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INTRODUCTION

As described and introduced in the Land Use Chapter, the City has experienced 
significant change and growth over the past decade which is expected to continue 
through much of the next planning period. The City is a naturally desirable location 
due to its proximity to the Twin Cities, accessibility and high-quality neighborhoods, 
schools and natural areas. All of these characteristics positively contribute to the City’s 
desirability, making it a place where new residents want to locate, long-term residents 
want to stay, and businesses want to be.

The following Chapter is provided to describe what types of development patterns exist 
today, where those patterns are changing and evolving, and where they are likely to stay 
the same. The importance of acknowledging and understanding the City’s existing and 
potential growth opportunities is in its ability to describe, regulate and guide the types 
of development to appropriate locations of the community. By being deliberate about 
its plans, the City can continue to define its character and identity through its existing 
developments and neighborhoods while permitting new development to occur in ways 
that support the City’s identity and vision for the future.
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2040 Balanced Development & Growth 
Highlights – What’s to Come

 » Creating balance within a community that is 
experiencing change is important for protecting its 
character and achieving its vision for the future. 

 » The City aims to use a balanced approach to protecting 
and continuing existing rural development patterns 
while allowing for new urbanizing development patterns 
and uses in appropriately guided areas of the community. 

 » Establish patterns of development that integrate with 
the existing character and landscape of the community 
and transition comfortably between uses.
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Specific Area Plans & Land Use Patterns

Despite recent growth and development pressure, a large percentage of the City’s 
landscape is planned to continue to be dominated by rural residential development 
patterns interwoven with an extensive network of parks, open spaces and natural 
resources. Since more than 50% of the City is anticipated to remain in rural residential 
and protected park lands, this dominant land use pattern will continue to be a defining 
characteristic of Lake Elmo through 2040. The remaining areas of the City are 
anticipated to be developed over the next 20 years with a more intense development 
pattern that will offer greater diversity in choice to current and future residents, 
stakeholders and business owners. 

One of the most important considerations the City will make moving forward is how to 
create balance within a community that is experiencing change. The desire to maintain 
the historical rural roots of the City while allowing areas of new development types; to 
create new opportunities that will respect past patterns and identities; and to remain 
individual when the City is a part of the larger regional context – Lake Elmo’s leaders 
are embarking on a careful balancing act over the next 20 years.

The commitment and desire to create balance in the City moving forward is described 
in the following sections. This Chapter addresses a balanced approach to protecting 
and continuing existing rural development patterns while allowing for new urbanizing 
development patterns and uses in appropriately guided areas of Lake Elmo. This Chapter 
emphasizes the importance of respecting the qualities that have made Lake Elmo’s 
neighborhoods exceptional places to live, work and recreate and incorporating those 
characteristics into areas that are projected to evolve and change over the next  
20 years. 
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THE RURAL PATTERNS

The City developed its rural residential neighborhoods over a series of decades which 
resulted in a diverse rural landscape pattern that cannot be found in other communities 
in the Twin Cities. Because the City’s rural areas grew organically over an extended 
period of time the neighborhoods in the rural areas responded to various conditions 
of the landscape, market place and regulations. A strong correlation can be seen 
between the development pattern and the time period in which the neighborhood was 
developed since different regulations and lot standards were in effect at various times 
in Lake Elmo’s history. Most recently, the City’s rural areas have focused on the Open 
Space Development neighborhood pattern, but historically a more conventional rural 
residential subdivision pattern such as those found around the Tri-Lakes neighborhoods, 
and adjacent to the Old Village were developed when minimum lot sizes were much 
smaller than the minimum lot sizes required today. Since there remain some larger 
contiguous acreages in the community, the City has projected that growth is likely to 
occur in these areas, which is consistent with the Metropolitan Council’s projections 
found within the 2015 System Statement as summarized in Table 4-1.

Table 4-1. Unsewered Rural Residential Forecasts

Forecast Year Forecast Component Population Households
2010 Unsewered 8,061 2,776

2020 Unsewered 6,788 2,441

2030 Unsewered 7,140 2,760

2040 Unsewered 7,992 3,379

Source: 2015 Lake Elmo System Statement, Metropolitan Council
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The following sections describe the most common types of neighborhoods and 
development patterns in the City’s rural areas and it is anticipated that many of the 
following patterns, particularly Open Space Development neighborhoods, will continue 
to define the community through this planning period. 

Conventional Rural Residential Neighborhoods

A conventional subdivision is one that generally includes a fairly regular lot size, with 
similar setback standards, and where all the land contained within the subdivision is 
privatized excluding roadways. In the City’s rural areas, this neighborhood pattern can 
be found with various lot size patterns, and many of the neighborhoods are organized 
around natural features such as the City’s many lakes. For example, the neighborhoods 
of the Tri-Lakes were developed to capitalize on access to Lakes Jane, Olson and 
DeMontreville in the northwest corner of the community. Each neighborhood in the rural 
residential area has a strong sense of individuality since they were generally developed with 
an organizing feature. Oftentimes it is difficult for large-lot areas to have a strong sense 
of neighborhood and character, but Lake Elmo has successfully created a sense of place 
within these neighborhoods by carefully developing areas with intrinsic values.

Looking forward through this planning period, conventional subdivisions such as 
those found in the existing rural residential areas of the community are not likely to be 
developed with similar lot configurations and patterns given current regulations. Today, 
rural residential land uses are expected to maintain an overall density not exceeding 
one (1) dwelling unit per ten (10) acres which makes a ‘conventional’ subdivision much 
more difficult, particularly if a sense of neighborhood is desired. Subdivisions that are 
developed with standard lot sizes between 5 and 10 acres may still occur, but the scale 
and number of lots is likely to be much smaller than some of the more conventionally-
subdivided neighborhoods that make up much of the City’s existing land use.
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Open Space Development Neighborhoods

The City of Lake Elmo is known for pioneering innovative rural development patterns 
in the region which contributes positively to the character of the community. These rural 
developments, commonly referred to as Open Space Developments, embrace the lifestyle 
of the rural landscape capitalizing on the natural features residents desire. Several Open 
Space Developments have endured for decades to provide residents with opportunities to 
live near nature and preserve land for conservation, wildlife, and recreation.

In many ways much of the City’s existing rural residential neighborhood pattern is 
innovative, and unique from many similarly situated communities in the metropolitan 
area. There are over a dozen Open Space Development neighborhoods that include 
clustered residential uses with perpetually protected conservation areas. Neighborhoods 
such as the Fields of St. Croix, and the more recently developed Discover Crossing, are 
Open Space Development neighborhoods that are a part of the City’s continuing rural 
residential land use patterns. The principle characteristics of these neighborhoods is 
that homes in these neighborhoods are sited closer together (clustered) which allows 
for surrounding land to be preserved for open space, natural resources protection, 
recreational and trail opportunities, and natural surface water drainage. 
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The City will continue to promote the open space development neighborhood pattern 
of the next planning period and will guide potential developers to preserve areas with 
natural resource value. Developing with open space neighborhood patterns affords the 
City the opportunity to identify and protect important natural resources and provide 
multi-purpose connected greenways. While this development pattern provides great 
opportunity, there is also challenge regarding the maintenance and management of 
the community septic systems, and the conservation easement. Most recently, some 
of the more established open space developments have begun to require maintenance of 
the community septic systems. As the City learns the best way to resolve and understand 
these issues it provides a valuable learning opportunity to the community to identify 
how to mitigate potential issues in future developments. Additionally, many conservation 
easements in the City are currently held by the Minnesota Land Trust, and it is likely that 
this organization may not be as willing to hold small conservation easements in the future. 
Moving forward, the City will need to identify alternative organizations that qualify as an 
84C to hold future easements to ensure this development pattern is viable to continue the 
existing character of the City’s rural neighborhoods.
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General Considerations for Growth in Rural 
Areas through this Planning Period

Market Considerations

The single-family detached housing 
market has recovered to a great 
extent, and the high-end market is 
not as affected by recessionary trends. 
It is likely that new developments 
in the rural areas will trend towards 
the upper end of the market and 
will continue to be dominated by 
single-family detached uses. Given 
this trend, the absorption of lots in 
these areas tends to have a longer 
duration than in neighborhoods with more moderate housing and lot prices. Regardless, 
the City does anticipate continued demand for new housing in the rural residential areas. 
Likewise, the City will likely continue to see reinvestment in the existing housing stock 
particularly in existing neighborhoods around the lakes if the economy and market place 
stays strong over the next planning period.

Greenways, Utilities and Pattern

Through this planning process the City has identified one of their goals as the desire to 
improve trail connections throughout the community. An effective way to accomplish 
this is through establishing a City-wide green network of open space, parks, trails, and 
parkways. To achieve this objective, a network through the City’s rural residential areas 
is critical because these areas also include some the community’s most valuable park 
and open space resources including Sunfish Lake Park and the Lake Elmo Regional Park 
Reserve. An open space or green network within the City may include land that responds 
to topography and natural drainage, which typically coincide with undevelopable land 
on which developments can be planned to balance protection of these features while 
locating homes and buildings away from the network. Establishing development around 
natural drainage also requires less engineering and manipulation for constructed storm 
sewer. A green network also contributes to greater movement and health of wildlife and 
biodiversity in the community. As part of this Comprehensive Plan, a general green 
network has been illustrated in Map 6-9 in Chapter 6. The suggested network follows 
natural land features, existing open space and public ownership, and considers large 

BDG Goal #4. Create a land use and phasing 

plan that promotes contiguous development, 

that has flexibility to respond to the market, 

and results in a balanced land use pattern.

- Chapter 1: Vision, Strategies & Goals 
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tracts of single ownership. It does not, however, indicate any level of entitlement, 
taking, or intent for public ownership. Ongoing evaluation of appropriate connections 
and opportunities for enhancing the network should be considered with each 
development proposal in rural and growth areas.

One of the most significant challenges to rural development is providing drinking water 
with private wells and sanitary with private septic systems. Residential developments in 
the City utilize both individual systems for water and sanitary or community systems for 

clustered design. 

Fortunately, septic system technology is consistently advancing, providing greater 
opportunities for systems that are more efficient, effective, and take up less land. 
Some newer systems release treated water directly to on-site soil infiltration, offering 
opportunity for localized groundwater recharge. The City should encourage use of 
proven new technologies in rural developments, both existing and new, that may prevent 
needs for future unplanned City sewer 
connections and enhance sustainable 
methods for groundwater infiltration. 
In addition to advantages to localized 
groundwater recharge, some of the newer 
systems also require significantly less 
land for drainfield area and as a result 
may provide more opportunity for 
diversification of housing types within 
rural area development. 

BDG Goal #1. Encourage developers, land 

owners, and stakeholders to integrate the 

value of natural resource systems into new 

developments in all land use categories.

- Chapter 1: Vision, Strategies & Goals 
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THE [SUB]URBANIZING PATTERNS

The areas of Lake Elmo that have experienced the most change in the last decade, are 
those that were designated to be included within the Metropolitan Urban Service Area 
(MUSA). As shown in Chapter 3: Land Use, approximately 11% of the City’s land area 
is designated to be included and served by urban services (municipal sewer and water). 
While approximately 15% of the City’s total land area is designated within the 2040 
MUSA, there are two distinct areas that will be developed with more intensity and each 
has a different set of objectives for growth over the next planning period.

The City’s previous Plan identified these land areas as “urban” and while they are 
designated to receive urban services, the development patterns within the planned 
MUSA are guided towards more suburban densities. These areas are not projected 
to take on characteristics of more urban development patterns found in places like 
downtown Saint Paul, Stillwater, or other 
more compactly developed areas. 

The following sections provide a description 
of the City’s planned and desired growth 
patterns and uses over the next planning 
period for these areas. As with the rural 
residential areas, Lake Elmo is committed 
to incorporating parks, trails, open spaces 
and natural resources throughout the City 
– including the areas planned for municipal 
services. Regardless of the presence of 

BDG Goal #3. Recognize that sewered 

development is planned for specifically 

guided areas and that those areas are 

appropriate for increased density and 

commercial uses.

- Chapter 1: Vision, Strategies & Goals 
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municipal services, the one common thread throughout the City is the desire to create a 
network of open spaces and trails that become the defining characteristic of Lake Elmo 
through this Planning period.

Village Planning Area

The Village Planning Area is set apart 
from the surrounding rural landscape, 
and encompasses the City’s historic main 
street, established neighborhoods around 
Lake Elmo, developing neighborhoods 
and remaining farmsteads. The boundary 
of the Village Planning Area coincides 
with the 2040 MUSA boundary and the 
land within it is planned to be connected 
to municipal services including sewer 
and water. Approximately 15% of the 
land area within the Village Planning 
Area was developed between the late 1800s and early 1960’s and was developed at a 
time when sanitary sewer and water regulations were much different. Since standards 
have evolved, and environmental concerns are more prevalent today particularly as they 
relate to Impaired Waters (See Chapter 8: Surface Water Management), these historic 
neighborhoods and developments will now be served with regional and municipal utility 
systems. While the transition is costly, and impacts existing residents and users, the 
long-term benefits will be invaluable to assist with improving lake quality of Lake Elmo, 
and health, safety and welfare of residents and businesses that will have safe sanitary 
sewer and water supply to their homes or buildings. 

In addition to improving existing neighborhoods and user quality, the introduction 
of urban services to the Village Planning Area allows for greater diversity of land uses 
within the Village Planning Area. The new public utility systems can accommodate 
higher residential densities and more commercial and clustered development. Some 
in the City see this as an opportunity, while others view this change with skepticism. 
Regardless of the position, through this planning process, nearly everyone who provided 
comment was committed to maintaining the Village as the heart of Lake Elmo and want 

to see it succeed as a character defining gathering place for the City.

BDG Goal #2. Protect existing 

neighborhoods, open spaces and natural 

resources from adverse impacts that may 

result from intensified development in 

adjacent sewered areas. 

 - Chapter 1: Vision, Strategies & Goals 
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Given the desire to maintain the Village as an important way to organize and center 
the community, the City has further refined the Plan for development and growth 
within the Village Planning Area within this Chapter. While there are diverse land 
uses available to preserve, develop and redevelop the land in the Village Planning Area, 
a central theme of the community is the desire to maintain a greenway around the 
urbanizing area. The greenway will link open spaces between developments within the 
urbanizing areas and will offer broader connections to the greenways throughout the 
community. The greenway is envisioned to function as a preserved corridor to benefit 
the natural resources valued in the community, and to denote and transition between 
the development patterns within the rural residential neighborhoods and the more 

compact village pattern as you move towards the heart of Main Street. 

The Village Planning Area is well-positioned for the types of land uses proposed. The 
area is centered around the historical Old Village which carries the nostalgic history and 
character of the City. Future Land Use and related policies will support the preservation 
of this character and promotion of development here to maintain the character already 
established. To best plan for the various types of land uses and development design 
for the heart of the Village Planning Area, three districts centered at the core of the 
planning area are created within this Plan: the Old Village District, Elmo Station 
District, and the Civic District. While these areas do not encompass all land within the 
Village Planning Area, the land outside of the three core districts is planned for a more 
traditional suburban residential development pattern that will be connected to the core 
districts by parkways, roads and trail connections. 
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Old Village District

The location of the Old Village District has 
the opportunity to capitalize on its proximity 
to the Lake Elmo Regional Park Reserve that 
bring people from throughout the region, 
and its relative accessibility from Stillwater 
Boulevard which is busy thoroughfare through 
Washington County. With the right destinations 
and supporting contextual land uses, the Old 
Village District has potential for growing its economic presence and bolstering its place 
as a heart for the community. Vitality of the Old Village Main Street is dependent upon 
enough households supporting the businesses desired along the street. This is where 
the Future Land Use Plan works to identify areas where increased residential density 
in adjacent districts can bring more residents closer to the conveniences and desired 
destinations of the Old Village. Interestingly, this concept is not entirely new, as historic 
plat maps of Lake Elmo from the 1940s and 1950s identify a “Village” area that is 
nearly consistent in boundary and area to that defined as the Old Village District within 

this Plan.

Naturally then the future plan for the Old Village District is to enhance and preserve 
the historic character of the Main Street, and respect its historical roots as the heart of 
the community. There is opportunity to fill in existing gaps with similarly sized and 
scaled buildings that are supportive and consistent with the architectural charm of 
existing buildings along the street frontage between Stillwater Boulevard and the railroad 
tracks. Recent improvements along this portion of Main Street (Lake Elmo Avenue) has 
significantly improved the pedestrian experience, and with continued efforts to make the 

area more walkable and pedestrian friendly infill and reinvestment are likely to continue.

In addition to the Main Street, the surrounding historic neighborhoods and mix of 
uses in the immediate area reinforce its charm. The intent of creating this District is 
to promote and capitalize on opportunities that enhance and improve the pattern in 
this District, and to evolve and develop with structures and uses that reinforce the 
small village charm. As identified in subsequent implementation sections of this Plan, 
one of the ways in which this pattern will be reinforced is through the development 
of an overlay district within the City’s zoning that will further prescribe the desired 
development and redevelopment patterns in the Old Village District through this 
planning period.

BDG Goal #7. Create opportunities 

for new businesses to locate in the 

Old Village District.

- Chapter 1: Vision, Strategies & Goals 
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Elmo Station District

In an effort to more clearly define the City’s 
objectives for the core of the Village Planning 
Area, the Elmo Station District is created to 
identify an area adjacent to the Old Village 
District that could be developed and redeveloped 
more intensely to support and enhance the uses 
along Main Street. The primary land use change 
identified for the future land use in this district 
is the addition of a higher density residential area that allows for construction of multi-
story / multi-family residential buildings. This will bring an important concentration 
of people closer to the Main Street of the Old Village and will support the traffic 
needed for the success of the businesses located there. During this planning process a 
significant amount of time was dedicated to discussions about the relationship between 
households, retail demands, and the ability for communities and neighborhoods to 
support conveniences and services within a small village setting. Ultimately, it as 
determined that promoting and encouraging a more compact and supporting residential 
neighborhood pattern near the Old Village District could provide valuable resources, 

support and pedestrian activity to create a more vibrant (and viable) Main Street. 

The character of the Elmo Station District is planned to be supporting and compatible 
with the historical architectural qualities of the nearby Old Village District. However, 
there should be a distinction between these two Districts that what’s new is new 
and is compatible but not the same. The residential neighborhood pattern in this 
district should extend the style and character of the Old Village District, with narrow 
sewered streets, on-street parking, and small or no setbacks. Focus should be placed 
on pedestrian connections as well, strengthening the access between this area and 
Main Street with trails for walking and biking. Since much of this area will be newly 
developed, design standards and guidelines as well appropriate overlay districts should 

be created to implement the objectives of the Elmo Station District. 

BDG Goal #6. Support existing 

small businesses in the Old Village 

District and Elmo Station District. 

- Chapter 1: Vision, Strategies & Goals 
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Civic District

The Civic District on the north side of Stillwater Boulevard is organized around the 
existing Civic campus for the City. This area is recognized as a more suburban style of 
development with setbacks, parking lots, and sewered streets for stormwater. Residential 
patterns surrounding the civic uses will be planned for a mixed-use development pattern 
that may include residential, office, medical, and service uses. Generally development in 
this area will follow a slightly more suburban form and will have a distinctly different 
character than what will be found in residential and commercial uses in the Old Village 

District and Elmo Station District.

The Civic District will continue to be an important area of the community since the 
City Offices and City Council chambers are located within the District. In addition 
to the City Offices, uses in the Civic District include religious institutions, the Lake 
Elmo Elementary School, bank, offices and other commercial uses. Though some long-
term users exist in the area, there are also vacant parcels that have the opportunity 
to further complete the development pattern. Although the area is developed with 
greater setbacks, more parking areas, and other more traditional suburban elements 
as the area develops, new neighborhoods surrounding the Civic District are under 
development with new residences. New residents have expressed interest in making 
sure that pedestrian and bike connections are considered to the Elementary School, the 
Farmer’s Market and other attractions within the Civic District. Further interest in safe 
routes and connections to the Old Village District from the Civic District and adjacent 
neighborhoods is also important and will be planned for as development in this core 
area occurs. 
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South Planning Area

The Village Planning Area will have a 
distinct land use and growth pattern that 
is structured around the core districts that 
have historical roots in the community. 
The South Planning Area is decisively 
different from the Village Planning Area, 
because there was no existing framework 
to guide development. The South Planning 
Area was first planned for urban services 
in 2030 Comprehensive Plan, and though 
development was delayed in the first half of 
the 2010s due to the housing bust and recession, the pace of development has accelerated 
in recent years. The first segment of the housing market to see signs of recovery was 
the single-family detached residential market, and that has been the dominant land use 
development pattern developed over the past five years. Approximately a third of the land 
area within the South Planning Area has been entitled, is under development or has new 
homes since the last planning period and the demand for growth and development in this 
area is expected to continue into this decade.

Given the development trends and demands experienced over the past decade, it is 
an important time for the City to reflect on what has been approved and to consider 
how the 2030 Plan for the South Planning Area could be improved moving into this 
planning period. The Land Use Plan for the 2040 South Planning Area refines the 
past plans through a more deliberate balance of diverse land uses that will encourage a 
mix of housing types, development patterns, and business uses. The pure commercial 
and business land use designations are now consolidated to key intersections at I-94 
and Inwood, I-94 and Keats, I-94 and Lake Elmo Avenue, and I-94 and Manning 
Avenue. By focusing commercial and business uses at key nodes, the City will encourage 
higher quality commercial, business and service users rather than creating a potential 
oversupply that may drive prices and quality of development down. The key nodes 
benefit from high visibility from I-94, and regional accessibility from the Interstate 
and a well-connected frontage road that runs east-west through this area. Between the 
key nodes along the I-94 frontage road, the City has guided land to be more flexible 
to allow for an integrated development pattern that will include residential, business 

BDG Goal #5. Explore opportunities 

to integrate design and site planning 

characteristics of the Old Village District 

into new developments in the City. 

- Chapter 1: Vision, Strategies & Goals 
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and commercial uses. The planned mixed-use approach is deliberate and is meant to 
encourage master planning of these areas to incorporate horizontal and vertical mixed-
use, and the integration higher density housing options in proximity to regional 

infrastructure and services. 

As detailed within the Housing Chapter and the Background Report, in Lake Elmo there 
are gaps in certain age cohorts that can be attributed in part to the lack of diversity in 
housing choice. The mix of uses and housing will support the growing needs of those 
aging in the community, offering new opportunities to stay in the City. Those residents 
seeking to leave their large home or property, but stay in the community, will demand 
housing types that are more likely to be found near regional transport, shopping, and 
services. Likewise, young people starting out their careers are distinctly missing from 
the community because there are few, if any, options for them to live affordably in the 
community. By providing a diverse land use pattern in the South Planning Area, the 
opportunities and options to live in Lake Elmo will expand exponentially creating a 
more diverse and vibrant community in the years to come.
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