
Chapter 1: Community & Planning Context

Today & Tomorrow
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INTRODUCTION

The City of Lake Elmo is located half-way between the downtown urban core of Saint Paul and 
the pristine St Croix River Valley, offering an idyllic mix of rural amenities, natural scenery, 
outdoor recreation, and suburban convenience. The City’s location and accessibility has made it 
one of the most desirable, and fastest growing communities in the Twin Cities metropolitan area 
over the past decade. With growth comes change, and the City must be prepared to capitalize 
on its regional position while maintaining its vision for the future and protecting its small-town 
charm that has defined the community for many decades. 

The City is at an important time in its history as new neighborhoods are springing up throughout 
the high growth areas, the Old Village is adding new households and businesses and existing 
neighborhoods begin to age and require renewed focus and attention. The Chapters that follow 
describe, highlight and address some of these influences in the community and provide guidance 
and direction to the City as it continues to grow and evolve over this planning period. 

2040 Community & Planning Context 

Highlights – What’s to Come

 » Lake Elmo is expected to grow over this planning 
period with the majority of growth planned in areas 
designated by the Metropolitan Council as Emerging 
Suburban Edge.

 » The areas designated as Rural Residential by the 
Metropolitan Council are planned for modest 
growth similar to existing neighborhood and 
development patterns.
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However, before we can begin to develop the Plan for the community’s future it is important to 
first establish the City’s context within the region and understand the framework from which 
the subsequent sections of this Plan are derived. The following sections provide a snapshot of 
the community’s context which summarizes a more detailed set of data which can be found in 
the Appendix A: Background Report. This Chapter is intended to provide context regarding 
the following:

• Summary of current demographic and socio-economic trends 

• Current market snapshot (local and regional)

• Planning Context

 Metropolitan Council (regional)

 Local (objectives established and local process)

COMMUNITY DEMOGRAPHICS & SOCIOECONOMIC 

The City of Lake Elmo covers approximately 24 square miles of land and borders other 
suburban and rural communities, including Oakdale to the west, Grant to the north, Oak 
Park Heights, Baytown and West Lakeland Townships to the east, and Woodbury to the south. 
In 2016, the population of Lake Elmo was estimated at 8,748 people with 3,001 households 
(Minnesota State Demographic Center). Other key 2015 demographic statistics compiled from 
the American Community Survey and US Census include: 

• The median household income of Lake Elmo residents was $96,944 which far 
exceed the median household income of the 7-County metropolitan area.  
7.2% of Lake Elmo residents live in poverty.

• The largest Lake Elmo racial/ethnic groups are White (93.0%) followed by 
Hispanic (3.8%) and Asian (1.8%).

• The median age for Lake Elmo residents is 42.9 years young.  
The gender split is 50:50. 
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Table 1-1. Age of Population 2015 - Lake Elmo and Region

Table 1-2. Median Household Income by Age of Householder 2015

Table 1-3. Median Household Income 2000 - 2015
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Market Snapshot

To plan for the City’s future, it is important to understand the current market dynamics in 
the community, and to compare those to the larger region to understand how Lake Elmo 
compares. As indicated in the subsequent sections, because the City has only recently 
introduced municipal services it has a relatively homogeneous housing market compared to both 
Washington County and the greater 7-County metro area.

Households and Housing Types

The households in 2015 were overwhelmingly dominated by detached single-family housing 
types (84%), a rate that far exceeds the metropolitan average of 59%. The next largest 
percentage of housing stock in the City is manufactured homes (11%) which is also unique 
compared to both Washington County and the greater region. Providing a range of housing 
types within a community allows for more opportunity to accommodate various ages of 
residents, life-cycle housing options, and options for residents of mixed income levels to 
locate. The lack of diversity in housing types, and how this might be addressed, is discussed 
further in the Land Use, Balanced Development & Growth, and Housing Chapters of this 
Comprehensive Plan. 

Table 1-4. Housing Structure Type - 2015
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Housing Market Trends

According to data from the Minneapolis Association of Realtors, the median home sales price 
for Lake Elmo in 2016 was $407,070. This was over 75% more than the metropolitan area 
median home sales price of $232,000. This indicates that the existing housing stock in Lake 
Elmo is expensive compared to the rest of the region. The number of sales in Lake Elmo 
appears to be picking up significantly after several years of slow sales. This suggests that new 
developments may be driving the increase in the number of sales. Additionally, new product 
types are slowly entering the Lake Elmo market in neighborhoods such as Savona that have a 
small pocket of townhomes that were developed in the past three years. As new housing types 
enter the market greater pricing diversity is likely to occur, which may begin to bring the City’s 
median home pricing closer to that of similarly situated communities in Washington County.

Table 1-5. Median Home Sales Price 2007 - 2015
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Commercial 

Although Lake Elmo is still largely defined by its residential character, its employment base has
been steadily growing and diversifying in recent years. Employment in a community can 
influence not only its tax base and land use but also impact the types of housing demanded and 
support of certain types of retail. 

Between 2000 and 2015, Lake Elmo’s employment base increased by more than 850 jobs or 
53%. Industries that have led this growth have been in the high-paying “knowledge” sectors 
of Information, Finance, and Professional and Management Services. Hospitality has also 
contributed to this growth as well. The City’s interest in continuing to provide land and 
opportunities for business and retail in the community is further discussed and planned for 
within the Land Use and Balanced Development & Growth Chapters of this Plan.
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PLANNING CONTEXT

The planning context of this 2040 Comprehensive Plan Update (Plan) is also an important 
consideration to understand how and why the subsequent Chapters of this planning document 
were created. While the City’s location in the region and current market dynamics provide 
context to where and why certain characteristics are emphasized within this Plan; the Planning 
Context establishes the requirements of this planning effort that must be addressed and also 
describes who was involved at the local level in the creation of this Plan. The following sections 
will define the planning context of the following:

1. Regional context and requirements (Metropolitan Council)

2. Local context and objectives guiding Plan development

Regional Context and Requirements – Metropolitan Council

Communities often wonder when, and why, they should prepare an update to their 
Comprehensive Plan. The Metropolitan Land Planning Act requires all cities and counties in 
the Twin Cities 7-County metropolitan area to adopt a Comprehensive Plan, and to update 
and amend those plans on a decennial basis for consistency with the regional systems. The Plan 
update may address a broad spectrum of issues important to the community, but at a minimum 
the Plan must be updated for conformance with the Metropolitan Council’s regional system 
plans that include transportation (highways and transit), water resources (wastewater services), 
airports, parks and open space. 

To clearly define how a City must establish conformance with the Metropolitan Council’s 
requirements the Metropolitan Council issues a System Statement to each community in 
advance of the decennial plan update period. Within the System Statement, the Metropolitan 
Council outlines and details the key areas of the City of Lake Elmo’s Plan update that must be 
addressed for compliance with regional systems. The following information provides a summary 
of the System Statement requirements that were considered and planned for within subsequent 
sections of this Plan update.
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Community Designations 

The Metropolitan Council groups cities and communities with similar characteristics into 
Community Designations for the application of regional policies. Lake Elmo is designated as 
both an Emerging Suburban Edge and Rural Residential community. These designations reflect 
the historic development patterns within the City, acknowledge the community’s location and 
role in the regional metropolitan area, and identify a necessary balance for intended land use 
and infrastructure planning. It is the duty of both the Metropolitan Council and the City of 
Lake Elmo to guide forecasted grow in a sustainable and fiscally responsible way that supports 
the objectives and requirements of these designations. The geographic location of each of these 
planning areas as provided in the 2015 Lake Elmo System Statement can be found on Map 1-1.

The Emerging Suburban Edge designation includes cities, townships and portions of both that 
are in the early stages of transitioning into urbanized levels of development. Emerging Suburban 
Edge communities are expected to plan for forecasted population and household growth at 
average densities of at least 3-5 units per acre for new development and redevelopment. In 
addition, Emerging Suburban Edge communities are expected to target opportunities for more 
intensive development near regional transit investments at densities and in a manner articulated 
in the 2040 Transportation Policy Plan.

Rural Residential designated areas have residential patterns characterized by large lots and do 
not have plans to provide urban infrastructure, such as centralized wastewater treatment within 
this planning period. Many of these communities have topographical development limitations 
and a development pattern with lot sizes that generally range from 1-2.5 units per acre. Rural 
Residential communities are expected to discourage future development of rural residential 
patterns with lots less than 2.5 acres and, where opportunities exist, plan for rural development 
at densities that are not greater than 1 unit per 10 acres.

Lake Elmo has an obligation to fulfill its Community Role in the Metropolitan Area based 
on these designations. These roles and responsibilities are discussed further in the Land Use, 
Balanced Development & Growth, Housing and Implementation Chapters of this Plan update.
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Forecasted Growth

The City worked collaboratively with the Metropolitan Council to revise and update the City’s 
forecasts initially provided in the 2015 System Statement to more closely match the current 
development expectations in the City.  The City’s role is to prepare a Comprehensive Plan 
update that: 

• Plans for development that supports forecasted growth at appropriate densities as 
articulated in the land use policies consistent with the City’s community designations. 

• Plan and develop interconnected and well-connected local streets, adequate 
stormwater infrastructure, adequate water supply, and properly managed 
subsurface sewage treatment systems to support local growth forecasts. 

• Develop plans to improve conditions for and encourage walking and bicycling 
where appropriate.

• Maintain, replace, or expand local facilities and infrastructure to meet growth and 
development needs.

• Adopt and implement the local Comprehensive Plan following Council review.

Table 1-7. 2019 Revised Forecasts

2010 
(actual) 2020 (est.) 2030 2040

Households Unsewered 2,776 2,242 2,642 2,742

Households MUSA 0 1,558 3,858 5,458

Total Households 2,776 3,800 6,500 8,200

Total Population 8,076 11,020 18,005 22,304

Employment Unsewered 1,318 562 562 562

Employment MUSA 623 2,338 2,788 3,238

Total Employement 1,941 2,900 3,350 3,800

Date of Revision: June 5, 2019
Source: Metcopolitan Council, SHC, City of Lake Elmo

According to this forecast, Lake Elmo will more than double its population and add more than 
2.5 times the number of households counted in the last census (2010). Employment will add 
another 1000 jobs, increasing about 125% from now into 2040. 
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Local Planning Context and Objectives Guiding Plan Development

The City has prepared this Comprehensive Plan update because it is a requirement of the 
Metropolitan Council; however, the City decided early in the process that it also posed an 
opportunity to evaluate the City’s long-term planning policies and to see that the 2040 Plan 
would reflect its goals and aspirations for the future of the community as it continues to evolve 
and grow.

2040 Plan Update Objectives

The Chapters that follow were developed based on the following guiding objectives:

1. Update the Comprehensive Plan for compliance to meet the Metropolitan Council’s 
minimum requirements, while tailoring the Plan to meet the City’s long-term vision and 
aspirations.

2. Simplify and synthesize the City’s existing adopted Plan to make it easier to read, 
understand and implement for policy makers, staff, residents, stakeholders and 
developers.

3. Engage the public early, and often, and let them guide the development of this Plan 
update.

Engagement process

To achieve the above stated objectives it was essential to have a working group to help guide the 
development of this Plan. The City appointed an 11-member Advisory Panel at the start of this 
process that included representatives from each of the City’s commissions and members of the 
public. The objective was to involve a diverse representation of the community by appointing 
stakeholders, new and long-standing residents and young people. The City wanted to create a 
working group that would be committed to the process and would bring diverse perspectives to 
the planning process.

The Advisory Panel played an integral role to this process and provided meaningful feedback 
and guidance to Plan development, and also assisted with the efforts to reach out to the larger 
public. Efforts to solicit feedback from the public include several methods from attending 
events (going to where people were already going) to stakeholder meetings and online surveys. 

At the end of this process all the work of the Advisory Panel, and feedback from the public 
was synthesized and complied to provide direction to the Chapters contained within this Plan 
update.
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Plan Development and Changes from 2030 Plan

The Chapters that follow are the culmination of the efforts of the Advisory Panel, 
Stakeholder and resident feedback, staff, commissions and the City Council. This Plan 
is intended to serve as a guide for the community’s land use, growth, housing, and 
infrastructure planning through this planning period. The City acknowledges that the 
community relies on this Plan to help residents, businesses, stakeholders and developers 
understand the expectations of development and growth over this planning period. 
While this Plan makes every effort to lay out a path forward for the next 20-years, it is 
also intended to be a living document that should be reviewed, updated, and changed 
when necessary. 

This 2040 Plan is a re-write of the previously adopted Plan, but it was informed 
by previous planning efforts particularly related to the growth areas, infrastructure 
plans including water and wastewater infrastructure and the transportation system. 
The Chapters that follow consider existing trends in the housing and commercial/
retail/business market and project future uses based on expected demand. The City 
understands that the market place is cyclical, so the projections within the following 
Chapters may occur at a faster or slower pace than anticipated. This is not unusual, and 
is the reason why it is important to address and update this Plan on a regular basis to 
ensure it is responsive to current market trends, while maintaining the City’s long-term 
vision and aspirations — regardless of the timeline.


