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Presentation Notes
1.	History of Nicollet Ave redevelopment/Eat Street branding:Opening slide: image of Eat Street today: Introduce myself and thank MCCD for asking me to present on Nicollet Ave Redevelopment and then facilitate this esteemed panel as part of MCCD’s 30th anniversary activitiesHave touched Nicollet Ave in many ways over my life, including growing just one block off of it in South Minneapolis, worked for several neighborhood organizations that touched Nicollet, and currently am serving as Interim Director of the Hennepin History Museum, which is just three blocks off Nicollet. Having said that, this won’t be a bunch of stories about me…



Context-Setting 
#1: 1960s 

construction of 
I-35W
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Second slide: But because I’ve been doing a bunch of history lately, I always like to start with a couple of historical decisions that created the situation that we want to understand. For Nicollet Avenue, the factors that set the stage for its redevelopment are the basic forces of large infrastructure projects and market reality, followed by community organizing and empowerment.So for starters: Here’s a map of Nicollet Avenue with 35W. Before the highway was built in the 1960s, Nicollet was one of the main thoroughfares in the city – getting people to and from downtown.Then, the interstate highway was built in the 60s – starting from the south – coming up between Stevens Ave and 2nd, then it does this shift to the east in order to avoid the art institute. The whole way it creates this barrier between people and neighborhoods on both sides of the highway in order to help facilitate the mobility of people to and from the suburbs.



Context-Setting 
#2: 1970s Nicollet 

& Lake 
Redevelopment 

(K-Mart)
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Then the city was concerned about urban decline and blight at this time, and one of the new tools they had in their arsenal was TIF – tax increment financing. They set their sights on redevelopment of the Nicollet and Lake intersection, and through a bunch of decisions that one urban planning blogger calls the city’s “Planning Blunder #7”: Kmart was allowed to build a store right at the intersection and cut off the street to through traffic. 



Another view...

NowThen



Seeds of renewal: 
The neighborhood 
starts to get 
organized...
Whittier Alliance established 1977
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The community fought the decision, and while they lost that fight, they did start organizing themselves, and the Whittier Alliance was formed in 1977 to address community concerns.



and starts to fight back...
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Kmart was aware of the neighborhood’s criticism of the decision to block Nicollet Avenue at Lake Street and essentially position itself so its backside faced the neighborhood. So it allowed the city’s chamber of commerce to conducted a competitive request for proposals to have a mural painted along its back wall, with the artist and design chosen by the neighborhood group. This was the winner: a mural that depicts the fight to keep Nicollet open. A bit of constant subversion to that 1970s-era decision.



Meanwhile, decreased property 
values and rents created an 
opportunity...
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Even as there were concerns about increased crime and prostitution and concerns about deteriorating housing stock, something was happening along Nicollet that would seed the avenue’s future revival. New Americans from around the globe were finding affordable rents in some of the properties along Nicollet and started to give Nicollet a new flavor (pun intended). Just to mention a few: •	Rainbow Chinese opened in 1987•	Christos in 1988•	Quang Vietnamese in 1989•	Truong Thanh Market opened off Nicollet in Loring Park in 1988, then moved to 2520 in 1991•	Sinbad’s moved to Nicollet in 1992  •	They all joined the Black Forest that opened in 1965



Helping dreams 
come true for 
many
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This was all a very organic trend, each family decision to locate on Nicollet Avenue was individual, because the rents were affordable to them. They didn’t make the decision because they wanted to be part of a movement. But they certainly became part of one!



NRP arrived in the early 1990s, and the 
neighborhood visioned...

(and had a lot of meetings)
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When the city established the Neighborhood Revitalization Program in the late 80s/early 90s, the Whittier neighborhood won the opportunity to be one of the first neighborhoods to participate in the program. Starting in the early 1990s, the neighborhood started to hold meetings, to talk about what they wanted to work on with their NRP funding. (The images of meetings in this slide are not actual Eat  Street neighborhoods meetings, but it just tries to depict all the meetings and meetings and meetings required during the NRP process.)



Three neighborhoods, led by 
Nicollet business owners, 

directed funding for Nicollet 
Avenue Streetscape 

improvements between Grant 
and 29th Street.
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This is when the businesses started talking to each other about what they thought would help them be successful. They were able to look beyond their own four walls and look at the area in total, and that’s when they noticed that things were a bit shabby. The city was planning on coming through to redo the street itself, so the businesses, through the NRP program, pushed for funding for additional streetscape enhancements. They also worked to build partnerships with the two neighborhoods to the north, Stevens Square and Loring Park, so in the end the whole Nicollet Avenue Streetscape Project covered Nicollet from Grant Street to 29th. 



The new Nicollet –
from Grant to 29th 
Street – opened to 

great festivity in 
September 1997
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What NRP Streetscape Project funded: trees, pedestrian-level street lights, shared parking lot improvements (fencing, stuff like that). Then the two-year project was done and the neighborhoods celebrated with a big grand opening: bee bop on the black top, with a parade, a grand marshal, and this great article, which is really the reason I wanted to do a power point: The big ribbon cutting with the Mayor and area Council member in 1997. 



Meanwhile, as construction was 
underway, someone was noticing what 
was happening on the street...

"Eats Street // It doesn't cost you much 
to dine your way around the world. You 

can do it all within a few blocks on 
Nicollet Ave S. in Minneapolis"

--Jeremy Iggers in the Minneapolis Star Tribune, 
summer 1997
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So how did this lead to “Eat Street”? Right before the street reconstruction was complete, a local food writer – Jeremy Iggers – wrote a guide of the various restaurants along Nicollet in this area. The headline declared it “Eats Street”.



A brand was 
born
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So when the business community was planning for the post-streetscape completion avenue, they sought some advice for how to brand the avenue, and took Iggers’ idea and shortened it to “Eat Street”. The final critical piece of the puzzle that led to the success of this redevelopment was identifying a funding source for the on-going maintenance, so the businesses set up one of the city’s first Special Services District. Still in operation, it covers annual expenses around snow removal, trash containers, Tivoli lights, etc.Area CDCs, including MCCD, also strengthened support for the small businesses that sought to establish their enterprise on Nicollet Ave. And they continue to support businesses up to this day.



Eat Street: Lessons Learned

Identify the community's existing 
assets, and build off of those

Clustering of restaurants and grocery stores of the 
various world cultures was an asset that has only 
grown

Work together, listen to each other
Some of the smaller businesses were skeptical at 
first, but through continual relationship building, 
trust was developed

Communicate to the public entity what 
you need as a community

Being able to direct funding for infrastructure 
improvements was empowering, and met the 
community's needs (versus earlier projects)

Prepare for on-going maintenance to 
ensure longevity

Special Services District was established to keep up 
maintenance – one of the city's first
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1.	Lessons learned from the processIdentify the community’s existing assets and build off of those.Work together. In my conversation with Joanne Christ from the Black Forest, who was intimately involved in the 90s, reported going door-to-door to talk with the other businesses on the avenue about the ideas of some of the organizing businesses. Some were skeptical, and concerned that she was only advocating for these improvements because it would benefit the Black Forest and the other large more established businesses. They had to keep talking to build the trust and work through the natural skepticism.Being able to direct large infrastructure investments really was meaningful and empowering.Establish support for on-going maintenance.



Eat Street Today

•Nicollet Avenue is still where one finds world cuisine – and economic opportunityThe Eat Street brand still holds

•Still individual family or local chains
New restaurant arrivals might 

skew more American

•Will the younger generation want to take over?
Generational shift is taking place 
at some of the longer-standing 

businesses

•Will increases in property values lead to a change in the mix of businesses on Eat 
Street? Especially in the Loring Park section with the new development underway

•What will the improved transit/access on I35W do to the neighborhood?

Some concern about 
gentrification
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Where we stand now 25/30 years after the fact, and what you think its impact has been today? Brand still holds, 20 years later, in fact it’s being reembraced by the Whittier Alliance, who is organizing an “Eat Street Festival” for the second year – sort of an Open Streets for this stretch of NicolletSome worry that the immigrant businesses might be lost. The newer arrivals are more American style, but there aren’t any chains. There’s a generational change happening with several of the enterprises, so not sure they will all still be aroundGentrification: Some concern about some businesses being priced out due to increased property valuesThen, looking forward, it will be interesting to see how the increased mobility and access created by the 35W reconstruction with the transit improvements will affect the neighborhood. And what about the re-opening of Nicollet Avenue? 



Thank you!
Cara Letofsky
Mill City Consulting
Interim Director, Hennepin History Museum
cara@millcityconsulting.info
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