the Greater Bemidji Area was 
recognized for the available facilities, trails, and parks as 
well as its focus on encouraging active living and 
promoting numerous activities of physical recreation for all 
ages and interests, including: 

 Biking  Snowmobiling  
 Walking and hiking  Snow Tubing 
 Bird watching   Ice Fishing 
 ATV/OHV  Snowshoeing 
 Skateboard Park  Winter biking  
 BSU Outdoor Program 

Center (OPC) 
 Downhill skiing and 

Snowboarding 
 Disc golf  Cross country skiing 
 Golf  Ice skating  
 Hunting/Fishing  Hockey 

 

 



  

Community Overview                       9 

The following is a sample of facilities, activities, and 
parklands within the Greater Bemidji: 

 Lake Bemidji State Park offers recreational activities 
year-round, including swimming, boating, fishing, 
birdwatching, hiking, camping, biking, picnicking, 
snowmobiling, cross-country skiing, and year-round 
naturalist-led activities.  

 Bemidji Parks and Recreation provides facilities, 
activities, and parklands consisting of numerous 
parks, trails and pathways, year-round recreation 
activities for youth, arenas/outdoor rinks, and 
community garden plots. 

 The Bemidji State University (BSU) Outdoor 
Program Center (OPC) is dedicated to providing the 
campus community with outdoor experimental 
learning opportunities. Recognized for offering 
“trans-formative programming,” the OPC has one of 
the highest participation rates in the country and is 
open to the public and campus community alike. 
The OPC’s facilities offer a host of diverse 
recreational year-round activities, including a state 
of the art indoor climbing wall, the Boathouse 

(providing water-based recreational activities) 
located Lake Bemidji, and Hobson Memorial Forest.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photo credit: Winterfest on Lake Bemidji 



  

Community Overview                       10 

Arts and Culture 

The City of Bemidji is home to thriving artisan community 
with galleries located along downtown streets. Showcase 
events are held year-round, as well as a variety of 
entertainment, including classical, folk, and popular music; 
live theatre; fine arts; Native America traditions; festivals; 
and workshops. These events combine to make the 
Bemidji area one of Minnesota’s most important centers of 
culture. Examples of the Bemidji area’s arts and culture 
consist of: 

 The Bemidji Symphony Orchestra has performed for 
nearly 80 years, performing throughout the year with 
events like biennial concerts and a Summer Pops 
concert. The BSU choral and instrumental music 
students regularly perform in concerts and recitals 
as well as produce a biannual opera.  

 Bemidji is known for its outdoor Sculpture Walk that 
was created in 1999. The Sculpture Walk is a 
program promoting public art throughout the 
downtown and vicinity.  New works are added each 
year in May and are on display for a one-year 

period. Returning or “Encore” pieces spend two to 
three years on the Sculpture Walk. 

 The Watermark Art Center is a non-profit, member-
supported organization dedicated to encouraging 
growth and development in the Greater Bemidji 
Area. The Watermark Art Center provides gallery 
space for exhibitions, author readings, and 
workshops; and has displayed national, regional, 
and local artists in group exhibits, solo shows, and 
installations.  

 The Paul Bunyan Playhouse and Bemidji 
Community Theatre provide venues for comedy, 
drama, and musicals at Bemidji’s Historic Chief 
Theatre. The Paul Bunyan Playhouse is a 
professional summer stock company employing a 
wide range of talented actors from the Greater 
Bemidji Area, Twin Cities, and nation. Started in 
1951, the Paul Bunyan Playhouse is the longest 
continuous running summer stock theatre company 
in Minnesota. Created in 1981, the Bemidji 
Community Theatre prides itself by learning through 
experience. Throughout the years, people have 
joined the Bemidji Theatre Company to share time, 
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talents, and interests ranging from acting and 
directing, to designing and building scenery, to 
advertising and selling tickets.  

 The Bemidji Public Library holds an annual book 
festival that features readings and lecture, and BSU 
presents its Minnesota Northwoods Writer 
Conference in June.   

Demographics 

A study of demographics is included in the Comprehensive 
Plan and provides information as to whether a community 
is growing, identifies the range of age and gender status of 
the population, and identifies trends that can help a 
community plan for its future. Income, as well as workforce 
statistics, were identified in development of the 
Comprehensive Plan, breaking down education 
attainment, labor force, commuting, and employment by 
industry. 

Greater Bemidji Population Growth 

The Greater Bemidji Area has experienced steady and 
managed growth over the past century, which has allowed 
it to become the regional economic center. Since 1980, the 
Greater Bemidji Area has experienced steady growth, an 
increase of 33.6%. According to the 2010 census, the 
population for the Greater Bemidji Area was 18,088, 
increasing by 13.5% since 2000. Bemidji is the largest city 
in Beltrami County. Chart 1 breaks down the population 
per decade for each of the communities within the Greater 
Bemidji Area. 

Photo credit: The Chief Theater 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Population Growth      Chart 1: Population of Greater Bemidji Area, 1960-2015 

Table 2 compares population trends of the Greater Bemidji 
Area communities to Beltrami County, the State of 
Minnesota, and the United States. Both communities within 
and outside of the Greater Bemidji Area experienced 
growth increases ranging from 12.7%-15.8% between 
2000-2010. The growth rate increases of the Greater 
Bemidji Area follows the same growth increase pattern as 
Beltrami County for these time frames. Conversely, the 
State of Minnesota’s population increase of 7.8% between 
2000 and 2010 is substantially less. Using population 
estimate data for 2010-2015, the Northern Township fell in 
population by 3.5%, this was likely caused by annexation 
as the City of Bemidji increased by 6.8%.  The average population increase for the Greater Bemidji Area ranges from 4.3% to 
4.7% greater when compared to Beltrami County, Minnesota, and the United States. 

Table 2: Greater Bemidji Area, County, and State Population Comparison, 1990-2010 

 

 
2000 2010 

2000-2010 
2015 

2010-2015 
Change % Change Change % Change 

City of Bemidji 11, 917 13,431 1,424 12.7% 14,417 986 6.8% 
Northern Township 4,021 4,657 636 15.8% 4,500 (-157) (-3.5%) 

Beltrami County 39,650 44,442 4,792 12.1% 45,434 992 2.2% 
Minnesota 4,919,479 5,303,925 384,446 7.8% 5,419,171 115,246 2.1% 

United States 281,421,906 308,745,538 27,323,632 8.8% 316,515,021 7,769,438 2.5% 
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Source: (US Census, Decennia Census, 2010); (US Census Bureau, ACS, 2011-2015) 
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Population Projections  

Population projection statistics can be impacted by 
several factors, including culture, infant mortality, 
quality of health care, life expectancy, and more. 
Future populations can be predicted through several 
methods that may or may not take these components 
into account. For the purposes of the Comprehensive 
Plan, a simple compound growth rate calculation for 
population projections was calculated. The Greater 
Bemidji Area has noted an annualized growth rate of 
.012% over the last 110 years (from 1900-2010).  

Chart 2 illustrates population projection for the years 
2020, 2030, 2040, and 2050. The simple compound 
growth rate calculates a conservative population 
growth estimate for the Greater Bemidji Area. 

Regional Population Growth 

Table 3 and Chart 3 display the population growth of 
regional areas as compared to the Greater Bemidji Area. 
As the Greater Bemidji Area has a unique dynamic, 
comparing to cities alone would not provide an accurate 
comparison. So, these regional entities were chosen to 
compare growth as they are also regional centers. From 

2000 through 2010, the Greater Bemidji Area experienced 
an 11% population increase, but only an estimated 3% 
increase in the last five years. This could possibly be 
attributed to increased rural sprawl and development 
outside of the Greater Bemidji Area. The Greater Bemidji 
Area is growing at a similar pace as the Brainerd/Baxter 
area and Fargo/Moorhead from 2000-2010. In 2015, 
Fargo/Moorhead was continuing to grow at a similar pace 
as it was in the 2000’s. In order to continue growing at a 

15,938
18,088

22,929

29,067

36,845

46,708

11,917
13,431

17,026

21,583

27,359

34,682

4,021 4,657 5,903
7,484

9,486
12,026

0
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50,000
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Source: (US Census, Decennia Census, 2010) 

Chart 2: Population Projections, Greater Bemidji Area Combined 
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similar pace as the 2000’s, it will be important to continue to increase a balance of employment and housing opportunities. 

Table 3: Greater Bemidji Area Recent Population Change 2000-2010 

 2000 2010 
2000-2010 

2015 
2010-2015 

Change % Change Change % Change 
Greater Bemidji Area 15,938 18,088 2,150 13.5% 18,917 829 4.5% 

Brainerd/Baxter 18,733 21,200 2,467 13.1% 21,230 30 0 % 
Grand Rapids/Cohasset 10,245 13,567 3,322 32.4% 13,733 166 1.2% 

Grand Forks/East Grand Forks 57,922 60,339 2,417 4.2% 63,555 3,216 5.3% 
Duluth/Hermantown/ Proctor 97,218 98,736 1,518 1.5% 98,865 129 0% 

Fargo/Moorhead 122,776 143,614 20,838 16.9% 154,399 10,785 7.5% 
 

Chart 3: Greater Bemidji Area Recent Population Growth Compared Regionally 2000-2010 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: (US Census, Decennia Census, 2010); (US Census Bureau, ACS, 2011-2015) 

Source: (US Census, Decennia Census, 2010); 
(US Census Bureau, ACS, 2011-2015) 
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Race 

Chart 4 illustrates a predominantly white 
population with a much smaller racial diversity, 
which is typical of northern Minnesota. The next 
most predominant population by race is 
“American Indian and Alaska Native.”  The 
Greater Bemidji Area is centrally located between 
three tribal nations of Anishinaabe Indians. The 
Red Lake Nation is to the north, White Earth is 
located to the southwest, and Leech Lake is 
located to the southeast. As economic 
opportunities, housing, and public services are 
more difficult to come by in each nation, many 
Native Americans choose to move to the Greater 
Bemidji Area in search of employment, housing, 
or other necessary services. 
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Chart 4: Greater Bemidji Area Race by Percentage, 2000-2015 

Source: (US Census, Decennia Census, 2010); (US Census Bureau, ACS, 2011-2015) 
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Age Composition 

Chart 5 shows the population distribution by 
age in the Greater Bemidji Area in 2000 and 
2010. Starting at the age range of 45 to 54 and 
extending to 59, the Greater Bemidji Area has 
seen an increase in the number of people in 
each age grouping. Because this is aging 
census data, it can be assumed that many 
people in this population are at or nearing 
retirement age. By reviewing the age 
composition data, it is evident that an aging 
population trend is occurring. This trend is 
similar to what is occurring throughout 
Minnesota and across the nation. It is 
imperative that long-range planning take into 
consideration the Greater Bemidji Area’s aging 
population as well as the decrease in the 
traditional workforce age bracket. 

 

 

 

 

Source: (US Census, Decennia Census, 2010) 

Chart 5: Greater Bemidji Area Population Distribution by Age 
Group, 2000-2015 
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Median Age 

According to the 2010 Census, the 
median age of residents in the Greater 
Bemidji Area was 32.2 years-of-age—
four years younger than the overall 
median age in the United States. The 
median age is lower than many other 
communities in the region as shown in 
Chart 6. One of the key challenges will 
be to continue creating a community 
that attracts people of all ages and 
allows for growth.  
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Chart 6: Greater Bemidji Area Median Age, 2010 
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Income 

A breakdown in the median household 
income shows that 21.86% of the Greater 
Bemidji Area’s households have a median 
income over $75,000, as compared to the 
State of Minnesota with 40.4% of 
households with incomes over $75,000, a 
difference of 18.54%. Comparing household 
incomes below $35,000, over 43.33% of 
households within the Greater Bemidji Area 
are low income compared to the 27.6% of 
households within the State of Minnesota, a 
difference of nearly 15.7%.  Incomes 
ranging from $35,000 to $75,000 are all 
within 3% when comparing the Greater 
Bemidji Area to the State of Minnesota. 
Chart 7 breaks down the income per 
household in the Greater Bemidji Area, 
Beltrami County, Minnesota, and United 
States.  

 

Source: (US Census Bureau, ACS, 2011-2015) 
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Photo credit: GBAJPB 

Photo credit: True North Bemidji 
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Introduction 
This section examines the existing land use patterns and 
proposes a future land use scenario for the Greater 
Bemidji Area. A primary purpose of land use planning is to 
protect existing conforming properties and future 
development from incompatible uses. This protection 
benefits residents, landowners, developers, and investors 
alike.  

The principles and standards for implementing the Future 
Land Use Plan will need to be specifically defined in the 
Greater Bemidji Area’s land use plan as well as in the zoning 
and subdivision regulations. Land development regulations 
are the foremost means of implementing the guidelines in 
this comprehensive plan and controlling land use in the 
Greater Bemidji Area. 

Current Land Use 
The current land use in the Greater Bemidji Area reflects 
past development decisions and tells the story of the area’s 
development history and trends. The planning process helps 
ensure coordinated land use decisions enhance the overall 
quality of life of the Greater Bemidji Area by mitigating the 
impacts of undesirable uses next to neighborhoods. This 
process begins with examining the types and locations of 
existing land uses within the Greater Bemidji Area and 
determining how and where new growth and development 
may best be accommodated (see Figure 2).

 

VISION 
Retain and enhance our community character, diversity of uses, natural and historic resources, and human scale of the 

Greater Bemidji Area. 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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An assessment of the current land use in the Greater Bemidji Area was performed at the beginning of this comprehensive plan 
study to identify existing development patterns. Table 4 and Chart 8 break down the total land use acreage within the Greater 
Bemidji Area. 

      Table 4: Land Use Acreage as of 2017 

Land Use Type Percent 
Single-Family Residential 34.1% 
Multi-Family Residential 1.3% 
Manufactured Home 0.5% 
Commercial/Residential Mixed-Use 0.7% 
Commercial 3.3% 
Industrial 2.4% 
Public/Institutional 4.1% 
Parks & Rec/Forestry/Protected Open Space 21.9% 
Agricultural 4.2% 
Transportation/Utility 12.8% 
Total Developed 85.3% 
Vacant Acreage 14.7% 
Total Acreage 100% 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: (GBAJPB, 2012-2017) 
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        Chart 8: Land Use Distribution as of 2017 
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Residential 

Residential use is the predominant land use in the Greater 
Bemidji Area, accounting for 35.9% of the total land area. 
Residential uses are classified into the following categories:  

 Single-Family Residential (34.1%) 
 Multi-Family Residential (1.3%) 
 Manufactured Homes (0.5%) 

Existing residential uses have been mapped according to 
the number of residences on a property. Single-family 
residential is based on primarily one home per parcel. Multi-
family residential includes multiple units per parcel such as 
townhomes, apartments, condominiums, etc.   

Commercial 

Commercial land use makes up 3.3% of the total land area 
in the Greater Bemidji Area. Commercial land uses offer a 
wide variety of goods and services and are primarily located 
along major transportation corridors, which serve both 
regional and community needs. Commercial uses located 
downtown largely serve local needs and are specialty 
market places. 

 

 

Commercial/Residential Mixed-Use 

Commercial/Residential Mixed-Use only makes up 0.7% of 
the Greater Bemidji Area total land area. The mixed‐use 
category represents a variety of lower intensity land uses. 
Appropriate uses within the mixed-use category may include 
retail establishments, food establishments, office space, and 
service uses with residential quarters. Mixed-use is primarily 
located in downtown Bemidji. 

 

 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Industrial 

Industrial land use makes up 2.4% of total land area 
throughout the Greater Bemidji Area. This includes light or 
heavy industrial land uses, large warehouse facilities, and 
offices. 

Public/Institutional 

Public/Institutional is land owned by the city, township, or 
county for public use such as the library, city/town hall, 
public works facility, or other governmental centers. This 
category also includes quasi-public uses such as the 
hospital, schools, churches, cemeteries, and other publicly 
owned social service providers. Public/Institutional makes 
up 4.1% of the total land area in the Greater Bemidji Area. 

 

 

Agricultural 

Agricultural land is used for farming, dairying, pasturage, 
horticulture, silviculture, animal and poultry husbandry, and 
the necessary accessory uses for treating and storing 
produce. Agricultural land in the Greater Bemidji Area covers 
roughly 4.2% of the region. 

Parks & Rec/Forestry/Protected Open Space 

Parks & Rec/Forestry/Protected Open Space accounts for 
21.9% of total land area in the Greater Bemidji Area. This 
category applies to permanent open space intended for 
recreational or resource conservation uses. Included are 
neighborhood, community, and regional parks. 

Vacant 

Vacant land use consists of developed lots that do not have 
a principal building or are developable areas that are not 
currently developed. Roughly 14.7% of the land in the 
Greater Bemidji Area is undeveloped or classified as vacant. 

Transportation/Utility 

Transportation/Utility encompasses all areas dedicated 
specifically for use as road right-of-way. In the Greater  Photo credit: Sanford Health 
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Bemidji Area, 12.8% of land use is dedicated to transportation/utility. 

Figure 2: GBAJPB Existing Land Use Map 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: (GBAJPB, 2012-2017) 
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Zoning 

The Greater Bemidji Area is currently governed by the Greater Bemidji Area Joint 
Planning Board Zoning and Subdivision Ordinance, adopted in 2007 with the most 
recent amendment in 2017. All applications are reviewed by the JPC and subject to 
approval by the JPB.  

Figure 3 illustrates the current arrangement of zoning districts. An approximate statistical 
breakdown of the amount and proportion of land zoned for various uses is provided in 
the following table. Table 5 provides a description of all zoning districts. 

Figure 3: GBAJPB Zoning Map 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: (GBAJPB, 2012-2017) 
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Table 5: Zoning Classifications & Acres 

Zone Description Percent 
B-1 Low Density Commercial 4.5% 
B-2 General Commercial 4.1% 
C Conservation 19.0% 
I-1 Light Industrial 1.4% 
I-2 General Industrial 6.2% 
LC Lake Oriented Commercial 0.3% 
LD Lake Oriented Development 0.5% 
MH Manufactured Home Park 0.6% 
OM Office/Medical 0.7% 
R-1 Rural 10.0% 
R-2 Suburban Residential 31.2% 
R-3 Suburban Residential 9.5% 
R-4 Moderate Density Residential 6.6% 
R-5 High Density Residential 1.0% 
R-6 Multiple Family 3.4% 
U University 0.5% 

UR Urban Renaissance 0.5% 
Total  100.0% 

 

 

 

Zoning Districts 

Zoning districts are created to promote orderly land 
development within the Greater Bemidji Area, including the 
shoreland of its public waters. The Greater Bemidji Area is 
divided into the following zoning districts: 

 Low Density Commercial (B-1) 
Provide areas for the placement of commercial 
establishments, including service, retail, and 
wholesale providers as well as uses complimentary 
to such uses in areas where central services are not 
available.  

 General Commercial (B-2) 
Provide areas for the placement of commercial 
establishments, including service, retail, and 
wholesale providers, and uses complimentary to 
such uses in areas where central services are not 
available.  

 Conservation (C) 
Provide areas of low intensity uses and 
development in order to preserve wildlife habitat 
and protect sensitive natural resources. 
 
 

Source: (GBAJPB, 2012-2017) 
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 Light Industrial (I-1) 
Provide areas for wholesale activities, warehouses, 
and industrial operations whose external, physical 
effects are restricted to areas within the district and 
in no manner negatively affect any properties in 
surrounding districts. The I-1 District is intended to 
permit, along with any specified uses, the 
manufacturing, compounding, processing, 
packaging, assembly, and/or treatment of finished 
or semi-finished products from previously prepared 
materials. These areas are intended to encourage 
the development of industrial uses that are clean, 
quiet, and free of hazardous or objectionable 
elements such as noise, odor, dust, smoke, glare, or 
other pollutants. The uses permitted in this district 
are generally required to be in an enclosed 
structure and all premises are to be developed in 
accordance with an approved plan. It is further 
intended that the processing of raw materials for 
bulk shipment to be used in an industrial operation 
at another location will not be permitted. 
 
 
 

 General Industrial (I-2) 
Provide areas for manufacturing, assembly, and 
fabrication activities, including large-scale or 
specialized industrial operations whose external 
physical effects will be felt by some degree by 
surrounding properties. The I-2 District is intended 
to permit, along with any specified uses, the 
manufacturing, compounding, processing, 
packaging, assembly, and/or treatment of finished 
or semi-finished products from both raw materials 
or from previously prepared materials. These areas 
are intended to encourage the development of 
industrial uses that are apt to have some impact on 
properties located in close proximity. Therefore, the 
uses in this district should be separated from 
residential districts and other low intensity districts 
by intervening light industrial or commercial 
districts. 
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 Lake Oriented Commercial (LC) 
Promote and preserve a high-quality commercial 
area that provides an attractive transition from the 
southern entrance of the community into 
downtown. 

 Lake Oriented Development (LD) 
Provide areas for a mixture of Residential and 
Commercial Development that take advantage of 
the unique recreational opportunities available 
within lakeshore areas. 

 
 

 Manufactured Home Park (MH) 
Provide areas for the placement of manufactured 
homes in an approved manufactured home park. 

 Office/Medical (OM) 
Provide areas for the placement of medical and 
professional office uses and compatible 
commercial uses. 

 Rural (R-1) 
Provide areas of low-density development and low-
intensity uses to preserve a predominantly rural 
residential character. 

 Suburban Residential (R-2) 
Provide areas for low-density residential 
development and other compatible uses at a 
density that will not require the provision of 
centralized sewer or water services. 

 Suburban Residential (R-3) 
Provide areas for suburban residential development 
and other compatible uses at a density that will 
encourage the provision of centralized sewer or 
water services.  
 
 
 

Photo credit: John Andringa 
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 Moderate Density Residential (R-4) 
Provide areas for residential development and other 
compatible uses at a moderate density served by 
centralized sewer and water. 

 High Density Residential (R-5) 
Provide areas for residential development and 
compatible uses at a density that promotes an 
efficient delivery of central services. 

 Multiple Family (R-6) 
Provide areas for multiple family residential 
development and compatible uses in both urban 
and suburban settings. 

 University (U) 
Provide areas for secondary educational institutions 
in a manner designed to accommodate their 
unique, physical development needs. 

 Urban Renaissance (UR) 
Provide areas for retail, recreational, and 
governmental functions in a high amenity setting, 
accessible by automobile but conducive to 
pedestrians and bicyclists. 

 
 

Overlay District 

 Shoreland Overlay (SH) 
The Shoreland Overlay District will overlay zoning 
districts established by the Greater Bemidji Area 
JPB so that any parcel of land located within 
shoreland will also lie in an established zoning 
district. 

 Sensitive Area Overlay (SA) 
Allows the appropriate development of land 
consistent with the intent of the underlying zoning 
district provided that adequate protection of 
sensitive environmental areas is ensured. 

 Trunk Highway 197 Overlay (TH) 
Protects the character of development along the 
Trunk Highway 197 Corridor and protects the 
functionality of the highway. 

 Airport Protection Overlay (AP) 
Protects the character of airport operations, airport 
safety, and development in the airport safety zones 
at the ends of the runways. 

 Closed Landfill Overlay (CL) 
Protects against potential health and safety impacts 
of methane gas and its migration around closed 
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Minnesota Pollution Control Agency (MPCA) 
managed landfills. 

 University Overlay (UO) 
The BSU area surrounding residential and 
commercial neighborhoods as well as the public 
streetscapes meant to encourage infill, mixed use, 
and redevelopment. The campus will serve as the 
primary focal point of the district. The main intent of 
the district is to preserve and promote the distinct 
character in existing structures. 

 
 

Future Land Use 

Figure 4: GBAJPB Future Land Use Map is a guide for the 
Greater Bemidji Area’s zoning ordinance and map, which is 
the official regulating document for land use. The land use 
map should be used in conjunction with the policies from 
this chapter. The JPB has developed the Future Land Use 
Map to guide decisions regarding future growth and 
development. Table 6 below breaks down each future land 
use category and the potential zoning district(s) to be used. 
The property owner can initiate any land use changes, 
although the JPB has the ability to rezone properties on the 
land use map to rezone properties as appropriate as the part 
of a zoning ordinance update. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Figure 4: GBAJPB Future Land Use Map 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: (GBAJPB, 2012-2017) 
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Table 6: Future Land Use Categories and Corresponding Zoning District Categories 

Proposed Land Use 
Categories 

Land Uses 
Current 

Corresponding 
Zoning Districts 

Percent 

Multi-Family Residential 
High-density Multi-Family Residential with access to 
municipal services. 

R-5, R-6 1.9% 

High Density Urban Residential 
Shoreland 

High-density residential that allows for alternative 
housing options to increase density without providing a 
negative impact on aquatic resources. 

R-5 0.3% 

High Density Urban Residential 
High-density, residential that allows for alternative 
housing options to increase density. 

R-5 0.8% 

Urban Residential Shoreland 
High-density, single-family residential with access to 
municipal services, at a density that will not negatively 
impact aquatic resources. 

R-4, R-5 2.0% 

Urban Residential 
High-density, single-family residential with access to 
municipal services. 

R-4, R-5 2.4% 

Transitional Residential 
Shoreland 

Single-family residential with a density to support the 
future addition of municipal services without negatively 
impacting aquatic resources. 

R-3 4.6% 

Transitional Residential 
Single-family residential with a density to support the 
future addition of municipal services.   

R-3 4.9% 
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Residential Shoreland 
Single-family residential within the shoreline and at a 
density not expected to be served by municipal services 
in the future. 

R-2 5.9% 

Residential 
Single-family residential at a density not expected to be 
served by municipal services in the future. 

R-2 23.1% 

Urban Mixed-Use Shoreland 
Downtown development including retail, office, and 
high-density residential. To be developed at a density 
that will not negatively impact aquatic resources. 

UR 0.1% 

Urban Mixed-Use 
Downtown development including retail, office, and 
high-density residential. 

UR 0.2% 

Commercial/Residential Mixed-
Use Shoreland 

Retail or service businesses; high-density housing. May 
include vertical mixtures of land uses. The proportion of 
land use mixture is not mandated but will be 
determined upon application review. This includes 
areas that are not fully developed and could transition 
into all commercial or all residential. To be developed at 
a density and with mixed use to not pose a negative 
impact to aquatic resources. 

R-6, B-1, B-2, OM, U, LD 0.5% 

Commercial/Residential Mixed-
Use 

Retail or service businesses; high-density housing. May 
include vertical mixtures of land uses. The proportion of 
land use mixture is not mandated but will be 
determined upon application review. This includes 
areas that are not fully developed and could transition 
into all commercial or all residential. 

R-6, B-1, B-2, OM, U, LD 1.0% 
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Shoreland Commercial 
Businesses providing office, retail trade, or services for 
individuals or businesses that will have minimal impact 
on aquatic resources. 

B-1, B-2, LC, UR 0.7% 

Commercial 
Businesses providing office, retail trade, or services for 
individuals or businesses. 

B-1, B-2, LC, UR 6.2% 

Industrial 
Office buildings, office-showroom, light industrial 
buildings, and manufacturing-related warehousing. 

I-1, I-2 1.3% 

Public/Institutional 
City, township, or county offices and/or facilities; 
schools, hospitals, churches, cemeteries. 

OM, U, UR, Any Zoning 
for some uses. 

3.5% 

Parks & Rec/Forestry/Protected 
Open Space 

City or County parks and open space. C 20.7% 

Rural/Agricultural Shoreland 

Rural housing; farming; dairying; pasturage; horticulture; 
silviculture; animal and poultry husbandry; and the 
necessary accessory uses for treating and storing 
produce. Preservation of open space with low-density 
or cluster-style development. Developed with standards 
to ensure mitigated impact on aquatic resources. 

R-1, R-2 2.2% 

Rural/Agricultural 

Farming; dairying; pasturage; horticulture; silviculture; 
animal and poultry husbandry; and the necessary 
accessory uses for treating and storing produce. 
Preservation of open space with low-density or cluster-
style development. 

R-1, R-2 3.9% 

Transportation/Utility Right-of-ways, utilities. Any Zoning 13.8% 

Source: (GBAJPB, 2012-2017) 
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Land Use Strengths 

It is important to identify the current land use strengths of the 
Greater Bemidji Area to ensure that future land use 
decisions are building on these strengths and not hindering 
them. Current land use strengths include: 

 A vibrant downtown with an ever-increasing arts 
and culture scene, new development, and 
redevelopment of existing buildings. 

 A strong entrepreneur culture is finding opportunity 
in the Greater Bemidji Area. Improved resources 
with the development of the Mayflower building are 
aiding in this growing trend. 

 Recent history demonstrates a strong commitment 
to preserving open space and sensitive landscapes 
as well as providing parks and trails. 

 Sense of place and uniqueness built around the 
shores of Lake Bemidji. 

 Increase in cluster style development in rural areas. 
 Highway 197 Corridor improvements with a mix of 

corporations and local businesses redeveloping in 
compliance with current zoning ordinances. 

 Nearly ten years of joint planning and zoning efforts 
in the Greater Bemidji Area. 

 

Land Use Challenges 

 Surface water and wetlands comprise 
approximately 36% of land area within the Greater 
Bemidji Area. 

 Lack of land suitable for residential development 
with access to central utility services. Northern 
Township and City of Bemidji are separated by a 
wetland corridor along all northern traveling 
corridors. 

 Surrounding local government units not 
participating in a cooperative approach to land use 
planning. 

Photo credit: True North Bemidji 
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 Natural hazards can affect the built environment 
and require additional consideration during land 
use planning. 

Land Use Objectives and Strategies 

Objective 4.1: Preserve the Quality Residential 

Neighborhoods  

Thriving neighborhoods are important to a growing 
community as well as ensuring that existing neighborhoods 
are not consistently replaced with multi-family or 
commercial development that could increase rural sprawl. It 
is also important to allow existing non-conforming 
residential areas to be redeveloped. 

1. Review and update the land use ordinances and 
zoning map on a regular basis. It is important to 
review current land use patterns to ensure 
neighborhoods are being preserved.  It is 
anticipated that multi-family and commercial 
development will continue to increase. It is 
imperative to ensure this increase will not impact 
existing neighborhoods with increases in traffic, 
noise, or other factors associated with intensified 
development. 

2. Promote “mixed-use” areas to improve the 
transition of residential land use to other land 
uses. Mixed-use areas can provide an excellent 
transition from residential areas to commercial or 
highly developed areas. Gradually intensifying the 
uses on the fringe of neighborhoods or along high-
traffic corridors that have been traditionally 
residential will mitigate impact to existing 
neighborhoods. 

3. Identify specific redevelopment opportunities 
and promote revitalization while maintaining 
character. Mapping of existing neighborhoods can 
provide a clearer boundary to ensure preservation. 
This can also aid in the development of form-based 
zoning to allow redevelopment of existing non-
conforming structures. 

4. Allow flexibility with site design standards to 
ensure high-quality development. Allowing for 
greater flexibility of zoning ordinances or density 
requirements for meeting site development criteria, 
such as increased live landscaping, stormwater 
retention areas, active recreation amenities, or park 
area, can provide a benefit to developers while 
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ensuring a high-quality neighborhood is being 
designed or redeveloped. 

5. Promote pedestrian-scale designs to increase 
sense of place and improve active transportation 
in new developments or redevelopments. It is 
important to ensure high-density residential areas 
are designed with active transportation in mind. 
Pedestrian-scale design of roadways and buildings 
can allow for a safe and inviting walkable 
environment. 

Objective 4.2: Preserve and Promote Commercial 

and Industrial Redevelopment or In-Fill 

Development Where Appropriate 

Providing opportunity for commercial and industrial 
redevelopment is imperative to reduce urban sprawl and 
increase land use densities where appropriate. Land use 
planning can preserve existing developed areas and ensure 
land is available as well as compatible for increased 
development. 

1. Promote flexibility for commercial and industrial 
redevelopment and encourage in-fill 
development. Allowing for in-fill development and 
redevelopment of existing commercial areas will 
ensure the current commercial and industrial areas 
remain vibrant, full, and diverse. In-fill and 
redevelopment will be encouraged before resorting 
to increasing commercial and industrial areas. 

2. Identify areas where commercial and industrial 
uses should be located, specifically adjacent to 
highways with controlled access where noise, 
odor, dust, and glare will have minimal impact. 
When reviewing new commercial and industrial 
land uses, ensuring these areas are appropriate Photo credit: Justin David; Archinect 
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and compatible with opportunity to be successful. 
Piecemeal development of industrial and 
commercial land uses can increase urban sprawl 
and have negative impacts on existing, less intense 
surrounding land uses.   

3. Incorporate multi-modal transportation access 
and aesthetically pleasing site and building 
designs when reviewing commercial 
development and redevelopment. With increasing 
interest in alternative modes of transportation 
ensuring that retail, office, and mixed-use 
developments are designed with multi-modal 
transportation in mind and aesthetically pleasing 
site layout and building designs can increase 
success and promote healthy living.   

4. Utilize overlay zoning districts to address 
emerging issues and increase connections and 
transition of land uses. The creation of overlay 
districts can allow for increased zoning restrictions 
or flexibility in areas that are suitable for 
development or redevelopment. Allowing for a 
decrease in zoning regulation can ensure in-fill 
development in already developed areas, while 

increasing regulation can ensure that already 
developed areas remain healthy. 

Objective 4.3: Promote Land Use Decisions that 

Protect the Natural Environment through Smart 

Growth and Sustainable Practices 

When reviewing increases of land uses through subdivisions 
or large-scale commercial developments, resource 
conservation measures and sustainable land use practices 
will be reviewed. 

1. Utilize guidelines for land use practices 
conserving natural landscapes and allow zoning 
flexibility for implementation. Zoning flexibility can 
be initiated for development to ensure protection 
and conservation of natural landscapes on a site 
such as bluffs, steep slopes, trees, or wetlands, 
lakes, and streams. 

2. Preserve existing natural habitat connections. 
Preserve the existing natural habitat and large 
wetland complex within its boundaries to ensure 
native habitat for animals and an ample amount of 
open space exists. 

3. Promote in-fill development with access to public 
infrastructure. Supporting projects that can use 



  

Land Use                22 

existing public infrastructure as well as increase 
density and intensification of land use when 
appropriate can help limit urban sprawl. However, 
supporting proposals at a density that strain 
existing public transportation or utilities is not 
sustainable and can negatively impact the public. 

4. Support a reduction of off-street parking 
requirements for appropriate land uses to allow 
for increased interior green space. Maximize the 
potential for green space with all development or 
redevelopment of sites when possible, as well as 
for reduced heat island effects of increased 
temperatures within the high-density urban area of 
parking lots. 

5. Allow flexibility for developments that use 
alternative energy sources or land use practices 
that conserve energy. Increased flexibility from 
zoning ordinances for demonstrating an exemplary 
effort for energy conservation will be an incentive 
for developers to be more energy conscious. 
Alternative energy sources can reduce the overall 
carbon footprint of the community.   

6. Use natural hazard and wildfire risk assessment 
information to make informed land use decisions. 

To continue to protect the health of the area, risk to 
the public and properties from natural hazards will 
be taken into consideration when making land use 
decisions. 
 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Introduction 
 Downtown Bemidji is the social and economic engine 
that will drive long-term redevelopment. As a vibrant, 
pedestrian-oriented central district that defines the 
character and spirit of Bemidji, it is the heart of the city.  

Streetscape Components  

Downtown Bemidji has many strengths, including a 
vibrant pedestrian area that connects downtown with 
Library Park and a diverse mix of retail and restaurants. 
Downtown Bemidji undertook a significant reinvestment 
program in the 1980’s that included a streetscape project 
and the Union Square development. The streetscape 
project incorporated both quality design and durable 
materials. The paving surfaces, pedestrian-scale 
streetlights, street landscaping, public art installations, 
informational kiosks, permanent seating areas, and bike 
racks continue to provide an attractive public destination. 
The Urban Square project included Main Street on the 
north side of 2nd Street between Paul Bunyan Drive and 
Beltrami Avenue. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On-Street Parking and Parking Lots 

On-street parking is available within the urban renaissance 
district of Downtown, otherwise there are limited parking 
spaces in Downtown Bemidji. Permits are required in the 
permitted lots and can be purchased through the Bemidji 
Downtown Alliance. Figure 5 shows the lots that are 
permitted and non-permitted in Downtown Bemidji 

VISION 
Downtown Bemidji as the heart of the community and the center of business life and culture, providing amenities and 

services year-rough for residents, students, and visitors. 

Photo credit: MPR News 
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Figure 5: Downtown Parking Lots 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Bemidji Downtown Alliance, 2013 
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Downtown Culture 

Downtown Bemidji is a destination on its own in the 
Greater Bemidji Area, offering a variety of goods ranging 
from an assortment of boutiques, gift shops, general retail 
services, restaurants, and coffee shops. It incorporates the 
area between Lake Bemidji and Irvine Avenue, from the 
abandoned Burlington Northern Railroad Station north to 
6th Street. The commercial “main streets” of Downtown 
Bemidji are north-south Beltrami Avenue and east-west 
3rd Street, lined with one- to two-story retail buildings built 
to the street property line. Downtown’s character changes  

 

 

west of Minnesota Avenue, where office use is more 
prevalent, and buildings typically have larger floor space 
with independent on-street parking. Paul Bunyan Park 
creates an attractive public lakefront, defined by Bemidji 
Avenue (Highway 197). Development on the west side of 
Bemidji Avenue, with small shops, convenience stores, a 
drive-in bank, surface parking, and several larger-scale 
buildings, present a relatively undefined frontage view of 
Lake Bemidji. 

Rail Corridor District 

The Rail Corridor District (Subject Property) is located just 
south of Downtown Bemidji. The Subject Property extends 
approximately 300 feet north of the existing railroad tracks, 
east of Park Avenue, and west of the Mississippi River. The 
City of Bemidji is interested in revitalizing the Subject 
Property into a vital district that completes Downtown by 
adding new uses and attractions (Central City Plan 2009). 

The proposed use would include mixed use 
commercial/residential development with high-end retail 
shopping and a 60-unit residential facility. The site needs 
to be investigated for potential environmental limitations 
before such a development can be built. 

Photo credit: Choice Therapy 
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The Subject Property consists of four parcels totaling 20.53 
acres (Beltrami County GIS). The area was historically 
characterized by: as many as five different operating 
railroad companies at one-time and their associated 
tracks, depots, and numerous businesses, such as: 

• warehouses,  
• feed mills,  
• flour mills,  
• creameries,  
• hardware stores,  
• grocery stores,  
• bottling companies,  
• lumber yards,  
• mills,  
• auto repair facilities, 
• saloons,  
• restaurants,  
• hotels,  
• residential dwellings,  
• bulk petroleum facilities, and  
• fueling stations. 

  

 

 

Downtown Bemidji Strengths 

 A unique sense of place. 
 Summer and winter events link to Downtown 

Bemidji through Paul Bunyan Park. 
 The Bemidji Downtown Association is an active 

group promoting downtown. 
 Excellent food and entertainment opportunities. 
 Diverse business opportunities. 
 Potential for redevelopment including the riverfront 

and rail corridor. 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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 Strong arts and culture scene. 
 A safe, walkable, and compact downtown. 
 Low vacancy rates with quick turn arounds as 

space becomes available.  

Downtown Bemidji Challenges 

 Highway 197 divides Downtown Bemidji creating a 
physical and mental barrier. 

 Need for on-street parking reduces opportunities 
for complete street projects. 

 The “Rail Corridor District” is a current homeless 
corridor. 

 Turnover of businesses. 

Downtown Bemidji Objectives and 

Strategies 

Objective 5.1: Promote a “Mixed-Use” Downtown 

Bemidji to Preserve and Encourage Diversity in 

Business and Housing Opportunities  

Encourage diversity within Downtown Bemidji to continue 
to enhance “mixed-use” opportunities and provide 
character and uniqueness. Expand Downtown with 
community input to ensure needs for commercial and 

residential space are adequately distributed throughout 
new development. 

1. Support initiatives and redevelopment designed 
to increase Downtown housing. The community 
will continue to provide opportunity for housing and 
commercial uses throughout Downtown Bemidji. 
When reviewing development projects, it is 
encouraged to preserve existing housing and 
explore options for increasing housing. Mixed-use 
housing can be increased with continued vertical 
development within Downtown, preserving retail 
while increasing housing opportunities. 

2. Support and encourage long-range master 
planning for the rail corridor and inner-city river 
frontage to meet the needs of the community.  
The Rail Corridor District is currently adjacent to 
parcels that are contaminated due to past uses. It is 
encouraged to seek resources to remediate 
contaminated parcels to reestablish the Rail 
Corridor District as a valuable asset to the 
community. The adjacent Rail Corridor District and 
inner-city river frontage is a positive asset. It is 
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imperative that this area be developed in a driven, 
community-focused manner. 

3. Increase the density of mixed-use buildings in 
Downtown Bemidji. In order to provide 
opportunities for increased density of commercial 
and residential uses in the Downtown, allow 
flexibility when proposals will increase opportunity 
or diversity for mixed-use options while preserving 
the character of the downtown.  

Objective 5.2: Preserve and Enhance Civic Buildings, 

Public Plazas, Parks, and Gathering Spaces within 

Downtown  

A market culture with diverse options mixed with 
community attractions can increase usage of Downtown 
Bemidji. Supporting good connections to Paul Bunyan and 
Babe the Blue Ox to other community attractions is 
important to getting pedestrians into Downtown. 

1. Support efforts to increase multi-seasonal 
outdoor gathering spaces.  Outdoor gathering 
space for markets, events, and theatres will be 
encouraged for creating a vibrant and community 
driven downtown atmosphere.  The outdoors is a 
part of the Northwood’s Character and ensuring 

Downtown Bemidji has many opportunities for 
outdoor activities is a part of the downtown culture. 

2. Continue to support spaces for community 
attractions and events within Downtown. The rail 
corridor presents opportunity for expansion of 
downtown with potential for a Riverwalk. Support 
of gathering spaces for events and celebrations, art 
and culture, community attractions, and 
entertainment will continue to enhance vibrancy, 
increase usage, and ensure diverse economic 
opportunity.   

 
 
 

Photo credit: Bemidji Pioneer 



 

  

Downtown Bemidji              8 

Objective 5.3: Preserve and Enhance the Downtown 

Landscape and Environment 

The Downtown story should be a vibrant residential, 
commercial, and cultural gathering place that is safe and 
inviting.  Continuing to support a well-designed, well-
maintained Downtown will encourage residents to live, 
work, and shop Downtown.  

1. Require interior greenspace to be included in 
parking areas throughout the Downtown. 
Incorporating greenspace when redeveloping or 
reconstructing parking areas within downtown will 
enhance attractiveness and reduce heat island 
effects.  

2. Promote using projecting signage within 
Downtown.  The promotion of projecting signage 
will create a Downtown with the pedestrian in mind 
rather than the automobile.   Projecting signage 
should give a historic character to Downtown 
Bemidji, and designs are encouraged to provide 
visual attraction to pedestrians to continue 
exploring.  

 
 

 
3. Encourage the use of public right-of-way for 

planters, signage, art, and landscaping to expand 
storefronts and sidewalk service in appropriate 
locations.  Encouraging the expansion of 
storefronts through streetscaping and curb appeal 
can provide space for outdoors sales and outdoor 
café seating when designed at suitable locations.  
This will encourage pedestrians to continue 
exploring throughout Downtown.  

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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4. Encourage off-street parking in Downtown with 
redevelopment projects. Development that 
includes off-street parking enhance the pedestrian 
walkability of Downtown and reduce dependence 
on cars. Reducing the dependence for on-street 
parking could allow for expanding storefronts, 
increased streetscaping, and improve bicycle travel 
safety on roadways. 

 

 

Objective 5.4: The Downtown Will Continue to be 

the Centerpiece for the Enhancement of Artistic and 

Cultural Expression 

1. Include the use of markers throughout 
Downtown to represent historical structures and 
places.  Ordinances should not hinder the ability for 
buildings to place signage and markers explaining 
historic events or cultural expression. 

2. Support the process of public arts commission as 
a means for selecting art and cultural 
opportunities within Downtown.  Arts and culture 
are important for a successful Downtown Bemidji. 
An established public arts commission is an 
excellent way to support efforts to preserve and 
increase public art and cultural expression 
throughout Downtown.   
 

 

 
Photo credit: National Association of City Transportation Officials 
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Introduction 
Economic development is determined by the community’s 
ability and capacity to act and innovate to respond 
effectively to changing circumstances. The end product of 
economic development is an improved quality of life for 
residents. This section will examine two aspects vital to 
economic development in the Greater Bemidji Area: its 
workforce and business climate. The Greater Bemidji Area 
actively works to promote the development of the region. 
The City of Bemidji has a large, established industrial park 
with available space. The Greater Bemidji Area puts 
significant effort into supporting retail and commercial 
businesses through its focus on tourism, and it is well-
positioned for future growth. The community has a diverse 
economic base and a strong workforce.  

Economic Development 

Workforce  

Job growth often stems from businesses already located 
within the community. Blane, Canada Ltd. research  

indicates that “an urban/suburban community will average 
76% of their growth from existing employers. A rural 
community is even more dependent on internal growth” 
(Canada, 2012).  The Greater Bemidji Area’s four leading 
industries include educational services, health care and 
social assistance, retail trade, and manufacturing. Table 7 
identifies the leading industries employing the Greater 
Bemidji Area’s workforce and compares them to the 
county (see page 4). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VISION 
The Greater Bemidji Area will focus on creating economic prosperity, enrich the creative economy, and support local 

business as the core of a diversified economy providing well-paying jobs, quality shopping, and entertainment 

opportunities. 

Photo credit: Kraus Anderson 
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Employment and Occupation 

Employment statistics provide a picture of the economic 
health and wellbeing of a community. These numbers are 
based on an employed population that is 16 years of age 
and older. The leading industries for the Greater Bemidji 
Area include: 

 Educational services, health care, and social 
assistance – 33.64% 

 Retail Trade – 13.74% 
 Arts, entertainment, recreation, accommodation, 

and food – 12.06%  

Approximately 34% of Greater Bemidji Area’s population is 
employed in the educational services, health care, and 
social assistance category, likely due to the presence of: 

 The Sanford Hospital as a regional health care 
destination,  

 Clinics, nursing homes and assisted living facilities,  
 Independent School District 31, and  
 Three college campuses.  

 
 

 
 
The Greater Bemidji Area and surrounding region is a big 
draw for year-round tourism and recreation. This provides 
a boost for slightly higher employment numbers in the 
retail, entertainment, recreation, accommodation, and food 
industries. 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Table 7: Industry Category for Employment and Occupation, 2015 

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS, 2011-2015 

 
 

Industry Category 
Greater 

Bemidji Area 
Beltrami 
County 

Minnesota 
United 
States 

Percent Percent Percent Percent 

Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing, Mining 1.27% 2.56% 2.32% 1.96% 

Construction 5.83% 7.26% 5.54% 6.19% 

Manufacturing 6.99% 7.62% 13.54% 10.41% 

Wholesale Trade 1.82% 1.87% 2.88% 2.72% 

Retail Trade 13.74% 12.87% 11.26% 11.55% 

Transportation, Warehousing, and Utilities 3.90% 4.40% 4.58% 4.96% 

Information 1.93% 1.58% 1.84% 2.12% 

Finance, Insurance, Real Estate, Rental/Leasing 2.70% 3.30% 7.17% 6.57% 

Professional, Scientific, Management, Administration, and Waste Services 5.70% 5.07% 9.77% 11.03% 

Educational Services, Health Care, Social Assistance 33.64% 31.84% 24.79% 23.15% 

Arts, Entertainment, Recreation, Accommodation, and Food 12.06% 11.46% 8.41% 9.60% 

Other Services, Except Public Administration 4.74% 4.57% 4.53% 4.94% 

Public Administration 5.68% 5.59% 3.36% 4.80% 
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The Greater Bemidji Area has significantly less jobs in the manufacturing industry as compared to Minnesota and United 
States. To continue the growth of the community it will be important to find ways to increase jobs in this industry category. 
 

Industry Location Quotient Analysis 

Location quotient analysis is a ratio that can compare the economy of a local area to that of a regional area.  It is a way to 
quantify industry clusters and analyze the economic uniqueness of an area. Industries that have a high-location quotient are 
typically export orientated industries or industries that are bringing monies into the community and not just circulating within 
the community (see Table 8).  

𝐿𝑜𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 𝑄𝑢𝑜𝑡𝑖𝑒𝑛𝑡 =  
(% 𝑜𝑓 𝐿𝑜𝑐𝑎𝑙 𝐸𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝑖𝑛 𝐼𝑛𝑑𝑢𝑠𝑡𝑟𝑦)

(% 𝑜𝑓 𝐶𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑒𝑑 𝐸𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑚𝑛𝑒𝑡 𝑖𝑛 𝐼𝑛𝑑𝑢𝑠𝑡𝑟𝑦)
 

 
The accepted economic theory is that a location quotient that is greater than 1.0 would indicate that the local area is 
producing more of a good or service than is essentially needed.  A location quotient greater than 1.25 is required to begin 
classifying an industry as a true exporter. Identifying these high-location quotients can help analyze a community’s 
competitive advantages. A location quotient that is significantly less than 1.0 can also help identify economic areas that need 
to be developed in order to meet the current demand (see Table 8). Table 8 represents the location quotient analysis 
comparing the Greater Bemidji Area to the country, state, and county industry category. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

  

Economic Regional Center             6 

 
 
Table 8: Location Quotient 

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS, 2011-2015 

Industry Category LQ - USA LQ- State LQ-County 

Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing, Mining 0.6 0.5 0.5 
Construction 0.9 1.1 0.8 
Manufacturing 0.7 0.5 0.9 
Wholesale Trade 0.7 0.6 1.0 
Retail Trade 1.2 1.2 1.1 
Transportation, Warehousing, and Utilities 0.8 0.9 0.9 
Information 0.9 1.1 1.2 
Finance, Insurance, Real Estate, Rental/Leasing 0.4 0.4 0.8 
Professional, Scientific, Management, Administration, and Waste Services 0.5 0.6 1.1 
Educational Services, Health Care, Social Assistance 1.5 1.4 1.1 
Arts, Entertainment, Recreation, Accommodation, and Food 1.3 1.4 1.1 
Other Services, Except Public Administration 1.0 1.0 1.0 
Public Administration 1.2 1.7 1.0 
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Top Three Industries 

1. Educational Services, Health Care, Social 
Assistance 
With three different college campuses, a large 
school district, and a regional hospital all in the 
Greater Bemidji Area, it is no question that a higher 
percentage of employed people are in this industry.   

2. Retail Trade 
The retail trade industry is your general shopping 
industry, including groceries, clothing, books, 
electronics, etc. A high-location quotient in this 
industry solidifies the Greater Bemidji Area as being 
a regional center. Surrounding populations come 
for miles to purchase goods from the Greater 
Bemidji Area retail stores. 

3. Arts, Entertainment, Recreation, Accommodation, 
and Food 
The arts, entertainment, recreation, 
accommodation, and food industry is better 
described as the Greater Bemidji Area service 
industry. This includes restaurants, lounges, hotels, 
arts, and recreation.  These services thrive off the 
continuously expanding tourism industry. 

Continue Building the Framework 

 Supporting Business 
Supporting business growth by promoting the 
expansion of existing business as well as keeping 
an attractive environment for new business is the 
surest way to continued economic growth. 
Specifically, targeting existing and new key 
economic growth areas allows support strategies to 
work to their greatest potential. 

 Supporting Workers 
The continuous investment in creating a diverse 
workforce, including skills and education, is 
important for growth as well as new business 
startups.   

 Support Quality of Life 
Continuous support of area business and 
employees directly improves the quality of life 
throughout the region.  Providing opportunities for 
businesses to thrive, ample recreation 
opportunities, diverse modes of transportation, and 
promoting aesthetically pleasing green 
infrastructure improvements all can improve the 
quality of life.   
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 Smart Growth Economic Development 
By supporting business, workers, and an increased 
quality of life, a region will continue to grow 
economically.  Increased business will increase 
more opportunity; increased opportunity will 
increase the available workforce.  Increased quality 
of life will provide further incentive for businesses 
and workers to choose the Greater Bemidji Area. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Source: Framework for Creating A Smart Growth Economic Development Strategy: 

A Tool for Small Cities and Towns 

 

 

 

Economic Development Programs and Organizations 

When businesses, workers, and an increased quality of life 
all improve the Greater Bemidji Area, it will continue to 
grow economically with support of the Greater Bemidji, 
Inc. Greater Bemidji, Inc. (https://greaterbemidji.com) is 
comprised of investors from the Bemidji Chamber of 
Commerce, Bemidji Development Corporation, City of 
Bemidji, Beltrami County, Sanford Health, education 
institutions, and private enterprises.  
Greater Bemidji, Inc. has four key areas of focus: (1) 
growing, attracting, and retaining talent; (2) supporting 
entrepreneurs; (3) promoting the region as a great place to 
live, work, and grow a business; and (4) improving the 
region’s business climate. The following initiatives are 
examples of the “outside-the-box” work the Greater Bemidji 
is willing to do to support new and expanding businesses 
in the region:  

 1-2-3 Start-Up- A guide to starting or expanding a 
business here, along with a commitment to work 
with you to navigate the system; 

 Minnesota Innovation Institute- Greater Bemidji’s 
own training center focused on meeting the talent 
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needs of the region’s current and future employers; 
and 

 LaunchPad- Greater Bemidji’s work to make the 
region the #1 start-up community in the Upper 
Midwest.  

Education Attainment 

Table 9 provides education attainment information for 
individuals 25 years or older. The Greater Bemidji Area has 
a comparatively “less than high school graduates” 
population than Beltrami County, and is comparable to 
state of Minnesota numbers. The Greater Bemidji Area has 
approximately 6% lower “high school graduate or 
equivalent” than the county, state, and country. The 
Greater Bemidji Area, State of Minnesota, and Beltrami 
County have similar percentages with “some college or 
associate degree” ranging from 31.3% to 32.4%, all above 
average compared to the United States. The Greater 
Bemidji Area includes 30.8% of residents with a “bachelor’s 
degree and higher” well above Beltrami County at 23.5%, 
and moderately above the state average of 27.4%.  The 
most concerning number of this analysis is the lower 

amount of “high school graduate or equivalent” residents. 
It is imperative that this plan have goals to ensure 
opportunity for the youth of the Greater Bemidji Area to 
promote growth of a healthy community. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Photo credit: Class Report 
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Table 9: Educational Attainment for Persons 25 Years of Age and Older, 2010 

Source: US Census, Decennial Census 2010 

 

Tourism 

The Greater Bemidji Area has a strong foundation for 
tourism, but always has room to grow. There is a wide 
variety of attractions that bring people from across the 
country to visit the Great Bemidji Area. The City of Bemidji 
is the first city on the Mississippi River, and is home to Paul 
Bunyan and Babe the Blue Ox. There are also 400 fishing 
lakes within a 25-mile radius of the City of Bemidji. 

 

  

Category 
Greater Bemidji Area Beltrami County Minnesota United States 

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent 
Less than high school 

graduate 
1,145 12.9% 3,765 16.6% 381,345 12.1% 35,715,625 19.60% 

High school graduate or 
equivalent 

2,131 23.9% 6,512 28.6% 912,672 28.8% 52,168,981 28.63% 

Some college or 
associate degree 

2,887 32.4% 7,125 31.3% 1,002,246 31.7% 49,864,428 27.37% 

Bachelor’s degree or 
higher 

2,739 30.8% 5,346 23.5% 868,082 27.4% 44,462,605 24.40% 
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Economic Regional Center Strengths 

 Several established local businesses.  
 Sufficient services and goods to support workforce 

(healthcare, shopping). 
 High quality of life attracts workforce (recreation, 

amenities, events).  
 Community attracts and accommodates tourism 

trade. 
 Diverse business base (industry, commercial, retail, 

tourism).  
 Many state, county, and federal government 

agencies are in the Greater Bemidji Area, creating 
many jobs. 

 Strong Arts, Culture, and Entertainment linked to 
downtown through winter and summer events. 

 A continuously developing entrepreneur culture. 
 Bemidji Regional Airport has the fourth most 

enplanements out of all Minnesota airports. 
 Bemidji State University and Northwest Technical 

College are aligning current programs with current 
workforce needs. 

Economic Regional Center Challenges 

 A skills gap exists in the current available workforce. 
 Increasing need for workforce housing 
 A majority of new development projects are 

producing jobs with low wages. 

 

Economic Regional Center Objectives 

and Strategies 

Objective 6.1: Enhance and Maintain a Strong, 

Diversified, and Sustainable Local Economy  

Encourage diversity within Downtown Bemidji to continue 
to enhance “mixed-use” opportunities and provide 
character and uniqueness. Expand Downtown with 
community input to ensure needs for commercial and 
residential space are adequately distributed throughout 
new development. 

1. Support the quality of life as a regional 
competitive advantage. Outdoor recreation, arts 
and culture, and entertainment need to be 
supported to keep our economy and workforce 
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growing. Maintain the story as a place that has 
opportunity for all. 

2. Encourage a diverse workforce through 
promoting internship and education programs. 
An educated workforce is a boost for any economy. 
The Greater Bemidji Area will continue to promote 
and encourage programs that can enhance the 
existing workforce or increase the workforce. 

3. Promote our lake-oriented culture through year-
round events. Community events in the Greater 
Bemidji Area provide a great boost for the local 
economy, supporting new events and preserving 
existing events is important to many businesses.  
Preserving and maintaining access to area lakes 
and rivers is important for maintaining a healthy 
tourism attraction and the existing quality of life. 

4. Support arts, culture, and active living initiatives 
that can bring an economic boost to the area. 
The Greater Bemidji Area prides itself on being a 
pedestrian-friendly community, with a strong 
appreciation for public art and a history of 
embracing its culture. The Greater Bemidji Area will 
continue to support initiatives that enhance 
opportunities for these important activities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Objective 6.2: Promote and Maintain the Status of 

an Economic Regional Center 

The Greater Bemidji Area has become an economic 
regional center for northern Minnesota. The community 
will continue to provide the amenities for shopping, 
recreation, and entertainment that keep jobs and people 
coming to the area. 

1. Promote the expansion of diverse industries in 
the region. The Greater Bemidji Area will allow for a 
variety of land use types for commercial and 
industrial uses, ensuring a diverse and stable 
economy. 

2. Grow the existing skilled labor industry, including 
healthcare and technology, and encourage new 
industries to locate in the Greater Bemidji Area. 
The growth of the community requires that the 
opportunity for the expansion of skilled labor 
industries is always available, including sufficient 
land as well as an available workforce. 

3. Promote coordination among development 
organizations and existing businesses to 
continue economic growth. The business 
community will continue to work together to 

expand and improve economic opportunity for the 
Greater Bemidji Area. The Mayflower building 
LaunchPAD has become an asset for expanding 
economic opportunities for current and new local 
entrepreneurs and continuing to support the 
success of this organization is important for the 
future.  

4. Establish an awareness of natural hazards that 
could impact economic growth. The Greater 
Bemidji Area understands that natural hazards, 
including wildfire could impact the potential for 
economic growth in the area and will make proper 
land use decisions to ensure a diverse resilient 
economy. 
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Introduction 
Community facilities and services are the buildings, land, 
and programs that provide desired and essential services 
to the public, such as parks, schools, police and fire 
protection, health care facilities, and libraries.  

The Greater Bemidji Area, along with private and nonprofit 
community agencies, maintains several community 
facilities for residents. The Public Works Department is 
responsible for maintaining the city’s parks, pool, marina, 
recreation facilities, and city-owned buildings and facilities. 

City Hall/Township Halls 

Bemidji City Hall 

City Hall in Downtown Bemidji at the intersection of 4th 
Street NW and America Avenue NW. The three-level 
building operates the city/administrative staff (upper level), 
the city building department and the JPB staff (lower level), 
along with a council chamber and conference room 
(middle level). The City Hall operates Monday through 
Friday from 8:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. 

Northern Township Hall 

Northern Township Hall is located along Town Hall Rd NW 
just off Irvine Ave NW. The Northern Township Hall operates 
Monday through Friday from 8:00 a.m. to 12:00 p.m. and 1:00 
p.m. to 3:00 p.m. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fire Department 

The Bemidji Fire Department is made up of full-time and 
paid on-call fire fighters serving the City of Bemidji and the 
surrounding areas. Full-time staff are members of the 
International Association of Firefighters Union, Local #2302, 
and work a nationally recognized 24-hour shift schedule. 
The fire department has three locations in the Greater 

VISION 
Maintain and enhance the Greater Bemidji Area as a great place to live through an emphasis on infrastructure to 

appropriately locate new public facilities based on population demand. 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Bemidji Area with its headquarters located at 318 5th Street 
NW. The fire department provides these services:  

 Fire Suppression/Rescue 
 Fire Prevention/Education 
 Fire Code Inspection and Enforcement 
 Vehicle Rescue/Extrication 
 Basic Life Support/Emergency Medical Services 
 Water and Ice Rescue 
 Confined Space Rescue 
 Hazardous Material Operations 
 CPR and First Aid Instruction 
 Aircraft Rescue Fire Fighting 
 Rope Rescue 
 Trench Rescue 
 Structural Collapse Rescue 
 Wildfire Mitigation 

Law Enforcement 

The Bemidji Police Department is in the Law Enforcement 
Center, which is open 24-hours a day. The Police 
Department is responsible for protecting and preserving the 
peace within Bemidji City limits. The Law Enforcement 
Center is located at 613 Minnesota Avenue NW.  

The Beltrami County Sheriff’s Department is in the Law 
Enforcement Center. The Sheriff’s Department is responsible 
for patrolling roughly 3,000 square miles in Beltrami County 
and protecting over 43,000 county residents.  

 

Health Care Services 

The Greater Bemidji Area prides itself on having an excellent 
health care system.  Sanford Bemidji Medical Center is the 
largest hospital in the region, with educational services, 
health care, and social assistance. Sanford Bemidji Medical 
Center is also a one of the largest employers within the 

Photo credit: Beltrami County 
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Greater Bemidji Area. Currently, Sanford Health employs 
more than 1,500 staff members, 130 physicians/advanced 
practice providers, and 500 volunteers. It is projected that 
more than 6,500 people are admitted to the hospital each 
year. It is important for any growing community to 
demonstrate an excellence in health care opportunities. 

 
 

The Greater Bemidji Area also has many healthcare clinics, 
as well as dental, eye care, and chiropractic offices.   

Mental health is a continually growing problem in the 
Greater Bemidji Area and there are numerous mental health 
centers exist and continue to expand. 

 

 

Schools 

Bemidji State University 

Bemidji State University (BSU), originally known as Bemidji 
Normal School, began its first school year in 1919 with 
approximately 38 students. By 1921, Bemidji Normal School 
became Bemidji State Teachers College and started offering 
four-year degrees. In 1957, the school was renamed Bemidji 
State College, in 1975 it was renamed Bemidji State 
University. BSU now hosts more than 5,300 undergraduates 
and graduate students annually.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo credit: Sanford Health 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Northwest Technical College 

In 1965, Northwest Technical College (NTC), then known as 
Bemidji Area Vocational Technical Institute, began serving 
as a two-year college with two programs, carpentry, and 
automotive mechanic. Over the past 50 years, the college 
has grown by including several new programs and 
increasing its enrollment. NTC now houses more than 1,600 
students annually. 

 

 

 

Bemidji Area Schools 

Bemidji Area Schools are the schools in Independent School 
District 31 and is one of the largest school districts in 
Minnesota. Bemidji Area Schools serve the City of Bemidji, 
the Greater Bemidji Area, other communities, and rural 
areas. Students include those from the cities of Solway, 
Tenstrike, Becida, Turtle River, Wilton, Puposky, and portions 
of Cass Lake. The following Bemidji Area Schools are part of 
the Independent School District 31 located in the Greater 
Bemidji Area: 

 Central Elementary 
 J.W. Smith Elementary 
 Lincoln Elementary 
 Northern Elementary 
 Horace May Elementary 
 Gene Dillon Elementary 
 Paul Bunyan Center 
 Bemidji Middle School 
 Bemidji High School 
 Bemidji Lumberjack High School (ALC) 
 Bemidji Alternative Education Center (AEC) 
 Bemidji BYLaW 
 First City School (NMJC) 

 

Photo credit: Greater Bemidji 
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 Oshki Manidoo Center

Public Charter Schools 

The following charter schools are located in the Greater 
Bemidji Area: 

 Trek North Charter High School  
 Voyageurs Expeditionary High School 
 Schoolcraft 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Private Schools 

The following private schools are located in the Greater 
Bemidji Area: 

 Bemidji Baptist Christian School 
 Heartland Christian Academy 
 St. Mark’s Lutheran School 
 St. Philip’s Catholic School 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo credit: Lakeland PBS Photo credit: St. Philip’s Bemidji 
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Event and Convention Facilities 

The City of Bemidji has one of the premier venues in Northern Minnesota with the Sanford Center. The Sanford Center opened 
its doors in October of 2010 and is home to the men’s and women’s BSU Beaver Hockey Teams. Attached to the Sanford 
Center is the George W. Neilson Convention Center. The convention center consists of three ball rooms that are up to 10,000-
square feet large and have four lakeside rooms that are 1,000-square foot each. Between the Sanford Center and the 
convention center, numerous events take place such as: hockey, concerts, wedding receptions, expos, conventions, meetings, 
rodeos, and graduation ceremonies. 

The main mission of the Sanford Center is to enhance the quality of life in Northern Minnesota by providing a gathering place 
for cultural, recreational, educational, and entertainment events.  The presence of the Sanford Center creates outstanding 
guest experiences while remaining fiscally responsible and contributing to the economic development of the City of Bemidji 
and region. 

Chart 9 provides a list of event and convention facilities in the Greater Bemidji Area. This list breaks down each venue by 
maximum capacity and whether it offers breakout rooms, Wi-Fi, kitchen amenities, outdoor space, and if it is on a lake or not. 
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Chart 9: List of Event and Convention Facilities in the Greater Bemidji Area 

VENUE 
BREAKOUT 

ROOMS 
MAX 
CAP 

WI-FI KITCHEN LAKE 
OUTDOOR 

SPACE 
Beltrami County Fairgrounds 

 

1,800 - 
 

- 
 

Bemidji High School 
 

2,000 - 
 

- 
 

Bemidji State University 
 

600 
  

Bemidji 
 

Holiday Inn Express 
 

120 
  

- - 
Hampton Inn and Suites 

 

350 
  

Bemidji 
 

Sanford Center 
 

4,373 
  

Bemidji 
 

Source: Visit Bemidji, 2015 

 

Public Infrastructure and Utilities 

Public infrastructure and utilities provide essential services 
to the Greater Bemidji Area. Services including sanitary 
sewers, water, electricity, natural gas, communications, 
waste, and recycling facilities are integral to a high quality of 
life. This section identifies and evaluates existing 
infrastructure and utilities serving the Greater Bemidji Area. 
Understanding the location, use, and capacity of 
infrastructure and utilities is important when planning for the 
future.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 



 

  

Community Facilities and Services            9 

Water Supply 

Residential and commercial customers are billed a monthly 
flat charge along with flow usage charge for each 1,000 
gallons of water used.  A customer, at their expense, may 
install a second meter to measure water usage for irrigation 
purposes only. The City allows homeowners to install a 
separate meter for sprinkling the lawn or garden.  This 
provides a method to bill only for water used for that 
purpose.  The City of Bemidji prepares a Water Confidence 
Report annually. 

Sanitary Sewer 

The City of Bemidji operates a Wastewater Treatment 
Facility (WWTF) designed to treat municipal waste water. 
The waste is collected through a series of pipes totaling 
approximately 80 miles and has 31 lift stations. The City of 
Bemidji's WWTF was completed in 1985 at a cost of $12 
million. Currently, the plant treats approximately 1.2 million 
gallons per day. The plant operates under a permit issued by 
the state of Minnesota which imposes waste limits. The City 
of Bemidji's plant has the strictest limit for phosphorus 
discharge in the state at .3 mg/l (milligrams per liter). The 
City of Bemidji is the first major discharger of wastewater to 
the Mississippi River, and has a phosphorus effluent 

limitation of 0.3 mg/l which is the most stringent in 
Minnesota and among the lowest in the United States. 

Stormwater Management 

The City of Bemidji's stormwater system storm sewers and 
related water quality and holding ponds help control the 
quantity and quality of rain and snow melt entering the area 
rivers and ponds. This is important for all water bodies, but it 
is especially important because the City of Bemidji is the 
First City on the Mississippi River. 

Solid Waste Services 

The City of Bemidji currently provides hauling services for 
residential homes only without recycling pickup.  Beltrami 
County is served by transfer stations as well as rural 
recycling sites placed at strategic locations and operated by 
Waste Management.  There is also a local private refuse 
collection services for commercial and residential 
construction and hazardous waste recycling.  It is important 
for the Greater Bemidji Area to continue its efforts to 
promote and enhance recycling opportunities.  No 
residential or commercial on-site pickup for recycling 
currently exists. 
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Community Facilities and Services 

Strengths 

 The continuous growth of health care facilities and 
services. 

 Minnesota Department of Transportation District 2 
Headquarters is located in Bemidji. 

 Minnesota Department of Natural Resources 
Northwestern Region Headquarters is located in 
Bemidji.  

 Minnesota Department of Health Northwest Region 
Headquarters is located in Bemidji. 

 Federal Government Services in the City of Bemidji, 
including Beltrami County Administration Building, 
Judicial Building, Jail, Law Enforcement Center 
Community Service Center, County Fairground, and 
Highway Department. Having all of these buildings 
located in the Greater Bemidji Area provides for 
excellent opportunities for public service. 

 Bemidji State University and Northwest Technical 
College campuses located in Bemidji. 

 Four fire stations located within the Greater Bemidji 
Area serving the city as well as surrounding rural 
communities and townships. Mutual aid 

agreements with surrounding townships allow 
expansion of emergency services. 

 Independent School District #31 and a variety of 
Charter Schools serve the region. 

 Photo credit: City of Bemidji 
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Community Facilities and Services 

Challenges 

 Independent School District #31 is one of the 
largest school districts in Minnesota, making 
transportation a challenge. 

 Expanding city water and sewer utilities beyond the 
city limits. Geographic obstacles such as wetlands 
and development densities of lots one acre or 
greater per dwelling unit add to this challenge. 

 Development request for high-density residential 
development where it would be cost prohibitive to 
expand municipal services to.   

 Development around lake shore is best served by 
municipally owned and managed utility systems. 

 Current wastewater treatment plant may be 
reaching capacity without costly improvements. 

 Community facilities require mitigation to ensure 
they are protected from the threat of natural 
hazards, including hazards caused by increased 
expansion of the built environment.  

 Ensuring that the power supply is available to 
maintain water supply and other vital functions 
during a large-scale natural hazard event. 

 

 Need for a veterans’ home to serve the regional 
veteran community. 

 Lack of an accessibility to recycling for all residents, 
currently recycling needs to be hauled to sparsely 
located drop-off points. 

 

 

 

Photo credit: Bemidji Pioneer 
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Community Facilities and Services 

Objectives and Strategies 

Objective 7.1: Preserve and Enhance our Public 

Services and Private Utilities 

Cooperation is important when planning for public or private 
expansion of services, encouraging private and public 
entities to work together on major improvements and 
promote reasonable expansion projects while supporting 
the maintenance of existing facilities. 

1. Plan for expansion of public service facilities 
through partnerships in planning with adjacent 
communities.  Continue to support initiatives that 
expand public service facilities to surrounding areas 
that are not currently adequately served where 
appropriate, while being mindful of the capacity of 
the provided service to not strain resources. 

2. Plan for expansions of waste water treatment 
facilities. Consider expanding the City’s existing 
facility and/or adding a new facility to take on future 
growth. Relocation of a new facility would not only 
enhance the south shore of Lake Bemidji and the 
northeast shore of Lake Irving, but it would also 

lessen the possibility of pollutants entering the 
Mississippi headwaters.  

3. Promote the objectives of the wellhead 
protection plan. When making land use decisions, 
look to further the overall purpose of the well head 
protection plan to ensure clean drinking water is 
accessible for all. 

4. Encourage cooperation connecting governmental 
agencies and utility companies to continue 
expansion and maintenance of all utility 
infrastructure. When making infrastructure or land 
use decisions, encourage cooperation between all 
entities, including private and public services, to 
reduce the social and environmental impact on 
utility projects. 

Objective 7.2: Preserve and Enhance Area-Wide 

Stormwater Treatment Systems for All Public and 

Private Development and Educate Public on 

Importance of Stormwater Management 

Land use decisions need promote the stormwater 
management plan, meeting or exceeding local and state 
regulations will continue to protect water quality and protect 
the functionality of the public stormwater treatment system. 
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1. Enhance drainage systems to reduce or 
eliminate stormwater backups and street 
flooding. Support projects that will enhance 
drainage systems to protect existing stormwater 
infrastructure from being overloaded, which causes 
street flooding and increased sedimentation runoff 
into area lakes and streams. 

2. Allow flexibility for private development providing 
enhanced on-site stormwater retention and 
treatment facilities. Providing an enhanced 
stormwater facility that goes beyond the minimum 
local and state regulations can enhance the overall 
stormwater system.  

3. Promote low-impact development practices and 
native plants for stormwater management.  
Incorporate stormwater management practices 
such as raingardens, vegetated swales, tree filters, 
bioretention, permeable pavement, and others 
throughout the Greater Bemidji Area. 

Objective 7.3: Enhance Public Safety Response Time 

Land use planning can improve public safety response time. 
Sprawl development or development that negatively 

impacts the transportation system can reduce response 
times.  

1. Plan for high risk hazardous materials 
emergencies.  High-risk hazardous materials can 
threaten public safety; land use decisions that 
present a risk for hazardous materials emergencies 
need to be reviewed to ensure compliance with all 
applicable regulations and agencies. 

2. Coordinate with Beltrami County Emergency 
Management when planning for natural hazard 
events.  Land use decisions that concentrate a 
dense population or buildings together increase the 
threat to public safety during a natural hazard event 
more so than low density development. High-
density development should comply with any 
natural hazard mitigation measures currently 
recommended by Beltrami County Emergency 
Management. 

3. Utilize land use planning to preserve and 
enhance life safety response time.  Land use 
decisions will involve emergency personnel to 
ensure adequate space for emergency vehicles 
and access for emergencies.  
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Objective 7.4: Improve Sustainable Waste 

Management Practices, Including Recycling, in the 

Greater Bemidji Area. 

Improving opportunities for sustainable waste management 
initiatives with development can provide an ease of access 
for residents to recycle or exercise sustainable waste 
management practices. 

1. Support educational initiatives in the community 
on existing recycling opportunities and improve 
accessibility. Increasing education and making 
decisions that improve access to recycling is in 
keeping with the sustainable values of the 
community. 

2. Support educational initiatives in the community 
on the benefits of composting.  The Greater 

Bemidji Area will encourage residents to learn 
about the benefits that composting can have by 
improving waste management efficiency, reducing 
the amount of waste that needs to be hauled and 
placed in landfills.  

3. Support educational opportunities for businesses 
or institutions on implementing recycling 
programs.  When recycling programs are 
implemented, it can increase the amount of overall 
recycling in the community, recycling practices that 
become habit at work can become habit in 
people’s daily lives. 

Objective 7.5: Assess Infrastructure Vulnerabilities 

to Natural Hazards for All Public and Private 

Development   

1. Map critical infrastructure to plan for protection 
from natural hazards.  Infrastructure that is 
vulnerable to natural hazards can exponentially 
increase dangerous situations in a natural disaster 
situation including a wildfire.  Accurate mapping of 
critical infrastructure will reduce risk, improve public 
safety, and aid in hazard mitigation planning. 

Photo credit: Bemidji Pioneer 
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Introduction 

Housing characteristics are indicative of the social and 
economic conditions of a community and are an important 
element of a comprehensive plan. Information in this section 
provides data about the current housing stock as well as 
identifies significant changes in the number of housing units 
and other housing characteristics. The ability of a 
community to provide an adequate housing supply for all 
persons and income levels is integral to its economic 
prosperity and the wellbeing of its inhabitants. 

In 2012, the Beltrami County Housing and Redevelopment 
Authority conducted a study of the housing needs and 
conditions in the Cities of Bemidji, Blackduck, Kelliher as 
well as the Red Lake Reservation and Beltrami County 
(Community Partners Research Inc. Beltrami County 
Comprehensive Housing Study, An Analysis of Housing 
Needs in Beltrami County. October 2012.). The following is a 
short comparison of Bemidji with selected cities in 
Minnesota in terms of several housing and income 
indicators.  

Each of the cities selected for the comparison were within 
700 people of each other for total population, according to 
the 2010 Census. Each of the cities are located in Greater 
Minnesota and were not part of a larger Metropolitan 
Statistical Area. The Cities used for comparison were: 

 Brainerd 
 Fergus Falls 
 Marshall 
 New Ulm 
 Worthington 

Most of the comparison data for the 2012 study was 
obtained from the Census Bureau, either from the 2010 
Census or the 2010 American Community Survey. The 
American Community Survey provides annual estimates 
based on sampling data. 

 

 

 

 

 

VISION 
Ensure a full range of safe and secure housing options designed to serve a broad range of incomes that promote quality 

neighborhoods and rural development. 
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Comparison of Basic Demographic Data 

 Based on the comparison population data, Bemidji 
has experienced more population growth than most 
of the comparison cities. Between 2000 and 2010, the 
City’s population increased by 12.7%.  Worthington 
was the only comparison city to have a faster 
population growth rate during the last decade, at 
13.6%. 

 Bemidji ranked first for percentage household 
growth. Between 2000 and 2010, the percentage 
increase exceeded 14%.  None of the other 
comparison communities had a household growth 
rate above 10%. 

 At 2.15 persons, Bemidji had a relatively small 
average household size among the comparison 
communities. A larger average household size 
typically is an indication of a large number of children 
in the population, while a small size often indicates a 
larger number of senior citizens. Worthington had the 
largest average household size at 2.79 persons, while 
only Fergus Falls had a smaller household size than 
Bemidji. 

 Bemidji had the youngest median age of all the 
communities analyzed. However, the City also had 
the largest percentage of the population that was 
attending college or other post-secondary education. 
The younger median age is probably a reflection of 
the large student population in the City. 

 Bemidji had the second highest percentage of racial 
and ethnic minorities within the total population. Only 
Worthington, with nearly 49% minorities, had a 
smaller percentage of White, non-Hispanic residents 
in the City. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Photo credit: GBAJPB 



  

Housing                4 

 

Comparison of Income and Housing Costs 

 Bemidji had the second lowest median household 
income of the comparison cities, according to the 
2010 American Community Survey. New Ulm had the 
highest median household income, while Brainerd 
was the only city with a median household income 
that was lower than Bemidji’s. 

 In terms of income growth between the 2000 Census 
and the 2010 American Community Survey, Bemidji 
ranked near the middle of the group with an increase 

of 14.3%. The largest percentage income growth 
occurred in Fergus Falls (20.9%) over the last decade. 

 Based on annual data from the Quarterly Census of 
Employment and Wages, the annual average wage 
for all industry in Bemidji was lower than most of the 
comparison communities. Only New Ulm had a lower 
average annual wage in 2011. 

 Bemidji had the second highest unemployment rate 
for the year 2011 (12.4%), with only Brainerd having a 
higher rate (13.9%). The cities of Marshall, 
Worthington, New Ulm, and Fergus Falls had 
employment rates of 3.7%, 5.3%, 5.6%, and 7.0%, 
respectively. 

Comparison of Housing Data and Information 

 The median owner-occupied home value in Bemidji 
was near the middle among the comparison cities, 
according to the 2010 American Community Survey. 
Marshall had the highest home value and 
Worthington had the lowest. 

 The median value for all owner-occupancy homes in 
Bemidji was $119,300 in 2010, near the middle of the 
comparison communities. The American Community 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Survey also provided a comparison of income to 
housing costs.  For Bemidji, the median percentage 
of annual income spent on home ownership was 
19.7%.  Although this was a relatively low percentage 
of income needed for housing, it was high among the 
comparison cities. 

 The median gross rent in Bemidji was the second 
lowest among the comparison cities. However, the 
median percentage of annual income spent on rental 
housing was 29.8%. Among the comparison cities, 
Brainerd and Bemidji renters had to apply the largest 
percentage of their income to housing costs. The 
goal for affordable housing is to apply less than 30% 
of income for housing costs. 

 The rate of home ownership in Bemidji was the 
lowest of the comparison communities (48.2%), as 
most of the households in the city were renters in 
2010. New Ulm had the highest rate of owner-
occupancy, with more than 75% of households 
owning their unit. 

 Although Bemidji had a high rate of renter-occupancy 
when compared to this specific group of cities, it is 
also appropriate to look at renter rates in other 

communities with large student populations. For 
example, the rental rate in 2010 in other regional 
communities with large universities were as follows: 
Mankato - 46.4%, Winona - 41.3%, St. Cloud - 46.6%, 
Fargo - 54.2%, Brookings, SD - 52.9%, and Duluth - 
39.6%. 

 

 The housing stock in Bemidji was estimated to be 
relatively new, according to the American Community 
Survey. The median year of construction for owner-
occupancy units was 1969, the second newest 
among the comparison cities. Bemidji also had the 
newest rental housing, with the estimated year of 
construction at 1976 for rental units. 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Existing Housing Characteristics 

Occupancy Characteristics 

The Greater Bemidji Area’s predominant type of housing is the single-family home. Table 10 provides general housing 
information from the 1990, 2000, and 2010 Census counts. There were 9,040 housing units in the Greater Bemidji Area as of 
the 2010 Census, with a vacancy rate of about 8.7%.  

Table 10: General Housing Information for the Greater Bemidji Area 
Statistics 1990 2000 2010 

Total Persons 14,883 15,938 18,088 
Total Housing Units 5,920 6,639 7,797 
          Occupied 5,373 6,138 7,097 
          Vacant 547 501 700 
Vacancy Rate 9.2% 9.4% 10.7% 
Persons Per Occupied Housing Unit 2.58 2.58 2.46 
Average Family Size 3.08 2.87 2.92 
Number of Families 3,263 3,554 3,801 

Source: US Census, Decennial Census, 2010; State Data Center of Minnesota, n.d. 

Table 11 provides a comparison of the total number of housing units between the Greater Bemidji Area, the county, and the 
state. All the jurisdictions experienced an overall increase of housing units from 1990 to 2010. 
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Table 11: Number of Housing Units in Selected Areas 
Areas 1990 2000 2010 % Change, 1990-2010 

City of Bemidji 4,412 4,948 5,748 30.28% 
Northern Township 1,508 1,691 2,049 35.88% 
Beltrami County 14,670 16,989 20,527 39.92% 
State of Minnesota 1,848,566 2,065946 2,347,201 26.97% 

Source: US Census, Decennial Census, 2010 

Table 12 compares the percentage of rental occupied housing units in the Greater Bemidji Area, the county, and state. The 
City of Bemidji’s percentage of rental occupied housing is twice as much as the County and the State due in large part to the 
presence of three college institutions located in the Greater Bemidji Area. As of September 1st, 2016, there were 3,120 rental 
units in the City of Bemidji. The percentage of vacant properties that would be classified as rentals in the Greater Bemidji 
Area is 8.7%. 

Table 12: Percentage of Rental Occupied Units for the Greater Bemidji Area 

Areas 1990 2000 2010 
City of Bemidji 42.9% 43.2% 48.2% 
Northern Township 14.5% 11.3% 16.4% 
Beltrami County 21.7% 21.5% 24.3% 
State of Minnesota 25.1% 23.3% 24.0% 

Source: US Census, Decennial Census, 2010 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the median gross rent in the Greater Bemidji Area is $712 a month. 
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Housing Permits Issued 

Table 13: New Single-Family Building Permits Issued in the Greater Bemidji Area, 2012-2017 

Areas 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 
City of Bemidji 17 30 30 15 13 5 
Northern Township 23 28 10 15 17 18 
Total 40 58 40 30 30 23 

Source: GBAJPB, 2012-2017 

Table 14: New Multi-Family Building Permits Issued in the Greater Bemidji Area, 2012-2017 

 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 
City of Bemidji 1 5 17 14 6 11 
Northern Township 2 1 3 1 3 2 
Total 3 6 20 15 9 13 

Source: GBAJPB, 2012-2017 
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Value Characteristics 

Table 15 shows values have steadily increased over the since the 2010 census. The reason for the increase is most likely due 
to economic trends rather than improved housing stock.  

Table 15: Value of Owner-Occupied Single-Family Dwelling Units in the Greater Bemidji Area 

Unit Value Ranges 
2010 2015 

Percent Percent 
Less than $50,000 9.7% 12.2% 

50,000-99,999 22.7% 17.2% 
100,000-149,999 24.2% 23.5% 
150,000-199,999 19.5% 22.5% 
200,000-299,999 13.5% 17.9% 
300,000-499,999 8.3% 4.4% 
500,000 or more 2.1% 2.3% 
Median Value $144,000 $148,600 

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS, 2011-2015 

Table 16 shows that Minnesota overall has a slightly higher median value of specified owner-occupied units in Northern 
Township and is substantially higher in Beltrami County and City of Bemidji. 
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Table 16: Median Value of Specified Owner-Occupied Units in Selected Communities 

Community 2015 
City of Bemidji $120,100 

Northern Township $183,300 
Beltrami County $147,200 

State of Minnesota $185,200 

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS, 2011-2015 

Age Characteristics 

One factor that assists a community in understanding potential housing needs and issues is the age of its existing units. 
Table 17 compares the age of existing housing units by percentage of total housing units of the Greater Bemidji Area, 
Beltrami County, and the State of Minnesota. 

Table 17: Age of Housing Units 

Year Unit was Built Greater Bemidji Area Beltrami County State of Minnesota 
2010 or Later 4.4% 2.0% 0.8% 

2000-2009 40.9% 17.6% 14.6% 
1990-1999 25% 16.4% 13.6% 
1980-1989 29.4% 14.3% 13.0% 
1970-1979 34.5% 18.5% 15.6% 
1960-1969 19.8% 8.9% 9.8% 
1950-1959 13.9% 6.9% 10.4% 
1940-1949 8.2% 4.2% 4.8% 

1939 or Earlier 23.9% 11.3% 17.3% 

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS, 2011-2015 
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Housing Projections 

Housing Opportunities and Choices 

A range in housing options is important to ensure that “full‐
life cycle” housing (Chart 10) is available to enable 
residents to stay within the community throughout their 
lives, even as housing desires change. Smaller starter 
homes, larger homes, apartments, townhomes, and 
retirement facilities are important to ensure adequate 
housing for young adults, families with children, empty‐
nesters, and retirees. 

Affordable and Accessible Housing 

Housing affordability is an important consideration for a 
community and its residents. Affordable homes can attract 
and retain employees to the community. This can be a 
selling point and a competitive advantage for area 
employers. Affordable homes also support the local 
workforce so they can live closer to their jobs. A healthy 
mix of housing options ensures opportunities for all 
individuals to improve their economic situation and 
contribute to their communities. 

 

 

Chart 10: Full Life Circle 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: GBAJPB, 2012-2017 
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Housing Programs 

Residents in the Greater Bemidji Area have access to 
several federal and state housing programs. The Beltrami 
County Housing and Redevelopment Authority (Beltrami 
County HRA) is a municipal corporation created by the 
Beltrami County Board over 30 years ago, under the 
authority granted in Minnesota Statues. The following list 
identifies several housing assistance programs available 
to the residents that are administered through regional 
agencies (Beltrami County Housing and Redevelopment 
Authority (HRA) Housing Programs). 

Down Payment Assistance 

The Beltrami County HRA administers a down payment 
assistance program designed to promote home 
ownership. Through this program, the Beltrami County 
HRA offers loans that are deferred with no interest for five 
years. Repayment of the principal begins after five years at 
4% interest. Table 18 shows the income limit that 
households must meet. 

 

 

 

Table 18: Household Income Limits for Down Payment 
Assistance 

Household Size Annual Income Limit 
1-4 $61,900 
5 $66,850 
6 $71,850 
7 $76,800 
8 $81,750 

Source: Headwaters Regional Development Commission, 2016 

Housing Rehabilitation 

The Beltrami County HRA administers an owner-occupied 
housing rehabilitation program to assist low and 
moderate-income households throughout Beltrami 
County, make essential home repairs, and correct health 
and safety concerns. The in-house loan program provides 
up to $15,000 at 3% interest to eligible borrowers. 

Home Buyer and Financial Services 

The Beltrami County HRA supports the Home Buyer 
Education, Coaching, and Financial Literacy services 
provided in the County by the Headwaters Regional 
Development Commission. Home Buyer Education is 
provided through the Home Stretch Program. 

http://www.hrdc.org/beltrami-housing
http://www.hrdc.org/beltrami-housing
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Mobile Home Replacement Pilot Program 

The Beltrami HRA is working on a pilot program to replace 
dilapidated mobile homes on private land with newly 
constructed modest homes. The program is a partnership 
with the Blackduck School District’s Building Trades 
Program, which constructs a home on school grounds that 
is then moved to its permanent location upon completion. 
If the pilot program is successful, we hope to be able to 
replicate it in other areas of the Headwaters Region. 

Affordable New Construction 

The Beltrami County HRA has reinstituted the affordable 
new construction program to construct modest homes 
available for sale to low and moderate-income households 
in Beltrami County. The homes are currently being 
constructed by private contractors in the City of Bemidji. 

Conifer Estates 

Conifer Estates is a twenty-unit supportive and transitional 
housing project in the City of Bemidji. Financing for the 
project was provided by Minnesota Housing Finance 
Agency (MHFA), Greater Minnesota Housing Fund, and 
Federal Home Loan Bank through First National Bank of 
Bemidji. The Beltrami County HRA is the owner of the 

facility and has executed a Facility Lease and 
Management Agreement with Headwaters Housing 
Development Corporation (HHDC) in which the 
organizations have agreed that the facility will be operated 
exclusively by HHDC under the terms of the agreements 
with MHFA. The HHDC has contracted with DW Jones, Inc. 
to provide property management services, and Bi-CAP, 
Inc., Red Lake Housing, and Leech Lake Housing, Inc. 
provide management services.  

Village of Hope 

The Village of Hope is an emergency facility developed by 
Ours to Serve House of Hospitality. The Village of Hope 
provides shelter to low income homeless families in and 
around Beltrami County. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Photo Credit: Village of Hope 
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Housing Strengths 

 Mixed-use housing in downtown. 
 Strong market rate multi-family development 

increasing the available workforce housing. 
 Available land in surrounding townships for future 

housing development. 

 

 

 

Housing Challenges 

 Shortage of land with access to municipal services 
for housing development within the City of Bemidji, 
creating increasing requests for high-density 
development on private well and septic.  

 Greater than 50% of single-family homes are rental 
properties within the City of Bemidji. 

 Cost of land for housing. 
 Recent multi-family housing projects have not 

included affordable or supportive housing benefits. 

Housing Objectives and Strategies 

Objective 8.1 Preserve and Enhance the Quality of 

Housing that is Affordable, Safe, and Energy 

Efficient  

Having affordable and safe housing options available for 
all residents is imperative to improving quality of life, and 
for successful community growth. Energy efficient homes 
can improve affordability for the occupant and reduce the 
overall carbon footprint of the community.  
 

 

Photo Credit: GBAJPB 



 

  

Housing                15 

1. Identify areas to allow flexibility when renovating 
existing old housing stock while preserving the 
character of existing neighborhoods.  Form-based 
zoning and flexible zoning standards can be 
implemented into historic neighborhoods where lot 
size and setbacks are not able to be met.  This will 
allow for redevelopment and modernization of 
properties that cannot currently expand and allow 
for increased redevelopment opportunities in 
historic neighborhoods.  

2. Improve the quality of housing with energy 
efficient building upgrades and through using 
renewable energy resources. Ensuring that 
residents know what resources are potentially 
available to them to make energy efficient building 
upgrades or to convert to using renewable 
resources can decrease the community’s overall 
energy needs, ultimately reducing environmental 
impact. 

 

 

 

Objective 8.2 Promote and Encourage Diversity with 

New Housing Developments 

Housing developments that include a diverse amount of 
housing options can help ensure all residents have 
housing, diverse housing can and should provide market 
rate and affordable opportunities.  

1. Promote a variety of housing options based on 
market and need. It is important to support all 
forms of housing developments and to promote 
diversity and choice of housing for all residents. 
Market rate housing or workforce housing should 
be promoted based on market trends, affordable or 
supportive housing should be promoted based on 
the needs of the community. 

2. Allow flexibility when affordable housing units 
are part of a new development. Allowing for new 
housing developments to receive a density bonus 
or other flexibility can incentivize developers to 
include affordable housing units.  
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Objective 8.3 Promote Opportunities for Successful 

Homeownership. 

1. Promote the development of smaller affordable 
single-family homes in compact developments.  
Developers will be encouraged to include 
affordable housing units, when creating new 
compact housing developments. Density bonuses 
could incentivize the inclusion of affordable housing 
units within the development, to increase 
opportunities for homeownership. 

2. Promote educational opportunities to support 
successful homeownership training.  Training and 
supportive efforts for successful home ownership 
initiatives help to ensure residents understand the 
responsibilities of owning a home. Successful 
homeownership is an important part of building 
healthy and resilient neighborhoods. 
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Introduction 
Transportation networks support community economies. 
They provide access to resources and connection to other 
communities, forming a critical link for continued 
development and growth. Maintenance and repair, in 
addition to periodic additions and enhancements to this 
system, are essential for preserving that connectivity for 
residents, visitors, and businesses. Keeping pace with 
changes in transportation trends and network use is 
important for communities to anticipate needed 
improvements and potential additions to their 
transportation network. Transportation facilities in the 
Greater Bemidji Area range from city roads to state, county, 
and US Highways as well as trails, sidewalks, and even an 
airport. The Greater Bemidji Area’s size makes it a 
walkable/bike friendly community with sidewalks and trails 
available throughout most of the community. 

 

Roadway Jurisdictional Classification 

System 

Jurisdiction over the system of roadways in the Greater  

Bemidji Area is shared among four levels of government 
(state, county, city, and township). Roadway jurisdiction is 
important because it affects a number of critical 
organizational functions and obligations, including 
regulatory, maintenance, construction, and financial 
commitments. Figure 6 depicts the existing jurisdictional 
classification for all roadways within the Greater Bemidji 
Area. This includes the trunk highway system, managed by 
the Minnesota Department of Transportation (MnDOT); the 
County State Aid Highway (CSAH) and County Road 
system, managed by Beltrami County; Municipal State Aid 
System (MSAS) and local city streets, managed by the City 
of Bemidji; and township roads, managed by Northern 
Township.  

In general, the following relationships regarding 
jurisdictional designations are observed: 

 Roadways that serve regional, inter-county, or state-
wide travel needs are typically owned and 
maintained by MnDOT. 

 Roadways that serve sub-regional needs generally 
qualify as CSAHs or county roads and are owned 
and maintained by Beltrami County. 

VISION 
Maintain and enhance multi-modal transportation systems. 
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 Roadways that primarily serve local trips and 
property access are owned and maintained by the 
City of Bemidji or Northern Township. 

Roadway Functional Classification 

 Functional classification is a system that groups 
roadways according to the function they are 
intended to serve. It is understood that for this 
process to work individual roadways do not 
function on their own because most travel involves 
movement along a network of different functional 
types of roads. 

 In simplistic terms, “functional classification” 
involves determining what role (level of mobility 
versus property access) each roadway should 
perform prior to determining its design features, 
such as street widths, design speed, and 
intersection control. Functional classification is an 
important consideration in developing local land 
use regulations. The mobility of higher classified 
roadways should be protected by careful 
management of site development and access 
spacing standards. Common transportation 

problems are typically due to inconsistencies 
between land use demands and the design and 
management of roadways.  

 Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Figure 6: Greater Bemidji Area Roadway Jurisdictional Classification System

 

Source: GBAJPB, 2012-2017 
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The Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1973 first established the 
functional classification concepts, procedures, and criteria 
that are still being utilized today. The following four basic 
functional classification categories are typically used for 
transportation planning: 

 Principal Arterials; 
 Minor Arterials;  
 Collectors (Major/Minor); and 
 Local Streets. 

Principal Arterials 

Principal arterials usually have the highest volume 
capacity, level of service, and speeds for the longest 
uninterrupted distance. This type of roadway is intended to 
connect larger cities as well as major business centers. 
The functional emphasis is on mobility rather than land 
access. The nature of land uses adjacent to principal 
arterials is typically of a higher intensity than on other 
roadways. US Trunk Highways 2, 71, and State Trunk 
Highway 197 are classified as principal arterial roadways 
(see Figure 8). 

 

 

Minor Arterials 

Minor arterials are intended to connect important locations 
both inside and outside of the Greater Bemidji Area. This 
type of roadway is intended to serve moderate length trips 
at a somewhat lower level of mobility than principal 
arterials. However, minor arterials should continue to have 
a greater focus on mobility instead of providing land 
access. Minor Arterials generally connect to principal 
arterials, other minor arterials, or major collectors. They are 
commonly important to the region because they relieve 
traffic on, or substitute for, principal arterials when 
necessary. The following roadways are classified as minor 
arterials within the Greater Bemidji Area (see Figure 7): 

 1st Street East (Trunk Highway 197 to Lake Avenue 
NE) 

 Lake Avenue NE (1st Street E to Power Dam Road 
NE) 

 5th Street NW (Trunk Highway 71 to Irvine Avenue 
NW) 

 15th Street NW (Norton Avenue NW to Irvine 
Avenue NW) 

 Bemidji Avenue NW (Trunk Highway 197 to 26th 
Street NW) 
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 Irvine Avenue NW (5th Street NW to Trunk Highway 
197) 

 Grant Avenue SE (Paul Bunyan Drive SE to 
Roosevelt Road SE) 

 Paul Bunyan Drive SE (Trunk Highway 197 to 
Washington Avenue SW) 

 Roosevelt Road SE (Paul Bunyan Drive SE to Lake 
Avenue SE) 

Collectors 

There are usually two types of collector roadways within a 
functional classification system that provide a balance 
between land access and mobility—Major and Minor. 
Major collector roadways are designed to serve shorter 
trips that occur primarily within the Greater Bemidji Area 
and collect and distribute traffic from one part of the 
community to another, such as from employment centers 
to the arterial system. These roadways can be part of the 
county highway system as well as the local municipal 
street system. The major collector system in the Greater 
Bemidji Area includes the following roadways (see Figure 
7): 

 Division Street (Adams Avenue SW to U.S. Trunk 
Highway 71) 

 Lake Avenue NE (Roosevelt SE to 1st Street E) 
 Power Dam Road NE (Lake Avenue NE to Stump 

Lake Drive NE) 
 15th Street NW (Adams Avenue NW to Norton 

Avenue NW) 
 23rd Street NW (Conifer Avenue NW to Norton 

Avenue NW) 
 30th Street NW (Ridgeway Avenue NW to Irvine 

Avenue NW) 
 Adams Avenue NW (Division Street to Trunk 

Highway 197) 
 Bemidji Avenue NW (26th Street NW to Birchmont 

Beach NE) 
 Irvine Avenue NW (30th Avenue NW to Grove Street 

NW) 
 Middle School Drive NW (15th Street NW to 23rd 

Street NW) 
 Norton Avenue NW (15th Street NW to 23rd Street 

NW) 
 Ridgeway Avenue NW (Trunk Highway 197 to 30th 

Street NW) 
 Lake Avenue SE (Roosevelt Road SE to 1st Street E) 
 Roosevelt Road SE (Lake Avenue NE to Van Buren 

Avenue SE) 
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Minor collector roadways collect and distribute traffic to 
the major collector and arterial networks. These roads are 
generally shorter and less continuous than major 
collectors, but serve to supplement those roadways. Minor 
collectors are also typically part of the municipal street and 
county road systems (see Figure 7). 

Local Roadways 

All other public roadways within the Greater Bemidji Area 
(city streets and township roads) are classified as local 
roadways. Examples of local roadway characteristics 
include: 

 The highest level of direct property access. 
 Typically carry lower traffic volumes at slower 

speeds (30 mph or less). 
 Serving trips that range from one city block in urban 

areas to less than 2 miles in rural areas. 
 Roadways spaced as needed. 

 

 

 

 

Traffic Volumes 

Tourism traffic in the Greater Bemidji Area is responsible 
for increased traffic volumes during the Spring through 
late Fall. Existing average annual daily traffic (AADT) 
volumes on the most significant roads in the Greater 
Bemidji Area are portrayed on Figure 8. The existing AADT 
volumes represent the total traffic gathered by MnDOT on 
an average 24-hour day. 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Figure 7: Greater Bemidji Area Roadway Functional Classification 

 
Source: GBAJPB, 2012-2017 
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Figure 8: Greater Bemidji Area Traffic Volumes 

 
Source: GBAJPB, 2012-2017 
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Public Transportation 

Paul Bunyan Transit provides public transportation for 
residents in the Greater Bemidji Area and Beltrami County. 
The service area for the Greater Bemidji Areas is a 10-mile 
radius around City Hall. 

Bemidji Bus Line provides motor coach transportation to 
any destination in the United States and Canada, offering 
47 and 55 passenger deluxe motor coaches to its 
customers. School buses are also provided for group 
transportation. 

Jefferson Bus Line is one of the top bus companies in the 
country, connecting people to destinations across 13 
states in the United States with connections to Canada 
and Mexico. Each of the Jefferson Bus Line charters are 55 
passenger deluxe motor coaches. Jefferson Bus Line 
arrives and departs from the Paul Bunyan Transit depot. 

Bemidji Cab and First City Taxi are two additional 
professional transportation service providers in the Greater 
Bemidji Area. Both are licensed, insured, and are 
handicapped accessible.  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Commuting 

Commute to work 

Many of the Greater Bemidji Area residents commute to 
the City of Bemidji or its surrounding Greater Bemidji Area 
for work. Table 19 illustrates the commuting time traveled 
by the Greater Bemidji Area’s resident workforce. The 
mean travel time to work for the Greater Bemidji Area is 
approximately 18 minutes. 

  

Table 19: Travel Time to Work 

Travel Time Greater Bemidji Area Beltrami County State of Minnesota United States 
Less than 10 minutes 22.60% 22.00% 16.50% 13.10% 

10 to 14 minutes 32.00% 24.10% 15.00% 14.00% 
15 to 19 minutes 20.00% 18.00% 15.60% 15.40% 
20 to 24 minutes 10.75% 11.50% 14.90% 14.70% 
25 to 29 minutes 1.30% 4.00% 7.10% 6.20% 
30 to 34 minutes 5.90% 8.40% 12.50% 13.70% 
35 to 44 minutes 0.60% 2.50% 6.60% 6.60% 
45 to 59 minutes 2.10% 3.40% 6.50% 7.80% 

60 or more minutes 4.70% 6.10% 5.30% 8.50% 
Mean travel time 18 Minutes 20 Minutes 23 Minutes 26 Minutes 

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS, 2011-2015

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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As noted in Table 20, Greater Bemidji Area residents’ 
modes of transportation to work range from vehicle, public 
transportation, walking, or biking. 89.5% of residents within 
the Greater Bemidji Area use personal vehicles drive alone 
to work, more than 3% greater than the national average. 
Car pools make up 12.35% within the Greater Bemidji area, 
which is 3.55% higher than the state average. With the 

exception of the 3.25% of Greater Bemidji Area residents 
that walk to work, the other transportation modes within 
the Greater Bemidji Area are less than 1%. 5.95% residents 
work from home within the Greater Bemidji Area. As the 
area continues to grow, it is important that transportation 
planning includes improvements for all modes of 
transportation. 

Table 20: Mean of Transportation to Work 

Transportation Type 
Greater Bemidji 

Area 
Beltrami County 

State of 
Minnesota 

United States 

Car, truck, or van 89.35% 87.00% 86.80% 85.90% 
      Drove alone 76.95% 75.80% 78.00% 76.40% 
      Carpooled 12.35% 11.20% 8.80% 9.50% 
           2-person carpool 9.25% 8.70% 6.90% 7.30% 
           3-person carpool 2.10% 1.60% 1.10% 1.30% 
           4-person-or-more carpool 1.05% 1.00% 0.80% 0.90% 
      Workers per vehicle 1.08% 1.08 1.06 1.06 
Public Transportation 0.55% 2.00% 3.50% 5.10% 
Walked 3.25% 3.20% 2.80% 2.80% 
Bicycle 0.65% 0.80% 0.80% 0.60% 
Taxi, Motorcycle, other 0.25% 0.50% 0.90% 1.20% 
Worked at home 5.95% 6.50% 5.20% 4.40% 

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS, 2011-2015
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Aviation 

The Bemidji Regional Airport is the regional travel hub for 
the northern Minnesota business and recreation center of 
the Greater Bemidji Area. In 1931, the City of Bemidji Civic 
and Commerce Association (Association) purchased 
roughly 160 acres of wooded land northwest of Bemidji for 
an airport.  

The Association presented the property to the City of 
Bemidji in 1932 and the airport began operations with an 
all-way field. By 1941, the airport included over 150 cleared 
acres and a hangar. The land comprising the airport at that 
time is in what is now the southeast corner of the airport. 
By 1944, the airport had grown significantly to the 
northwest, increasing the total size to nearly 1,600 acres.  

 

The US Government designated the field as a “secondary 
defense airport” and embarked on a series of 
improvements. The all-way field was replaced with two 
paved and lighted 5,700-foot runways, a 4,000-foot turf 
runway, and a 2,500-foot turf runway. 

 Commercial air service began in 1952 with the arrival of 
flights operated by North Central Airlines. Commercial 
service continues to the present day. The turf runways 
were abandoned by the late 1970s and in December of 
1981 the official airport name was changed to the 
“Bemidji/Beltrami County Airport." In 2005, the name was 
changed to the “Bemidji Regional Airport” to better reflect 
its role in serving the entire region. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Photo credit: Bemidji Pioneer Photo credit: PowrTek Engineering, Inc. 
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From 2006 to the Fall of 2008, the airport underwent a 
major upgrade. This included: 

 The complete removal and replacement of all the 
runways and taxiways;  

 Upgrade of the weather reporting system;  
 Installation of additional Instrument Landing system 

for Runway 25; and  
 The planning and acquisition of a very high 

frequency (VHF) omnidirectional radio range (VOR) 
for the airport by the state to replace a 
decommissioned federal system. 

In 2009, the airfield electrical systems were completely 
replaced and new back-up generation systems were 
installed. 

Effective January 1, 2009, the airport transitioned from 
being jointly owned and operated by the City of Bemidji 
and Beltrami County to ownership and operation by an 
Airport Authority with its own tax levy and funding 
responsibilities. This was done to provide additional 
visibility of the airport financial structure and cost to the 
communities it supports. 

  

The airport recently completed a ramp rehabilitation 
project as a part of the federal recovery program. The 
airport is planning for a rehabilitation and modernization 
project of the 20-year-old terminal, which will include 
substantial energy improvements. It is currently 
undergoing a major renovation of the terminal and aircraft 
rescue and firefighting facility (ARFF), which is funded by 
the Federal Aviation Administration’s Airport Improvement 
Program. Once completed, this three-phase project is 
estimated to amount to approximately $8 million in 
improvements. 

The Bemidji Regional Airport is in the process of adopting 
an Airport Master Plan, which will be added as an 
additional resource to this Comprehensive Plan when 
complete. 
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Rail Transportation 

The BNSF Railway, a Class I Railroad, is the only active rail 
line that currently crosses through the Greater Bemidji 
Area. The BNSF Railway is one of the largest freight 
railroad networks in North America, consisting of 

approximately of 32,500 miles of railways across 28 states 
(see Figure 9); primarily hauling multimodal freight and 
bulk cargo. The former James J. Hill Railroad Depot was 
recently restored by the Beltrami County Historical Center 
as a museum.

 

Figure 9: BNSF Railway System Map 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Wikipedia, 2015 
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Transportation Strengths 

 The intersection of US 2 and US 71 provides 
excellent transportation opportunities for residents 
as well as an economic opportunity for business.  

 Continued improvement of multimodal 
transportation opportunities through reconstruction 
projects. 

 Multiple trail improvement and expansion projects 
in recent years. 

 Continued expansion of the airport for corporate 
and general aviation purposes.  

 Bemidji Regional Airport has fourth most 
enplanements out of all Minnesota airports. 

 Potential for cooperation of multiple road authorities 
to improve the transportation system, including 
expanding multimodal opportunities. 

 

 

 

 

 

Transportation Challenges 

 No scheduled affordable, safe, and reliable 
transportation options. 

 Piecemeal streets lacking many through corridors, 
including multimodal options, which places 
additional stress and increased traffic on the few 
available through corridors. 

 Increased traffic and stress on corridors can create 
a barrier for multimodal transportation when 
vehicular traffic becomes too congested, creating 
unsafe conditions. 

 Multi-jurisdictional road authorities can create 
barriers when working on transportation 
improvements and cooperation is not possible on a 
project. 
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Transportation Goals and Strategies 

Objective 9.1 Design and Construct Transportation 

Facilities with Livability in Mind 

Livable streets can be accomplished through improving 
multimodal transportation, including walkability through 
urban corridors. Corridors can be enhanced with arts and 
culture that match the character of the community. Livable 
street corridors can accomplish many other objectives, 
including interconnectivity of other land uses, increasing 
safety for users, promoting healthy lifestyles, and 
improving aesthetics. 

1. Promote cooperation among all road authorities. 
Cooperation of all road authorities in transportation 
planning and redevelopment projects will ensure 
resources are being used efficiently and that 
planning for transportation network improvements 
can happen on a united front. 

2. When planning transportation projects, increase 
multimodal opportunities wherever possible. 
When reviewing transportation systems, it will be 
important to ensure that reconstruction has 

provisions for expanding multimodal transportation 
throughout the community. Expanding 
opportunities for multimodal transportation will 
continue to promote healthy lifestyles as well as 
further reduce the reliance on vehicular 
transportation. 

3. Develop policy with flexibility to incorporate a 
diverse transportation system when 
redevelopment occurs. The redevelopment of 
street corridors or new streets provide opportunity 
to continue to enhance the transportation network. 
Whenever possible it is important that opportunities 
are studied for including complete street concepts, 
such as sidewalk improvements, dedicated bike 
lanes, safer crosswalks, and landscape plantings. 

4. Allow for public art that enhances community 
character within the transportation system when 
possible. Art can provide an aesthetically pleasing 
environment when used appropriately. Sidewalk art 
can increase walking and even provide barriers to 
improve pedestrian safety.

Photo credit: Venture Smarter 



 

  

Transportation               18 

5. Develop traffic safety policy and guidelines to protect the transportation system. Development can impact the 
transportation system in positive and negative ways. It is imperative that traffic impacts are properly studied in 
coordination with development requests, and whenever possible development should improve the transportation 
system. Negative impacts such as increased vehicular traffic congestion can in turn create barriers for multi-modal 
transportation, when roadways become unsafe to share with vehicle traffic.  Continue to develop a transportation grid 
system that connects all forms of multi-modal transportation.

Photo credit: 
Venture Smarter 
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Objective 9.2 Encourage an All-Season Multimodal 

Transportation System that Serves a Diverse 

Population 

Encouraging the development of an all-season, safe, and 
diverse multimodal transportation system can decrease 
reliability on vehicular transportation, promote healthy 
lifestyles, and increase opportunities for transportation 
alternatives.  

1. When reconstructing existing intersections, 
promote safety enhancements for all 
transportation. Existing intersections designed 
without pedestrian traffic in mind threaten the safety 
of multimodal transportation. It is important to 
ensure intersections are designed appropriately for 
any potential uses. 

2. Encourage a multimodal transportation study. 
Studying the existing opportunities for multi-modal 
transportation as well as potential future 
opportunities will allow transportation agencies to 
cooperatively plan to address any issues found. It is 
important that when making road improvements or 
reviewing development proposals that multi-modal 
opportunities are identified. This study should 

include access to public gathering spaces such as 
parks, schools, grocery stores, high-density 
residential areas, and high-density employment 
areas. 

3. Support a bike share program. A bike share 
program is an asset to the community. Bike share 
programs can provide transportation flexibility, 
reduce vehicle congestion and emissions, and 
promote the use of the trail system. With a 
population rate of people needing to commute by 
vehicle, a bike share program allows someone to 
park the care and take a bike through town to 
complete their desired tasks. 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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4. Develop accurate usage statistics for all 
transportation types. When planning for 
multimodal transportation, it is important to have 
data to prioritize development as well as ensure 
opportunity for all types. 

5. Promote the long-term protection and 
development of the Bemidji Regional Airport. The 
airport is invaluable to continued economic 
development. Protection of airspace through 
aviation zoning best management practices will 
ensure the continued development of opportunities 
for the community as well as on-site at the airport. 

6. Promote new trailheads to increase multimodal 
transportation. Development of new trailhead 
locations will provide opportunities for not only 
increased recreational transportation, but also 
increased opportunities for regional commuters to 
park vehicles and use alternative transportation 
modes. 

7. Use informative signage policies to ensure the 
community is informed of all modes of 
transportation as well as the safest routes around 
the community. The use of informative signage by 

transportation authorities will increase multimodal 
transportation awareness and safety. 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Introduction 

The Greater Bemidji Area provides an interconnected web 
of recreational opportunities for residents and visitors that 
afford passive and active programing, which promotes 
healthy lifestyles, a sense of place, and fun and enjoyment. 
Active and healthy community includes basic outdoor 
recreation and sports, indoor recreation and sports, local 
foods, and good initiatives.  

Parks and Open Space 

In 2011, the City of Bemidji developed the City of Bemidji 
Parks, Open Space and Trail System Plan. The purpose of 
the plan is to provide a blueprint for a comprehensive, 
balanced, and sustainable system of parks, open 
spaces/natural places, trails, and affordable recreation-
oriented activities. A number of commonly held 
perspectives were developed from the focus group and 
public meetings that, collectively, establish a baseline 
value statement regarding the importance of the parks, 
open spaces, and trails within the city.  

Key perspectives included: 
 Parks, open spaces, and trails are considered very 

important to the quality of life in the community. 
 The park and trail system within the city is 

commonly considered to be a regional-level asset 
that has the potential to serve the local, regional, 
and tourist populations. 

 Maintaining a quality park and trail system is 
becoming critical to the long-term vitality and 
vibrancy of the city as a place to live, work, and 
recreate. 

VISION 
Provide an interconnected web of recreational opportunities for residents and visitors that afford passive and active programming, 

which promotes healthy lifestyles, a sense of place, and fun and enjoyment. 

Photo credit: John Andringa 
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The extensive public process and open communication 
with citizens was instrumental in shaping a common 
vision for parks, open spaces, and trails that will serve the 
needs of Bemidji and the larger region. Key underpinnings 
of the vision included: 

 Fostering the “city as a park” concept, whereby the 
parks and open spaces serve as primary  

 factors in shaping the character of the community 
and creating a quality and desirable place to  

 live, work, and recreate. 
 Fostering an integrated system of trails and 

pedestrian-ways that connect the community 
together as well as to the larger region. 

 Preserving and protecting the natural resource 
amenities within the community and make them 
accessible for human appreciation in a responsible 
way. 

 Servicing neighborhood, community, and regional 
recreation needs by providing a balanced set of 
recreation facilities and amenities for both passive 
and active uses.  

 Promote regional tourism and economic 
development. 

Together, these elements supported the vision for the 
parks and open space system and defined its strength and 
enduring quality. The following provides an overview of 
each of the system elements. 
Cornerstone Parks 

Cornerstone parks are the hallmark parks of the system. 
These parks serve a very broad-based populace of local, 
regional, and seasonal populations. Although locally-
based, the cornerstone 
parks serve the region and 
include: 

 Brinkman Park 
 City Park 
 Diamond Point Park 
 Paul Bunyan and 

Library Parks 
 South 

Shore/Nymore 
Beach 

 

 
Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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The five cornerstone parks each make a unique 
contribution to the local park system and, both individually 
and collectively, are vital elements to the quality of life in 
the City of Bemidji, Greater Bemidji Area, and the 
surrounding region. The cornerstone parks also provide 
significant economic value by attracting visitors to the 
region and providing quality of life incentives that bolster 
existing businesses, draw new business to the region, and 
entice families to reside in or near the community. 
Neighborhood-Level Parks 

Neighborhood-level parks serve the recreational needs of 
individual neighborhoods within the city. These parks also 
serve as neighborhood social centers and bring people 
together to recreate and socialize close to home. 
Neighborhood parks are those in which their location, size, 
and character make them well suited to meet 
neighborhood recreational needs. Neighborhood-level 
parks include:  

 Cameron Park  
 Gordon Falls Park  
 North County Park  
 North Lake Irving Park  
 Nymore Park  

 Otto Schmunk Park  
 Roger Lehman Park 

Natural Open Spaces and Parks 

The region around the City of Bemidji is fortunate to have 
outstanding natural open spaces and parks that give the 
area much of its character and appeal. Many of these 
areas are publicly owned by the DNR and are available for 
public use in a variety of ways. This significantly increases 
recreational opportunities for city residents. Several 
important natural open spaces around Bemidji include:  

 Brinkman Park (also a designated cornerstone 
park)  

 East Lake Bemidji Preserve  
 Lincoln Park  
 Menards Natural Resource Area  
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Other publicly owned natural open spaces that are 
instrumental to the Greater Bemidji Area’s system include 
the following:  

 Bemidji State Park (Northeast Side of Lake Bemidji)  
 State Park Land (East Side of Lake Bemidji)  
 DNR Land (Northeast Side of Lake Bemidji) 
 Movil Maze Recreation Area (North Side of Northern 

Township) 

Special Use Parks 

Covers a broad range of parks and recreation facilities 
oriented toward single-purpose uses—such as a nature 

center, historic sites, plazas, urban squares, aquatic 
centers, campgrounds, golf courses, etc. Overall size 
varies, depending on need. Special use parks include:  

 Ralph Gracie Memorial Park  
 Freedom Defenders Veterans Memorial 

Trails 

The Greater Bemidji Area also offers several trails in the 
region that may be utilized year-round for hiking, biking, 
cross country skiing, woodland strolls, and inline skating. 
The trail system plan outlined in the City of Bemidji Parks, 
Open Space & Trail System Plan, provides a 
comprehensive system of trails offering recreational value 
and pedestrian-level interlinkages throughout the city and 
region. The plan is an outgrowth of numerous independent 
plans developed in past years but not fully integrated into 
a cohesive and complete trail system plan. The plan also 
takes into consideration the growing regional and state 
trail system infrastructure that has taken shape in the 
Bemidji region. The trail system consists of the following 
trail types:  

 Park trails pass through the city and connect with 
the state trail system. These trails are the backbone 

Photo credit: National Geographic 
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of the trail system and provide both recreational 
value and the means to get around the community.  

 Connector trails provide safe routes within existing 
street rights-of-way and serve as feeders to the park 
trails.  

 Sidewalks also provide safe routes along the streets 
and serve as feeders to the park trails. 

 On-street bikeways also play an important role in 
the Bemidji trail system in that they augment the 
trails and sidewalks by providing a safe alternative 
for bicyclists and in-line skaters.  

 Cross-country ski trails are in select parks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Neighborhood Sidewalks and Trails 

The residential pattern of the neighborhoods near central 
Downtown Bemidji retains a linear grid and higher density 
of sidewalks, which is typical of these types of 
neighborhoods. The City of Bemidji offers a sporadic 
sidewalk system with several walking and biking trails. 
Sidewalks are available throughout the downtown district. 
As is typical of most growing communities, the low-density 
area has taken on a more suburban form with bent and 
curving grids, larger lot sizes, dead-end cul-de-sacs, and 
no sidewalks.  

 

Photo credit: GBAJPB Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Recreation and Natural Resources 

The Greater Bemidji Area maintains its natural and 
recreational assets assuring long-term amenities for 
community members. The Greater Bemidji Area operates 
and manages several recreational facilities in the area. 

 

 

 

 

Recreation Facilities 

 Sanford Center 
 Gillett Recreation Center 
 Bemidji Curling Club 
 Evenson Memorial Baseball Fields 
 Bemidji Youth Soccer Fields 
 Paul Bunyan Playhouse 
 Headwaters Science Center 
 Headwaters School of Music 

Several lakes in the area, such as Lake Bemidji, Lake 
Irvine, Lake Movil, and others, offer abundant opportunities 
for recreation and enjoyment of the area’s natural 
resources. Fishing and boating are supported by the 
availability of fishing piers and boat launches. 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Food in the Community 

In recent years the Greater Bemidji Area has been 
emerging as the regional hub for local food accessibility as 
well as food service initiatives. 
Bemidji Community Food Shelf 

The food shelf, currently made up of seventeen churches, 
has been serving people in need throughout the Greater 
Bemidji Area and northern Minnesota since 1982. The food 
shelf obtains food from donations, churches, local citizens, 
grants, and local food drives. The food shelf serves about 
3,000 families and distributes over 700,000 pounds of food 
per year. One of the most recent developments with the 
food shelf is the Farm Project which started in 2013. The 
Farm Project is a sustainable farm located in the City of 
Bemidji Industrial Park. The farm includes seasonal 
outdoor crop production, a seasonal greenhouse, and a 
recently constructed Deep Winter Greenhouse allowing for 
year-round food production.  
 

 

 

Bemidji Area Farmers Market 

The Bemidji Area Farmers Market was launched in 2010 
with a mission to provide the Greater Bemidji Area with 
high-quality, locally produced foods and improve the 
quality of life throughout the community. Made up of like-
minded folk with a passion for locally produced food as 
well as other specialty items and crafts, the farmers market 
operates during summer months in downtown Bemidji.  

 
 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Harmony Food Co-Op 

The Harmony Food Co-Op increases the opportunities for 
Greater Bemidji Area customers to purchase locally grown 
food. It gives Greater Bemidji Area residents the 
opportunity to purchase into the cooperative model 
through shopping for healthy food and sustainable 
products is a benefit to the Greater Bemidji Area. In 
addition to being community owned, the co-op offers 
many community classes on local foods and has a full 
commercial kitchen that can be rented for other 
community organizations to put on classes.  

Active and Healthy Community 

Strengths 

 Existing public facilities, including city and regional 
park and trail systems. 

 Many established, large community events that are 
healthy-minded, such as the Loop the Lake Festival, 
Bemidji Dragon Boat Festival, and the Blue Ox 
Marathon. Several smaller health-minded events 
also exist, providing active recreation opportunities. 

 Bemidji State University Outdoor Program Center 
and Sustainability Office provide active and healthy 
opportunities community wide. 

 Bemidji Area Schools Community Educated offers 
classes and programs to all ages of the public to 
promote healthy lifestyle choices to improve quality 
of life. 

 Active user groups maintain area trails and provide 
educational opportunities. 

 Active farmers markets within the community, 
including the Bemidji Area Farmers Market.  
Farmers markets provide access to locally sourced 
goods that can be difficult to sell in retail stores. 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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 Harmony Food Co-Op improves access to local 
foods and organizes community classes and events 
focused on local food and healthy lifestyle choices. 

 Bemidji Community Food Shelf Farm and Deep 
Winter Greenhouse can provide high-quality, fresh 
produce to families year-round and provide 
educational opportunities to learn gardening skills. 

 The local population has a commitment to clean 
air, water, and environmental quality. This 
commitment helps ensure active outdoor 
recreation and local agriculture remain possible. 

Active and Heathy Community 

Challenges 

 Limited safe bicycle parking throughout the 
community. 

 Societal changes increasing sedentary lifestyle and 
the health risks that come with little to no physical 
activity. Younger populations do not grow up with a 
need to use alternative means of transportation, 
increasing dependence on technology creates less 
opportunity for active recreation. 

 Limited places to rest along recreational trail 
corridors, making it difficult for some to use trails. 

 Harsh winter weather limits access to active 
recreation and healthy locally grown foods. 

 Poverty limits access to healthy foods and active 
recreation. 

 Large shopping centers, including grocery stores, 
are not easy to access by walking or bicycling. 

Photo credit: John Andringa 
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Active and Healthy Community 

Objectives and Strategies 

Objective 10.1 Promote Active Living and Healthy 

Community Initiatives 

When managing growth and future development, healthy 
lifestyle opportunities for the entire community, including 
indoor and outdoor active recreation, local food programs, 
and educational programs will help increase the overall 
quality of life. 

1. Promote programs for populations that need 
additional services or opportunities to be active.  
It is vital to promote healthy lifestyle choices as a 
community. Programs that broaden the 
opportunities for all citizens to engage in healthy 
lifestyles are encouraged.  

2. Encourage activities and programming for 
alternative and emerging recreational trends.  
Active recreation trends are constantly adapting 
and new trends are becoming popular, it is 
important to adapt and have diverse opportunities 
for active recreation. 

3. Promote high-density residential development 
near schools and services with access to 
multimodal transportation opportunities. An 
active, healthy community is best when all 
members of the community can have the 
opportunity to live a healthier lifestyle. 
Neighborhood schools that teach about multimodal 
transportation, including walking and cycling, at a 
younger age can create healthy habits. Accessibility 
to goods and services is important to provide 
opportunities for active and healthy lifestyles for all 
residents. 

 

 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Objective 10.2 Promote All Forms of Recreational 

Activities 

Recreational activities are a key part of the community. 
These activities can consist of local, regional, national, and 
even international events that bring the community and 
visitors together to participate in a wide array of healthy 
and active events. Events are a great way to promote 
recreational activities; however, it is important to maintain 
and increase opportunities for recreation that are not 
event-related. 

1. Promote awareness of available recreational 
opportunities. Supporting endeavors aimed at 
creating awareness of all recreational opportunities 
can help community residents make healthy 
lifestyle choices. Informing the community on parks 
and trail connections throughout the area. 

2. Promote and encourage active recreation as a 
part of any community development or 
redevelopment. Active and healthy opportunities 
provided by developers should be supported and 
encouraged. Opportunities for active living within 
developments are becoming the norm and will be 

looked upon favorably as development and 
redevelopment projects are implemented. 

3. Engage the community on public recreation 
projects and encourage private development. 
Transparency on recreation projects is key to 
ensure that the needs of the community are being 
met. 

4. Promote health and enhancement of water-
oriented recreational opportunities offered to the 
community. Water-orientated recreational activities 
are becoming increasingly available. Appropriate 
developments should provide access to water-
orientated recreation opportunities. Public access 
to water needs to be preserved and increased 
where appropriate. 

5. Support education about environmental 
stewardship and the impacts of human activity 
on the natural environment.  While increasing 
outdoor recreational activities and overall usage, it 
is important for the resiliency of the natural 
environment to have well-educated citizens be its 
stewards and care takers. 
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Objective 10.3 Promote Active Recreation and 

Healthy Living Year Round 

Harsh winters can be a challenge; encouraging a culture 
supporting outdoor opportunities to stay healthy and 
active year-round is important for sustaining and improve 
the overall quality of life in the community. 

1. Promote the development of an outdoor 
gathering space for farmers market or indoor 
market to be used year-round. The Greater 
Bemidji Area community supports efforts for 
providing access to local goods and food year-
round. 

2. Preserve and maintain outdoor and indoor ice 
facilities, as well as curling facilities and other 
outdoor winter sites. Ice skating, figure skating, 
hockey, curling and all other outdoor winter activities 
such as cross country skiing, winter biking, and ice 
fishing are important to northern Minnesota culture. 
Access to these activities should be maintained for 
active winter recreation. 

 

 

Objective 10.4 Preserve and Enhance Existing Local 

Goods and Foods Initiatives 

Opportunities for locally crafted merchandise or locally 
grown food are important to the community. Generally, the 
nutrients are much richer in locally grown food, providing a 
great health benefit. Shopping locally also has a climate 
benefit by reducing the amount of energy it takes to 
transport goods and foods, reducing carbon emissions 
and protecting air quality for outdoor recreation.  

1. Support the development of a local food hub.  A 
local food hub would support local farmers and 
producers to market and distribute products 
regionally as well as allow for regional producers to 
access a larger market.  This development is 
important for ongoing efforts to become a more 
sustainable, healthy, and resilient community. 

2. Encourage responsible urban agriculture as well 
as partnerships to promote the growth of urban 
and sustainable farming practices.  When done 
responsibly, urban agriculture can benefit the 
community in multiple ways: increasing the amount 
of quality healthy good grown locally, reducing 
carbon emissions, community building through 
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community gardening projects, and improving food 
security for families. Cooperation of local groups 
could provide a bigger impact through education of 
responsible practices, growing community gardens, 
and overall increasing urban agriculture 
opportunities. 

 

 

 

 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Introduction 

This section consists of inventory and analysis of the 
natural resources in and near the Greater Bemidji Area. 
Within the following narrative, various components of the 
community’s natural resources base are examined at a 
broad level to provide the community with the necessary 
information to make informed decisions about future 
growth and development. 

Climate 

The Greater Bemidji Area’s climate is characterized by four 
distinct seasons with wide variations in temperature and 
precipitation throughout the year. Temperatures range 
from an average low of -3°F in January to an average high 
of 79°F in July. Total annual average precipitation is 25.1 
inches. The highest recorded temperature was 101°F in 
1975, and the lowest recorded temperature was -50°F in 
1950 (The Weather Channel, 2016). Table 21 shows the 
average temperatures and precipitation amounts for each 
month.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VISION 
Promote a high quality of life for the Greater Bemidji Area that highlights our environment and parks and recreational 

resources that develop a healthy mind and body. 

Photo credit: John Andringa 
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Table 21: Greater Bemidji Area’s Average Climate 

Month Average High Average Low Average Precipitation 
January 16°F -4°F 0.7 inches 
February 24°F 3°F 0.6 inches 

March 36°F 16°F 0.9 inches 
April 53°F 30°F 1.5 inches 
May 67°F 43°F 2.7 inches 
June 75°F 52°F 4.1 inches 
July 79°F 57°F 4.3 inches 

August 77°F 55°F 3.5 inches 
September 66°F 45°F 2.8 inches 

October 54°F 35°F 2.3 inches 
November 34°F 19°F 1.1 inches 
December 21°F 3°F 0.6 inches 

Source: The Weather Channel, 2016 
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Watersheds and Surface Waters 

Watersheds are divided and sub-divided into subsequently 
smaller numeric units (i.e., Hydrologic Unit Code, or HUC).  
Each HUC is given an eight-digit number. The Greater 
Bemidji Area is located in the Mississippi River Headwaters 
Watershed (#07010101), which is in the Upper Mississippi 
River Basin. 

Surface waters in the Greater Bemidji Area include the 
Mississippi River, Lake Bemidji, Lake Irving, Lake 
Marquette, Lake Movil, along with several other smaller 
lakes, ponds, and wetlands. 

Lakes/Shoreland Areas 

The City of Bemidji is known for being the first City on the 
Mississippi River. There are also roughly 400 lakes in a 25-
mile radius of the City of Bemidji. In the Greater Bemidji 
Area alone, there is around 8,370 acres of bodies of water 
and 38.2 miles of shoreland that is regulated. 
Predominately made up of Lake Bemidji and Lake Irving, in 
which are general development lakes and is part of the 
Mississippi Headwaters. Other public waters in the Greater 
Bemidji Area are classified according to criteria found in 
Minnesota Rules, Part 6120.3300, the MHB Plan and the 

Protected Waters Inventory Map for Beltrami County, 
Minnesota. The other public waters are classified as either 
general development lakes, recreational development 
lakes, sensitive area lakes, special protection lakes, scenic 
and transition river segments, forested river segments, or 
tributary river segments. All properties in the shoreland 
areas are required to meet the requirements of the 
regulations for the 
zoning district in 
which the 
property is 
located in. Figure 
10 shows all the 
bodies of water 
across the 
Greater Bemidji 
Area. 

 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Figure 10: Greater Bemidji Area Bodies of Water 

 

Source: GBAJPB, 2012-2017 
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Wetlands 

Wetlands are defined as lands that have: a predominance of wet soils; are inundated or 
saturated by surface or ground water at a frequency and duration sufficient to support 
the frequency of hydrophytic vegetation (e.g., cattails) typically adapted for life in 
saturated soil conditions; and under normal circumstances, support a prevalence of 
hydrophytic vegetation.  

Not counting open water or lakes, there are approximately 5,740 acres of wetlands in 
the Greater Bemidji Area. These wetlands account for 14.8% of the land area. Open 
water/lakes occupy 17.6% of the total area. Figure 11 shows the distribution of 
wetlands across the Greater Bemidji Area.  

Figure 11: Greater Bemidji Area Wetlands 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: GBAJPB, 2012-2017 
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Soils 

In 1986, the Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) completed a detailed soil 
survey in Beltrami County that identified approximately 107 soil types in the southern 
part of Beltrami County, including the Greater Bemidji Area.  

Figure 12: Greater Bemidji Soil Types 

 
Source: GBAJPB, 2012-2017 
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Wildfire Hazards 
In 2017, the City of Bemidji worked with the Community 
Planning Assistance for Wildfire (CPAW) program to 
receive technical planning assistance to address the 
growing threat of wildfire to the Greater Bemidji Area. As 
part of this process, the CPAW team met with local 
stakeholders to discuss local wildfire challenges and 
opportunities.     

One of CPAW’s findings was that previous land use 
planning documents did not include any reference to 
wildfire hazard. However, the Beltrami County Hazard 
Mitigation Plan (2013) listed wildfire as one of its top five 
priority hazards in the county. As a result, CPAW provided 
recommendations to the Greater Bemidji Area to address 
wildfire hazard through land use planning opportunities—
many of which have been incorporated into appropriate 
chapters of this Comprehensive Plan. 

 

Birds and Pollinators 
Birds, bees, and butterflies have several things in common 
– they all depend on native plants; they play an important 
role in pollination; and all face increasing pressures from 
intensified land-use, diseases, and non-native invasive 

competitors. Both birds and pollinators encounter the 
nighttime dangers of illuminated structures and street 
lighting. Mortality from increased use of glass in buildings 
poses a distinct threat to birdlife. City parks, streetscape 
vegetation, waterfront business districts, and other urban 
green patches are important resources for birds and 
pollinators. Bird-safe building strategies can reduce 
collision hazards, enhance and restore habitat and 
conserve energy. 

 

Natural Resources Strengths 

 High-quality, clean air and water 
 Surrounded by natural areas for recreation and 

tourism as well as economic benefit. 
 Large amount of lakes, 400 considered fishable 

within a 25-mile radius. 
 Many opportunities for wildlife viewing. 
 Great access to public lands., including city, state, 

and county lands. 
 Lake Bemidji State Park, City of Bemidji parks, and 

Beltrami County parks. 
 Strong relationships with state agencies, such as 

the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, to 
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assist in wildfire mitigation, prevention, and 
response. 

Natural Resources Challenges 

 Increasing light pollution. 
 Conflicting regulations between GBAJPB zoning 

and wildfire mitigation best practices. 
 Unknown impacts of climate change. 
 Human-caused hazards. 
 Educating the public about the risks associated 

with natural hazards. 
 Emergency routes in response to a natural hazard 

event, such as wildfire. 
 Protecting our resources. 

 Photo credit: John Andringa 
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Natural Resources Objectives and 

Strategies 

Objective 11.1 Preserve and Enhance Our Air Quality 

A strong connection to the environment is important to 
Northern Minnesotans, and it is increasingly important that 
the natural resource environments thrive on this 
connection.  

1. Support the flexibility for green building 
construction or increased landscaping and 
vegetation with new or redevelopment projects. 
Support projects that increase landscaped area, 
use green building techniques, reduce impervious 
surfaces, increases energy efficiencies, and have 
an overall lower impact on the environment than 
what is existing or allowed will have a positive 
impact on air quality. 

2. Promote awareness of ecosystem-based fire 
management. Ecosystem-based fire management 
can reduce the negative effects of wildfire, which 
can result in significant ecological and 
environmental challenges to the public and visitors. 

 

Objective 11.2 Preserve and Enhance Water Quality 

The protection of water quality is becoming increasingly 
important in all-natural resource environments.  In an area 
that thrives on a strong connection to water and 
Mississippi River, water quality protection is key to 
preserving and improving a high quality of life standard 
that is so attractive to residents and visitors. 

1. Encourage educational opportunities and 
inspections for aquatic invasive species.  Aquatic 
invasive species are continuing to threaten the 
water quality of northern Minnesota. Encouraging 
efforts that support the safety of our lakes, rivers, 
and streams. 

2. Use shoreland restoration incentives and 
demonstrate success on public and private 
property to increase natural shoreland. 
Encourage shoreland restoration projects through 
incentives or flexibility could potentially reduce 
shoreland variances. Displaying the benefits of 
shoreland restoration can increase awareness and 
understanding of the process that could result in a 
positive impact on shorelands.   
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3. Maintain partnerships and enhance protection 
efforts of the Upper Mississippi River corridor. It is 
important to work with other organizations such as 
the Mississippi Headwaters Board on initiatives to 
protect the fragile headwaters, which is a vital part 
of being the First City on the Mississippi. 

4. Promote awareness of natural hazards, which 
can affect water quality. Natural hazards, such as 
overland flooding or wildfires, can cause erosion 
concerns by negatively changing the soil and 
vegetation structure and/or negatively altering 
sediment, flow and temperature regimes of lakes, 
rivers, and streams. Increasing the overall 
awareness of potential natural hazards and their 
effects on the ecosystem can help mitigate 
potential damage. 

 

 

 

 

 

Objective 11.3 Promote the Preservation of the 

Night Sky throughout the Greater Bemidji Area 

The Greater Bemidji Area will continue to support efforts to 
decrease light pollution, following the International Dark-
Sky Association best management practices. 

1. Reduce nonconforming lighting. Replacing 
nonconforming lighting can offset the potential 
increase in light pollution as growth continues. 

2. Develop stricter sign illumination standards.  The 
increase in LED lighting has great potential for 
energy savings, but the brighter sign lights are 
causing an increase in light pollution, which will 
require management. 

3. Promote regulation that decreases light pollution 
but maintains overall safety.  When managing 
light pollution with the growth it is important to 
protect our dark sky, but it is also critical to ensure 
that areas requiring lighting are effectively lit to 
provide safety for pedestrians and property. 

 

 

Photo credit: John Andringa 
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Objective 11.4 Encourage a Resilient Urban Forestry 

System with High-Quality Wildlife Habitat 

Retain Northwood’s character and high-quality wildlife 
habitat through urban forestry planning and management 
to increase landscaping tree cover, preserve significant 
wooded areas, and preserve existing significant trees. 

1. Encourage private forestry management 
planning. When developing wooded areas, 
encouraging developers to work with private 
forestry management professionals in lieu of clear 
cutting for development will help maintain a healthy 
urban forest.  

2. Preserve and enhance high-quality wildlife 
habitat where appropriate. The presence of 
undeveloped land that is poorly suited for future 
development presents an opportunity for a 
connected network of high-quality wildlife habitat. 
High-quality wildlife habitat presents an opportunity 
for a connected network of management area. 

3. Promote cooperation between local, county, 
state, and federal agencies who manage 
conservation land, as well as private landowners 
with interest in conservation. Partnerships 

between conservation management professionals 
could result in high level management planning 
specialized for ecosystems and habitat. 

4. Promote resilient natural forest through public 
and private partnerships for tree planting 
initiatives. Continuous tree planting efforts through 
partnerships will be supported to improve urban 
forest and habitat. 

5. Promote and expand capacity to educate, 
prevent, and implement wildfire mitigation 
activities. Collaborate with partners to develop 
outreach materials to educate residents and the 
development community on wildfire prevention and 
mitigation best practices. 
 

Objective 11.5 Encourage Awareness of Sustainable 

Natural Resource Management  

The use of natural resources will need to be managed 
sustainably and increasing awareness throughout the 
community is critical to resilient natural resources. 

1. Encourage cooperation among interest groups 
dedicated to environmental stewardship and 
sustainable best management practices for 
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natural resources. Support ongoing and new 
community efforts to increase awareness of 
sustainable natural resource planning practices. 
 

Objective 11.6 Encourage Bird and Pollinator 

Friendly Practices for New and Existing Buildings 

and Landscapes  

The Greater Bemidji Area will continue to support birds, 
bees, & butterflies by creating habitat, reducing threats, and 
engaging citizens in the conversation as well as the outdoor 
recreation. 

1. Promote the use of Minnesota Department of 
Administration Buildings, Benchmarks & Beyond 
(B3) Bird-Safe Building Guidelines to limit the risk 
of built environments to birds. B3 is similar to other 
energy-efficient building standards, such as the 
Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 
(LEED) certification, but it has been tailored to the 
specific needs of Minnesota buildings.  

2. Support Bemidji’s participation in the ‘Bird City 
Minnesota’ program.  Bemidji earned this 
prestigious designation for being a great place for 
birds, and people, because of the many Bemidji 

organizations, agencies, and residents involved in 
conservation and stewardship projects that benefit 
birds and other wild creatures.  

3. Promote planting of native wild flowers, shrubs 
and trees to benefit birds and pollinators. 
Encourage collaborative, community-wide initiatives 
such as “Birds, Bees, & Butterflies – Bemidji” and to 
establish 
demonstration 
gardens, develop 
educational 
materials, 
conduct 
workshops, and 
partnering with 
local nurseries 
and greenhouses 
to increase 
awareness and 
use of native 
plants in local 
landscapes and 
gardens. Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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Introduction 

The section explains how the Comprehensive Plan will be 
implemented to achieve the desired goals as set forth by 
the Greater Bemidji Area. The Comprehensive Plan 
addresses many important components critical to 
sustaining a healthy community while preserving the 
area’s natural resources and history. As change is 
inevitable, the plan may need to be amended to 
appropriately reflect those changes. 

Intergovernmental Collaboration 

Intergovernmental cooperation involves working with the 
City of Bemidji, Northern Township, Beltrami County, 
neighboring communities, school districts, and other 
agencies to understand how future planning and 
development activity may impact other jurisdictions or 
where joint efforts can be pursued. Generally, this involves 
sharing plans and goals that may conflict or coincide with 
neighboring jurisdictions and local agencies to allow for 
cooperation that results in an optimum implementation 
process. 

 

Governmental Collaboration 

1. Local Partnerships 
Several organizations within Beltrami County work 
together to provide services desired by the Greater 
Bemidji Area residents and businesses. Various 
departments within county government are 
valuable to the region as the Greater Bemidji Area 
works to maintain a high quality of life for residents.  

 
 
 
 

Photo credit: GBAJPB 
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2. Regional Partnerships 
Regional partnerships can also benefit the Greater 
Bemidji Area, and several have been identified 
throughout this document. Key regional agencies 
that can help implement strategies in this plan 
include the Headwaters Regional Development 
Commission (HRDC). 

3. State Partnerships 
The following is a list of state agencies whose 
departments and areas of expertise could assist the 
Greater Bemidji Area as it moves forward with the 
implementation of this plan:  

a. Minnesota Department of Natural Resources 
(DNR) 

b. Minnesota Department of Transportation 
(MnDOT) 

c. Minnesota Department of Employment and 
Economic Development 

 

 

 

 

Public Engagement 

In addition to important intergovernmental collaborations, 
promoting additional public engagement in Greater 
Bemidji Area activities will be beneficial in the 
implementation of The Comprehensive Plan. Informing 
and involving the public is an essential part of providing 
transparency in governance. The Greater Bemidji Area 
understands that getting good results in community 
development depends on the support of its residents. The 
Greater Bemidji Area will continue to look for ways to 
promote its activities and decision-making process in 
building more productive resident engagement. 

Intergovernmental Collaboration Summary 

Both intergovernmental cooperation and public 
engagement share the core requirement of effective 
communication. Collaboration and public engagement are 
important ways to make the most efficient use of the 
Greater Bemidji Area’s limited resources and ensure fair 
and equitable decision-making processes.  
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Greater Bemidji Area Joint Planning 

Board Roles and Responsibilities 

Joint Planning Board (JPB) 

The Joint Planning Board (JPB) is the regulatory body 
made up of five members for planning and zoning 
decisions within the Greater Bemidji Area consisting of the 
local jurisdiction of the City of Bemidji and Northern 
Township.  

Joint Planning Commission (JPC) 

The Joint Planning Commission (JPC) is made up of nine 
individuals appointed by the JPB. The JPC is the primary 
entity responsible for the long-term, comprehensive 
planning in the Greater Bemidji Area. It also reviews and 
makes decisions on land use applications and 
development projects in compliance with zoning 
ordinance.  

 

 

 

Greater Bemidji Area Plans and 

Documents for Reference in Planning 

 Bemidji Regional Airport Master Plan (Draft) 
 Bemidji Regional Airport AUAR 
 Bemidji Bicycle Plan 
 City of Bemidji Parks and Recreation Plan 
 2012 Beltrami County Housing Study 
 Bemidji South Shore PUD and AUAR 
 2009 City of Bemidji Comprehensive Sewer Study 
 Beltrami County Forest Health Management Plan 
 Beltrami County Local Water Plan 
 Beltrami County Local Water Plan Priority Concerns 
 Beltrami County Recreational Facilities Plan 
 Beltrami County Recreational Trail Plan 
 Amendment to Beltrami County Forest and 

Recreational Plan 
 Beltrami County Ordinance No. 6 Shoreland 
 Mississippi Headwaters Board Comp Plan 
 Bemidji Central City Plan 
 Bemidji Community Profile 
 Bemidji Through the years History 
 Bemidji Bike Plan 
 JPB Land Use Analysis 
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 Hwy197 Access Management Assessment 
 City of Bemidji Quality Neighborhood Study 
 City of Bemidji Wellhead Protection 
 City Parks Implementation Plan 
 JPB Land Use Plan (excluding Bemidji Township) 
 JPB Transportation Plan (excluding Bemidji 

Township) 
 City of Bemidji Stormwater Plan 
 MnDNR Shoreland Ordinaces 
 Bemidji GreenStep Initiative Sustainability Goals 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Official Controls 

Zoning and Subdivision Ordinance 

The uncontrolled use of land within the Greater Bemidji 
Area affects the public health, safety and general welfare 
not only by contributing to pollution of land and waters, but 
also by impairing the local tax base. It is, therefore, in the 
best interest of the public health, safety and welfare of 
Bemidji Area residents for their local governmental entities 
to work together to develop plans for governing as one 
community and to provide for the wise utilization of land, 
water, and cooperative resources through the planned 
regulation of land uses within the Greater Bemidji Area.  
The Minnesota Legislature, through enabling legislation, 
has delegated responsibility to local units of government in 
Minnesota to conduct planning, regulate the subdivision of 
land, and enact official controls for the development and 
use of land within their jurisdictions. This includes 
shoreland regulation of public waters and wetlands in the 
Greater Bemidji Area. This responsibility is hereby 
recognized and embraced by the City of Bemidji and 
Northern Township acting together as the Greater Bemidji 
Area Joint Planning Board and will be accomplished 
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through the enactment and enforcement of the Zoning 
and Subdivision Ordinance and this Comprehensive Plan. 

Community Action Plan 

The community action plan is laid out in a table format for 
easy reference by city and township leaders and 
stakeholders. Each strategy identified within this plan is 
assigned a potential time frame, an agency or agencies 
responsible for ensuring that the strategy is carried out, 
and the general resources required to implement each 
strategy. 

Potential Partnerships 

The Greater Bemidji Area understands that accomplishing 
the objectives of the community action plan will be a 
community effort comprised of elected officials, 
community leaders, foundations and development 
partnerships, and other local, county, regional, and state 
government agencies to be successful. 

Elected Officials 

Elected officials working together to accomplish objectives 
that will have a positive impact on the Greater Bemidji 
Area as well as their local constituents will continue the 
recent successes of this growing regional center. 

Community Leaders 

Community leaders have the potential to get the 
community rallied around new development, a healthy 
initiative, or other objectives to better the community. 
Typically, community leaders are volunteer citizens 
passionate about bringing positive change or new 
development into the community. 

Foundations/Development Partners 

These partners have the potential to fund projects or team 
up with staff support to work on an objective. 

Government Agencies 

Local, County, Regional, and State government agencies 
will need to work together as the Greater Bemidji Area 
continues to grow. Combining efforts for land use, 
environmental, transportation, as well as other items 
requiring additional planning for growth will be important 
to the success of the Greater Bemidji Area. 
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Greater Bemidji Area Action Plan Table 

Chapter 4: Land Use 

Objective 4.1: Preserve the Quality Residential Neighborhoods of the Greater 
Bemidji Area 

Strategies: 

1. Review and update the land use ordinances and zoning map on a regular 
basis. 

2. Promote “mixed-use” areas to improve the transition of residential land use to 
other land uses. 

3. Identify specific redevelopment opportunities and promote revitalization while 
maintaining character. 

4. Allow flexibility with site design standards to ensure high-quality development. 

5. Promote pedestrian-scale designs to increase sense of place and improve 
active transportation in new developments or redevelopments.   

Potential Partnerships: 

 Local Residents 
 Headwaters Regional Development 

Commission 
 Greater Bemidji 

 City Council/Township Boards 
 Beltrami County HRA 
 Local Developers and Contractors 

Objective 4.2: Preserve and Promote Commercial and Industrial Redevelopment 
or In-Fill Development Where Appropriate 

Strategies: 

1. Promote flexibility for commercial and industrial redevelopment and 
encourage in-fill development.   
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2. Identify areas where commercial and industrial uses should be located, 
specifically adjacent to highways with controlled access where noise, odor, 
dust, and glare will have minimal impact. 

3. Incorporate multi-modal transportation access and aesthetically pleasing site 
and building designs when reviewing commercial development and 
redevelopment.  

4. Utilize overlay zoning districts to address emerging issues and increase 
connections and transition of land uses.   

Potential Partnerships: 

 Bemidji Chamber of Commerce 
 Greater Bemidji 

 

 Headwaters Regional Development 
Commission 

 Northwest Minnesota Foundation 

Objective 4.3: Promote Land Use Decisions that Protect the Natural Environment 
through Smart Growth and Sustainable Practices   

Strategies: 

1. Utilize guidelines for land use practices conserving natural landscapes and 
allow zoning flexibility for implementation.   

2. Preserve existing natural habitat connections. 

3. Promote in-fill development with access to public infrastructure.   

4. Support a reduction of off-street parking requirements for appropriate land 
uses to allow for increased interior green space. 

5. Allow flexibility for developments that use alternative energy sources or land 
use practices that conserve energy.   

6. Use natural hazard and wildfire risk assessment information to make informed 
land use decisions.   
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Potential Partnerships: 

 Bemidji State University Sustainability 
Office 

 City of Bemidji Parks and Recreation 
Department 

 Beltrami County Environmental 
Services 

 Beltrami County Natural Resource 
Management 

 Minnesota Department of Natural 
Resources 

 Northwest Clean Energy Resource 
Team 

 Beltrami County Emergency 
Management 

 Local Naturalist Organization 

Chapter 5: Downtown Bemidji 

Objective 5.1: Promote a “Mixed-Use” Downtown Bemidji to Preserve and 
Encourage Diversity in Business and Housing Opportunities 

Strategies: 

1. Support initiatives and redevelopment designed to increase Downtown 
housing.   

2. Support and encourage long-range master planning for the rail corridor and 
inner-city river frontage to meet the needs of the community.   

3. Increase the density of mixed-use buildings in Downtown Bemidji.   

Potential Partnerships: 

 Bemidji Downtown Alliance 
 Chamber of Commerce 

 Greater Bemidji 

Objective 5.2: Preserve and Enhance Civic Buildings, Public Plazas, Parks, and 
Gathering Spaces within Downtown 

Strategies: 

1. Support efforts to increase multi-seasonal outdoor gathering spaces.   
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2. Continue to support spaces for community attractions and events within 
Downtown. The rail corridor presents opportunity for expansion of downtown 
with potential for a Riverwalk.   

Potential Partnerships: 

 Bemidji Area Farmers Market 
 Rail River Folk School 
 Bemidji City Council 
 Gallery North 
 Bemidji Downtown Alliance 
 Visit Bemidji 

 Save the Carnegie 
 Beltrami County Historical Society 
 Headwaters Science Center 
 Watermark Art Center 
 Public Arts Commission 

Objective 5.3: Encourage preservation and enhancement of an attractive 
downtown landscape and environment. 

Strategies: 

1. Require interior greenspace to be included in parking areas throughout the 
Downtown. 

2. Promote using projecting signage within Downtown. 

3. Encourage the use of public right-of-way for planters, signage, art, and 
landscaping to expand storefronts and sidewalk service in appropriate 
locations. 

4. Encourage off-street parking in Downtown with redevelopment projects. 

Potential Partnerships: 

 Visit Bemidji 
 City of Bemidji  
 Greater Bemidji 

 Bemidji Downtown Alliance 
 Chamber of Commerce 

Objective 5.4: The Downtown Will Continue to be the Centerpiece for the 
Enhancement of Artistic and Cultural Expression 

Strategies: 
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1. Include the use of markers throughout Downtown to represent historical 
structures and places. 

2. Support the process of public arts commission as a means for selecting art and 
cultural opportunities within Downtown. 

Potential Partnerships: 

 Watermark Art Center 
 Region 2 Arts Council 
 Bemidji State University 
 Gallery North 

 Headwaters School of Music and the 
Arts 

 Beltrami County Historical Society 
 Bemidji Public Arts Commission 
 Paul Bunyan Playhouse 
 City of Bemidji 

Chapter 6: Economic Regional Center 

Objective 6.1: Enhance and Maintain a Strong, Diversified, and Sustainable 
Local Economy 

Strategies: 

1. Support the quality of life as a regional competitive advantage.   

2. Encourage a diverse workforce through promoting internship and education 
programs.  

3. Promote our lake-oriented culture through year-round events.   

4. Support arts, culture, and active living initiatives that can bring an economic 
boost to the area.   

Potential Partnerships: 

 Bemidji Chamber of Commerce 
 Greater Bemidji 
 Bemidji Downtown Alliance 
 Headwaters Regional Development 

Commission 

 Headwaters Regional Finance 
Commission  

 Visit Bemidji 
 Bemidji Economic Development 

Authority 
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Objective 6.2: Promote and Grow an Economic Regional Center 

Strategies: 

1. Promote the expansion of diverse industries in the region. 

2. Grow the existing skilled labor industry, including healthcare and technology, 
and encourage new industries to locate in the Greater Bemidji Area. 

3. Promote coordination among development organizations and existing 
businesses to continue economic growth. 

4. Establish an awareness of natural hazards that could impact economic growth. 

Potential Partnerships: 

 Bemidji Chamber of Commerce 
 Beltrami County Workforce Impact 

Program 

 Greater Bemidji 
 Revolving Loan Fund Pools 

Chapter 7: Public Infrastructure and Services 

Objective 7.1: Preserve and Enhance Our Public Services and Private Utilities 

Strategies: 

1. Plan for expansion of public service facilities through partnerships in planning 
with adjacent communities. 

2. Plan for expansions of waste water treatment facilities. 

3. Promote the objectives of the wellhead protection plan. 

4. Encourage cooperation connecting government agencies and utility 
companies to continue expansion and maintenance of all utility infrastructure. 

Potential Partnerships: 
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 City of Bemidji Public Works 
 Township Boards 
 Beltrami County Engineering  
 Beltrami Electric 
 Minnesota Pollution Control Agency 

(MPCA) 

 Ottertail Power Company 
 Minnesota Energy 
 MidCO Communication 
 Paul Bunyan Communications 
 Minnesota Department of Natural 

Resources (MnDNR) 

Objective 7.2: Preserve and Enhance Area-Wide Stormwater Treatment Systems 
for All Public and Private Development and Educate Public on Importance of 
Stormwater Management 

Strategies: 

1. Enhance drainage systems to reduce or eliminate stormwater backups and 
street flooding. 

2. Allow flexibility for private development providing enhanced on-site 
stormwater retention and treatment facilities. 

3. Promote low-impact development practices and native plants for stormwater 
management. 

Potential Partnerships: 

 City of Bemidji Public Works 
 Township Boards 
 Public Housing Development 

Authorities 

 Beltrami County Engineering 
 Beltrami County Environmental 

Services 

Objective 7.3: Enhance Public Safety Response Time 

Strategies: 

1. Plan for high risk hazardous materials emergencies. 

2. Coordinate with Beltrami County Emergency Management when planning for 
natural hazard events. 

3. Utilize land use planning to preserve and enhance life safety response time.   

Potential Partnerships: 
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 Beltrami County Emergency Services 
 Beltrami County Sheriff Department 
 City of Bemidji Police Department 
 Bemidji Ambulance Service 

 Sanford Health 
 City of Bemidji Fire Department 
 Minnesota Department of Natural 

Resources 
 First Responders 

Objective 7.4: Improve Sustainable Waste Management Practices, 
Including Recycling, in the Greater Bemidji Area 

Strategies: 

1. Support educational initiatives in the community on existing recycling 
opportunities and improve accessibility. 

2. Support educational initiatives in the community on the benefits of 
composting.   

3. Support educational opportunities for businesses or institutions on 
implementing recycling programs.   

Potential Partnerships: 

 Beltrami County Solid Waste and 
Recycling 

 Local Sustainability Advocacy Groups 

 Private Waste Management 
Contractors 

Objective 7.5: Assess Infrastructure Vulnerabilities to Natural Hazards for All Publi 
and Private Development 

Strategies: 

1. Map critical infrastructure to plan for protection from natural hazards.    

Potential Partnerships: 

 Beltrami Electric 
 Ottertail Power 
 Paul Bunyan Communications 
 Midco Communication 
 Beltrami County Emergency Services 

 Beltrami County Sheriff Department 
 Bemidji Police Department 
 Bemidji Fire Department 
 Bemidji Public Works 
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Chapter 8: Housing 

Objective 8.1 Preserve and Enhance the Quality of Housing that is 
Affordable, Safe, and Energy Efficient 

Strategies: 

1. Identify areas to allow flexibility when renovating existing old housing stock, 
while preserving the character of existing neighborhoods. 

2. Improve the quality of housing with energy efficient building upgrades and 
though using renewable energy resources.      

Potential Partnerships: 

 Beltrami County Housing and 
Redevelopment Authority 

 Rental Association 
 Local Utility Companies 
 Local Builders Association 

 Headwaters Regional Development 
Commission 

 Northwood’s Habitat for Humanity 
 

Objective 8.2 Promote and Encourage Diversity with New Housing Developments 

Strategies: 

1. Promote a variety of housing options based on market and need. 

2. Allow flexibility when affordable housing units are part of a new development.  

Potential Partnerships: 

 Beltrami County Housing and 
Redevelopment Authority 

 Headwaters Regional Development 
Commission 
 
 

 Northwood’s Habitat for Humanity 
 Headwaters Housing Development 

Corporation 
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Objective 8.3 Promote Opportunities for Successful Homeownership 

Strategies: 

1. Promote the development of smaller affordable single-family homes in 
compact developments. 

2. Promote educational opportunities to support successful homeownership 
training. 

Potential Partnerships: 

 Headwaters Regional Development 
Commission 

 Beltrami County Housing and 
Redevelopment Authority 

 USDA Rural Development 

 Local Mortgage Lenders 
 Local Home Inspector 
 Title Companies 

Chapter 9: Transportation 

Objective 9.1 Design and Construct Transportation Facilities with Livability in 
Mind 

Strategies: 

1. Promote cooperation among all road authorities. 

2. When planning transportation projects, increase multimodal opportunities 
wherever possible. 

3. Develop policy with flexibility to incorporate a diverse transportation system 
when redevelopment occurs. 

4. Allow for public art that enhances community character within the 
transportation system when possible. 

5. Develop traffic safety policy and guidelines to protect the transportation 
system.   

Potential Partnerships: 
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 Bemidji Regional Airport Authority 
 Beltrami County Engineering 

 City of Bemidji Engineering 
 Headwaters Regional Development 

Commission 

Objective 9.2 Encourage an All-Season Multi-modal Transportation System 
that Serves a Diverse Population 

Strategies: 

1. When reconstructing existing intersections, promote safety enhancements for 
all transportation.   

2. Encourage a multi-modal transportation study. 

3. Support a bike share program. 

4. Develop accurate usage statistics for all transportation types.   

5. Promote the long-term protection and development of the Bemidji Regional 
Airport. 

6. Promote new trailheads to increase multimodal transportation.   

7. Use informative signage policies to ensure the community is informed of all 
modes of transportation as well as the safest routes around the community.   

Potential Partnerships: 

 Bemidji Regional Airport Authority 
 Minnesota Department of 

Transportation Aeronautics 
 Beltrami County Engineering 
 Bike Bemidji 
 Active Transportation User Groups 
 Headwaters Transportation Network 
 Bemidji Schools/ISD #31 School 

District 
 
 

 City of Bemidji Engineering 
 Headwaters Regional Development 
 Minnesota Department of Natural 

Resources Trails and Waterways 
Division 

 Paul Bunyan Transit 
 Private Transportation Services 
 Public Transit Users 
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Chapter 10: Active and Healthy Community 

Objective 10.1 Promote Active Living and Healthy Community Initiatives  

Strategies: 

1. Promote programs for individuals that need additional services or 
opportunities to be active.   

2. Encourage activities and programming for alternative and emerging 
recreational trends. 

3. Promote high-density residential development near schools and services with 
access to multimodal transportation opportunities.  

Potential Partnerships: 

 Local Active Recreation Event Planners 
 City of Bemidji Parks and Recreation 
 Bemidji State University Outdoor 

Program Center 

 Beltrami County Parks and Recreation 
 Bike Bemidji 
 Local Trail User Groups and Clubs 

Objective 10.2 Promote All Forms of Recreational Activities 

Strategies: 

1. Promote awareness of available recreational opportunities.   

2. Promote and encourage active recreation as a part of any community 
development or redevelopment.   

3. Engage the community on public recreation projects and encourage private 
development.   

4. Promote health and enhancement of water-oriented recreational opportunities 
offered to the community. 

5. Support education about environmental stewardship and the impacts of 
human activity on the natural environment. 
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Potential Partnerships: 

 Local Active Recreation Event Planners 
 City of Bemidji Parks and Recreation 

 Beltrami County Parks and Recreation 
 Trail User Groups and Clubs 
 Bemidji State University Outdoor 

Program Center 

Objective 10.3 Promote Active Recreation and Healthy Living Year-Round 

Strategies: 

1. Promote the development of an outdoor gathering space for farmers market 
or indoor market to be used year-round. 

2. Preserve and maintain outdoor and indoor ice facilities, as well as curling 
facilities and other outdoor winter sites. 

Potential Partnerships: 

 Local Active Recreation Event Planners 
 City of Bemidji Parks and Recreation 
 Bemidji Community Arena (BCA) 

 Beltrami County Parks and Recreation 
 Trail User Groups and Clubs 

Objective 10.4 Preserve and Enhance Existing Local Goods and Foods 
Initiatives 

Strategies: 

1. Support the development of a local food hub. 

2. Encourage responsible urban agriculture as well as partnerships to promote 
the growth of urban and sustainable farming practices. 

Potential Partnerships: 

 Farmers Market Managers 
 Community Garden Managers 
 Food Shelf 

 
 

 Harmony Food Co-Op 
 Local Garden Clubs 
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Chapter 11: Air, Water, and Our Natural Resources 

Objective 11.1 Preserve and Enhance Our Air Quality 

Strategies: 

1. Support the flexibility for green building construction or increased landscaping 
and vegetation with new or redevelopment projects.   

2. Promote awareness of ecosystem-based fire management.   

Potential Partnerships: 

 Sustainability Committees 
 City of Bemidji Parks and Recreation 

 Beltrami County Natural Resource 
Management 

 Minnesota Department of Natural 
Resources 

Objective 11.2 Preserve and Enhance Water Quality 

Strategies: 

1. Encourage educational opportunities and inspections for aquatic invasive 
species.   

2. Use shoreland restoration incentives and demonstrate success on public and 
private property to increase natural shoreland.   

3. Maintain partnerships and enhance protection efforts of the Upper Mississippi 
River corridor.   

4. Promote awareness of natural hazards, which can affect water quality.  

Potential Partnerships: 

 Sustainability Committees 
 City of Bemidji Parks and Recreation 

 Beltrami County Natural Resource 
Management 

 Minnesota Department of Natural 
Resources 



 

  

Implementation          21 

Objective 11.3 Promote the Preservation of the Night Sky of the Greater Bemidji 
Area 

Strategies: 

1. Reduce nonconforming lighting.   

2. Develop stricter sign illumination standards.   

3. Promote regulation that decreases light pollution but does not decrease 
overall safety.   

Potential Partnerships: 

 Sustainability Committees 
 City of Bemidji Parks and Recreation 

 Beltrami County Natural Resource 
Management 

 Minnesota Department of Natural 
Resources 

Objective 11.4 Encourage a Resilient Urban Forestry System with High-Quality 
Wildlife Habitat 

Strategies: 

1. Encourage private forestry management planning.   

2. Preserve and enhance high-quality wildlife habitat where appropriate.   

3. Promote cooperation between local, county, state, and federal agencies who 
manage conservation land, as well as private landowners with interest in 
conservation.   

4. Promote resilient natural forest through public and private partnerships for tree 
planting initiatives.   

5. Promote and expand capacity to educate, prevent, and implement wildfire 
mitigation activities. 
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Potential Partnerships: 

 Sustainability Committees 
 City of Bemidji Parks and Recreation 

 Beltrami County Natural Resource 
Management 

 Minnesota Department of Natural 
Resources 

Objective 11.5 Encourage Awareness of Sustainable Natural Resource 
Management 

Strategies: 

1. Encourage cooperation among interest groups dedicated to environmental 
stewardship and sustainable best management practices for natural 
resources.  

  Potential Partnerships: 

 Sustainability Committees 
 City of Bemidji Parks and Recreation 

 Beltrami County Natural Resource 
Management 

 Minnesota Department of Natural 
Resources 

Objective 11.6 Encourage Bird and Pollinator Friendly Practices for New and 
Existing Buildings and Landscapes 

Strategies: 

1. Promote the use of Minnesota Department of Administration Buildings, 
Benchmarks & Beyond (B3) Bird-Safe Building Guidelines to limit the risk of built 
environments to birds.  

2. Support Bemidji’s participation in the ‘Bird City Minnesota’ program. 
3. Promote planting of native wild flowers, shrubs and trees to benefit birds and 

pollinators. 
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Potential Partnerships: 

 Sustainability Committees 
 City of Bemidji Parks and Recreation 
 Minnesota Headwaters Audubon 

Society 
 Bemidji Garden Club 
 Watermark Art Center 
 Leech Lake Tribal Extension Service 
 Bemidji State University Sustainability 

Office 
 Minnesota Master Gardeners 

 Beltrami County Natural Resource 
Management 

 Minnesota Department of Natural 
Resources 

 Bemidji Area Nurseries and Garden 
Centers 

 Visit Bemidji 
 Bemidji Downtown Alliance 
 Minnesota Master Naturalists – Bogs 

& Logs Chapter 
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