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Introduction and History
This section describes downtown Mendota, a stretch of Highway 13 that includes existing industrial, commercial 
and residential uses, and suggests a concept for downtown revitalization that builds on the city’s strengths and 
assets. 

Downtown Mendota lies along an approximate half-mile stretch of Highway 13, between the Big Rivers Regional 
Trail on the east and the Sibley House Historic Site on the west. This is Mendota’s Main Street. Pedestrian and bi-
cycle access to Fort Snelling State Park is provided north of the historic site. 

Mendota has been a destination since the American Fur Company in the early years of the 19th century established 
a trading post at the confluence of the Mississippi and Minnesota Rivers, a long-time encampment of the Dakota 
across the river from Fort Snelling. Remnants and reminders of Mendota’s heritage are still found in the city. 

Existing land uses on Main Street, in addition to the historic site, include commercial and industrial businesses 
and scattered single-family houses. Existing commercial uses include two restaurants and buildings used for of-
fices (one a converted single-family house). Industrial uses include a metal fabricating firm, a fence construction 
firm and others. A U.S. Postal Service office is also located on Main Street. 

The lack of an integrated pattern of land uses is exacerbated by the design of Highway 13, which functions solely 
as a road for pass-through traffic. Its design -- a relatively wide right-of-way with a streetscape that discourages 
pedestrian-scale activity -- results in vehicles traveling through Mendota at a high rate of speed and not stopping 
to patronize its businesses. 

Existing Downtown Mendota
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Issues for Downtown Mendota

A city that operates successfully has two characteristics -- an edge that separates it from other towns and a center 
which identifies it. Mendota's edge is the topography that gives it a "bowl" shape that falls down to the river. The 
"bowl" shape ensures that Mendota has been, and will continue to be, a small city, which is in sharp contrast to the 
character of the surrounding cities and of the metropolitan region.  Its center is Main Street. Currently, the center 
is defined by institutional uses and a collection of industrial and commercial businesses. 

The plan for the future of the downtown area will enhance and connect its cultural, recreational, and natural assets 
and create a destination for people seeking to visit its area for shopping, dining, and recreation. The result would 
create a stronger economic base for the community.
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Expanding on these themes, the benefits of revitalizing 
downtown Mendota would be: 

 » Downtown will be a place where the community 
can gather together.

 » Mendota already has a heritage and an identity.  
A revitalized business district will demonstrate 
Mendota’s uniqueness and provide a sense of 
place.

 » Options for goods and services are increased, 
particularly for the city’s residents.

 » Because of its history, its location along the river 
and in the metropolitan area, a selection of unique 
businesses and events, and access to cultural, 
recreational, and natural resources, Mendota will 
be a destination for visitors.

 » A healthy downtown creates a stronger economic 
base for the entire city.  A larger property tax base 
in the downtown area protects property values in 
the residential neighborhood.

 » For independent businesses, profits are kept in 
city.  New, small businesses, including family-
owned businesses, can be encouraged.

 » Jobs are retained or created, making a stronger tax 
base.

 » Support for community projects.

Benefits of Revitalization
Mendota’s Assets

Mendota is uniquely positioned to revitalize its 
downtown. Downtown revitalization would build on 
existing assets of geography, history and amenities.  
Those assets are: 

 » It is near the center of the Minneapolis-St. Paul 
metropolitan region. It would be a destination 
for those living in the region who want to 
use discretionary time without traveling long 
distances. For those living outside the region, it is 
close to the airport, the hotel district and the Mall 
of America.

 » It is served by major highways - Highway 13, 
Interstates 35E and 55.

 » It has a unique, long and varied history.
 » It is the location of one large historic site -- the 

Sibley House Historic Site -- and is in close 
proximity to others (Fort Snelling) as well as 
to regional parks and trails. These are typical 
destinations can attract significant numbers of 
users to Mendota.

 » It is at the juncture of the Mississippi and 
Minnesota Rivers and has the potential to relate 
to the river.
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Revitalization Strategy
A revitalization plan and strategies to implement it 
would use Mendota's assets in ways that would benefit 
the downtown area, its businesses and the residents of 
the community. 

The Main Street Program of the National Trust for 
Historic Preservation has devised an approach for 
building a downtown revitalization strategy that uses 
the strengths and assets of a community.  Elements of 
this approach are: 

 » Design. Enhancing the physical appearance 
of the commercial district by rehabilitating 
historic buildings, encouraging supportive 
new construction, developing sensitive design 
management systems, and planning for the long-
term.

 » Organization. Building consensus and 
cooperation among the groups and individuals 
who have a role in the revitalization process.

 » Promotion. Marketing the traditional commercial 
district’s assets to customers, potential investors, 
new businesses, local citizens and visitors.

 » Economic Restructuring.  Strengthening the 
district’s existing commercial base while finding 
ways to expand it to meet new opportunities and 
challenges from outlying development.

Implementing all or parts of the four-point approach 
in Mendota will require a collaboration between City 
Council and Main Street businesses, with the assistance 
of other interested parties, such as the staff of the Sibley 
House Historic Site, Dakota County and Fort Snelling.

Mixed-Use Projects
 
Businesses could be part of a mixed-use project, 
incorporating ground-floor retail stores with housing 
above. There is existing housing along Main Street. 
Encouraging mixed-use projects, with housing as one 
component, would accomplish several objectives. Tax 
revenues would be increased because there would 
be additional residential and commercial properties 
paying property taxes. 
  
Expectations for future growth of households and 
employment would be met. There is the potential 
for stores offering goods and services for residents. 
With more residents living in Mendota, there would 
be a broader base of local customers than now exists. 
Lastly, there would be a vitality to the area, one that 
does not exist if there are only establishments which 
close at the end of the business day.

Development of mixed-use projects could occur 
either through a traditional development proposal 
or through a project funded by the Dakota County 
Housing and Redevelopment Authority.  Potential 
locations for mixed-use projects are those where the 
sites are sufficiently deep for the building, so that the 
scale is appropriate for the small city character of 
Mendota, and where the addition of retail stores would 
complement existing commercial uses and attractions 
along Main Street.
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Mixed Use
The City encourages all new mixed-use projects 
to incorporate design strategies that will maintain 
neighborhood property values over time and enhance 
the social function and safety of the neighborhood. 

Mixed Use should require street level retail or office with 
resdiential or additional uses in upper or rear locations. 
Uses at street level should encourage interaction with 
pedestrian traffic and should help generate economic 
opportunities for the City. Mixed use offers the 
opportunity for one property to generate income from 
multiple uses. These uses also vary in times of utilization 
helping to create the downtown as a 24-hour living 
environment. 

Residential projects should be of a higher density and 
should be built to fit within the urban environment of 
the downtown. 

Height and Architectural Character: Multi-story 
buildings are preferred, though single-story buildings 
may be appropriate in low density settings.  Buildings 
should incorporate architectural elements that provide 
visual interest and human scale, such as differentiation 
of the ground floor level, awnings or canopies over 
entrances, etc.  

Relationship to the street: Buildings and sites should 
be designed to establish visual and physical connections 
between the public realm of the street and the private 
realm of the building.  

Consider the following techniques:
 » The front door should face the street and there 

should be a clear route to the door from the street 
or sidewalk.
 » There should be windows on the street facade.  

Retail and service spaces should have large, clear 
windows that provide good visual connection 
between the building interior and the sidewalk.
 » Building setbacks will vary according to building 

type and lot size, but should generally be as close 
to the sidewalk as practical.  Front yard parking is 
discouraged.

Relationship among buildings within a neighborhood, 
or within a single development, should be both cohesive 
and varied. 

Consider the following techniques:
 » When adjacent to lower density residential 

buildings, larger buildings should incorporate 
strategies to minimize the apparent size of the 
building, including flat roofs instead of pitched 
roofs, deeper setbacks for upper stories, and/or 
variation in the depth of setback along the building 
facade. 
 » The mix of architectural themes or styles should 

generally be consistent within a neighborhood 
or development, but there should be variation in 
floorplan, facade design, and color choice to avoid 
monotony.  

Garages: Street-facing garages doors should be avoided 
whenever possible.  

Parking: Front yard parking is discouraged. When 
necessary, front yard parking should not exceed a single 
double-loaded aisle. Preferred alternatives are under 
building, side yard, rear yard, and on-street parking.

Landscaping: Street frontages should use both hardscape 
improvements and native plants to provide visual 
interest and a comfortable pedestrian environment.   
Use trees and low bushes in and around parking areas 
to partially obscure views of parking while retaining 
visual connections to maintain personal safety.
Lighting: Exterior lights should be full-cut-off fixtures 

that are directed to the ground to minimize glare and 
light pollution, and especially to avoid light trespass 
to nearby residential property.  Limited uplighting is 
acceptable for architectural accentuation, flag lighting, 
and to highlight key civic features (e.g. church steeples).

Design Strategies
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Building Materials: High-quality exterior finish 
materials are strongly encouraged on all sides of a 
building, such as kiln-fired brick, stucco, and fiber 
cement siding. 

Signs: Signs should be pedestrian-scaled. Desired 
sign types include mounted, window, monument and 
awning. 

Service Areas: Trash and recycling containers, street-
level mechanical, rooftop mechanical, outdoor storage, 
and loading docks should be located or screened so 
that they are not visible from a public street. Screening 
should be compatible with building architecture and 
other site features.

Stormwater: Rain gardens, bio-retention basins, 
permeable pavement and other stormwater management 
technologies should be utilized to filter pollutants and 
infiltrate runoff (see below).

C ommerci a l / Inst i tuti ona l /L ig ht 
Industrial

The City encourages the use of design strategies that will 
maintain property values over time for all commercial 
projects. This section offers different strategies for 
highway settings and neighborhood settings in some 
categories.

Commercial uses focus primarily on the retail and ser-
vice industries and should focus on meeting the needs 
of the residents and visitors to Mendota. Development 
should be attractive and easy to access by foot or car. 

Institutional uses tend to bring residents into the area. 
Other uses should support the institutional uses. 

Light industrial provide opportunities for employment 
without distracting from the beauty and function of 
downtown. 

Relationship to the Street: The building should be 
designed such that the primary building facade is 
oriented towards the street (toward the larger street on 
corner lots) and should have a public entrance.

Architectural Character: The building should be 
designed using architectural elements that provide 
visual interest and a human scale that relates to the 
surrounding neighborhood context.  For commercially 
zoned districts in the neighborhood City clusters or the 
City Town Center, new development shall be compatible 
with height and scale of surrounding buildings and 
present a two-story facade appearance.

Building Materials: The building should be constructed 
of high quality, long lasting finish materials, especially 
along prominent facades with frequent customer traffic.

Building Projections: Awnings or gable-roof projections 
should be along facades with access to the building.

Signs: Signs should be not larger or taller than necessary 
based on the context of the site.  Signs are subject to 
the sign ordinance and all permanent signs require a 
permit.Stormwater management techniques (from top left to 

bottom right): rain garden, bio-swale, pervious pavers, 
& porous pavement.

Awnings (left) or canopy structures (right) help define 
the building entrances and provide visual interest 

along the street frontage.
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Signs, Highway Commercial: Desired sign types include 
building-mounted, monument. Signs are subject to 
the sign ordinance and all permanent signs require a 
permit.

Parking: Front yard parking should be limited; side yard, 
rear yard, or below building alternatives are preferred.  
Shared parking and access between properties is 
encouraged to minimize curb cuts and make more 
efficient use of land and paved surfaces. Landscaping 
and trees should be incorporated into all surface 
parking areas to improve aesthetic and environmental 
performance.  Vegetative buffers should be provided 
between pedestrian circulation routes and vehicular 
parking/circulation. Access drive lanes should be 
separated from parking stalls to reduce congestion. (see 
side bar)

Landscaping: Generous landscaping should be 
provided with an emphasis on native plant species. 
Landscaping should be placed along street frontages, 
between incompatible land uses, along parking areas, 
and in islands of larger parking lots. Use trees and low 
bushes in and around parking areas to partially obscure 
views of parking while retaining visual connections to 
maintain personal safety. (see below)

Lighting: Exterior lights should be full-cut-off fixtures 
that are directed to the ground to minimize glare and 
light pollution, and especially to avoid light trespass 
to nearby residential property.  Limited uplighting is 
acceptable for architectural accentuation, flag lighting, 
and to highlight key civic features (e.g. church steeples).

Stormwater: Rain gardens, bio-retention basins, 
permeable pavement and other stormwater management 
technologies should be utilized to filter pollutants and 
infiltrate runoff.

Service Areas: Trash and recycling containers, street-
level mechanical, rooftop mechanical, outdoor storage, 
and loading docks should be located or screened so 
that they are not visible from a public street. Screening 
should be compatible with building architecture and 
other site features.

The examples above illustrate ways to landscape 
parking areas, including along the street frontage, 

in parking islands and medians, and between 
incompatible land uses.
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This plan recommends the adoption of more detailed design guidelines for Mendota’s commercial areas. These 
pages present the basic categories that should be addressed by any such guidelines and some specific sample 
guidelines to inform the development of adopted standards.  

Design Guideline Considerations

 » Street Relationship: Design the building such 
that the primary building façade is orientated 
towards the street and built to the front property 
line.  Minor setbacks may be allowed if space created 
provides an outdoor seating area, a hardscape 
plaza, or similar pedestrian space. Provide a public 
entrance on the primary façade.
 » Lighting: Pick fixtures that complement the 

character of the building.  Illuminate parking lots 
and pedestrian walkways uniformly and to the 
minimum level necessary to ensure safety.  Lighting 
should be energy efficient and should render 
colors as accurately as possible.  Preferred light 
types include: LED, fluorescent, and high-pressure 
sodium.
 » Parking: Place parking on the side or back of 

the building, wherever feasible.  Provide shared 
parking and access between properties to minimize 
the number of curb cuts.  Provide vegetative buffers 
between pedestrian circulation routes and vehicular 
parking/circulation.  Access drive lanes should have 
adequate throat depths to allow for proper vehicle 
stacking.
 » Landscaping:  Provide generous landscaping, 

with an emphasis on native plant species. 
Landscaping should be placed along street 
frontages, between incompatible land uses, along 
parking areas, and in islands of larger parking lots.  
 » Stormwater:  Use rain gardens and bio-retention 

basins on-site (i.e. in parking islands) in order to 
filter pollutants and infiltrate runoff, wherever 
feasible. Consider using permeable surfaces, 
pervious asphalt, pervious concrete, and/or special 
paving blocks.

Portion of the building is set back from 
the street, allowing extra room for a larger  

pedestrian zone.

Examples of full cutoff fixtures that minimize glare and 
light pollution.

Building 
#1

Building 
#2

An example of parking being shared between two 
developments with parking limited to the side or rear yards 

(no front yard parking).

Trees and shrubs within and around parking areas greatly 
improve the aesthetic appearance and overall pedestrian 

experience.

Examples of permeable surfaces.
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 » Service Areas: Trash and recycling containers/
dumpsters, street-level mechanical, rooftop 
mechanical, outdoor storage, and loading docks 
should be located or screened so that they are not 
visible from a public street.  Screening should be 
compatible with building architecture and other 
site features. 
 » Scale & Articulation: Design the building using 

architectural elements that provide visual interest 
and human scale that relates to the surrounding 
neighborhood context and the downtown’s overall 
character. 
 » Windows, Doors & Garages:  Buildings should 

activate the street by providing significant visibility 
through the street-level facade to activities/displays 
within the building.  Clearly define door entryways 
and design garage doors to be screened from street 
view (i.e. not on street facade, landscaping, walls), 
to the greatest extent possible.  
 » Building Projections:  Canopies and awnings 

should be provided along facades that give access 
to the building.
 » Signage: Use pedestrian-scaled sign types: 

building-mounted, window, projecting,  monument, 
and awning. Signs should not be excessive in height 
or square footage.
 » Colors & Materials: Use high-quality, long-

lasting finish materials such as kiln-fired brick, 
stucco, and wood.  All exposed sides of the building 
should have similar or complementary materials 
and paint colors as used on the front facade.

An example of large windows 
providing significant visibility into 

the building.

A good example of mounted 
awnings placed below the 
horizontal expression line.

Free-standing and roof signs are 
not conducive for a downtown, 

pedestrian-friendly district.

Desired vertically-proportioned 
buildings. 

Example of a building facade screening rooftop 
mechanical from ground view.

Examples of  secondary facades 
continuing the design quality, 

material palette, and color palette of 
the primary facade.
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Future Development Scenario
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Based on the previous strategies, this future development scenario was created to bulster the economic vitality of 
the downtown through infill development and improvements to existing land uses. 



5-14 | Mendota 2040 Comprehensive Plan

Mendota is landlocked and nearly completed developed.  
There has been interested in redeveloping property 
in Downtown Mendota and that interest is likely to 
grow due to the location and potential for profitable 
reinvestment. The community as a whole can benefit 
from reinvestment in Downtown Mendota because 
increasing the density of residential development 
(as part of mixed-use development-ground floor 
commercial development) and increasing the intensity 
of economic activity Downtown will result in:

• An increase property values and property tax 
revenues to the City

• An increase the number of households and utility 
consumers without negatively affecting existing 
housing development

• Additional retail sales tax revenues and additional 
consumer traffic

Additionally, reinvestment in Downtown - as a 
currently fully developed area - has the unique 
potential to not burden the City or investor with the 
costs of infrastructure improvements because utilities 
and access to property already exists Downtown. The 
community should support reinvestment in Downtown 
that:

• Increases the value of property because 
opportunities for further development are scarce, 

• Provides ground floor/street side commercial 
development that increase consumer traffic to the 
Downtown area and business 

• Replaces surface parking adjacent to right-of-ways 
with buildings (off-street parking in rear) and 
commercial activity

• Provides for upper story housing
• Improves the character of the community and 

does not negatively impact the historic properties 
and environmentally sensitive ares adjacent to 
Downtown. 

Reinvestment Concepts
There are several examples of preliminary 3D 
renderings that have been created by property owners 
to help visuals what proposed mixed use development 
might look like in Downtown Mendota. Highlights of 
the renderings that meet the guidelines of the City of 
Mendota’s Downtown Development Strategy include: 

• A variety of materials is utilized
• Retail/office uses at the street level 
• Residential on the upper levels and rear portions 

of the property
• Parking screened and located at the side/rear of 

the property


