
  

Chapter I -Introduction 

 
Background & Statement of Purpose 
 
The City of Missoula, Montana is engaged in urban renewal efforts for an area in 
Downtown Missoula that is primarily located to the east of Higgins and north of 
the Clark Fork River.  This area, called the "Front Street Urban Renewal District" 
or "District", has not enjoyed some of the renewal success that took place 
elsewhere in the downtown during the 1990's and early 2000's.  Lack of parking 
in the area has had an impact on the revitalization of the area as has  
deteriorating infrastructure.  This area which is located at the eastern edge of the 
central business district, is largely mixed use professional and rental residential.  
The revitalization of the Front Street District is being undertaken to address the 
parking and infrastructure needs and deteriorating structures so the area can 
realize successful redevelopment similar to that in the area west and north of the 
District.   
 
This urban renewal effort is being undertaken in accordance with the Montana 
Urban Renewal Law which provides for the renewal of blighted areas in Section 
7-15-42 and  7-15-43 Montana Code Annotated, as follows: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7-15-4209. Development of a workable urban renewal program. (1)  
A municipality, for the purposes of this part and part 43, may formulate a workable 
program for utilizing appropriate private and public resources: 

(a) To eliminate and prevent the development or spread of blighted areas; 
(b) To encourage needed urban rehabilitation; 
(c) To provide for the redevelopment of such areas; or 
(d) To undertake such of the aforesaid activities or other feasible municipal 

activities as may be suitably employed to achieve the objectives of such 
workable program. 

(2) Such workable program may include, without limitation, provision for: 
 (a)  the prevention of the spread of blight into areas of the municipality which 
are free from blight through diligent enforcement of housing, zoning, and 
occupancy controls and standards; 
 (b)  the rehabilitation of blighted areas or portions thereof by replanning, 
removing congestion, providing parks, playgrounds, and other public 
improvements; by encouraging voluntary rehabilitation; and by compelling the 
repair and rehabilitation of deteriorated or deteriorating structures; and 
 (c)  the clearance and redevelopment of blighted areas or portions thereof. 
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On March 19, 2007, the Missoula City Council directed the Missoula 
Redevelopment Agency (MRA) to conduct a study of an area in Missoula to 
determine if conditions exist that meet the definitions described in Title 7, 
Chapter 15, Parts 42 and 43 of Montana Code Annotated (7-15-42, 7-15-43 
M.C.A.) and allow consideration of an Urban Renewal District to alleviate those 
conditions.  On August 20, 2007, through Resolution No. 7263, the City Council 
found that "blighted" conditions exist within the boundaries of the Study Area, 
directed the MRA to produce an Urban Renewal Plan to redevelop the area in 
order to eliminate the blight, and determined the boundaries of the Plan area. 
 
The first development activities in Missoula were in the area near the corner of 
East Front Street and Higgins Avenue and included a grist mill and later a steam 
generating plant.  The use of the western half of the area within the boundaries of 
this Plan has been commercial office and retail activities while the eastern half 
has historically been primarily residential uses.  The Clark Fork River defines the 
southern boundary of the District.  The River's use transitioned in the latter half of 
the twentieth century from a depository of municipal, human, and industrial waste 
to an attractive asset for the downtown and adjacent neighborhoods with 
regionally recognized public parks and a bicycle/pedestrian trail system that 
accesses many parts of the community.   
 
A portion of the District is within Missoula's downtown central business district.  
During the late 1970s, the downtown, like many across Montana and the country, 
was virtually abandoned by retail and office related businesses in favor of strip 
malls, shopping centers, and office buildings constructed on the outskirts of the 
community.  The State of Montana responded by enacting Urban Renewal and 
Tax Increment Financing (TIF) legislation which was immediately implemented 
by Missoula.  However, despite years of successful redevelopment elsewhere in 
the downtown and several large private and public investments within the District, 
much of the area remains blighted in terms of aging infrastructure and 
deteriorating buildings.   
 
In particular, the aforementioned Resolution identified the following general 
blighted conditions: 
 

1. Physical deterioration of buildings 
• Many of the buildings in the defined area have been poorly maintained 

or are suffering from significant structural and systems problems. 
 

2. Inadequate street layout 
• The residential neighborhood consists of unpaved alleys, 

disconnected, dead end, and improperly constructed streets.  The 
Main/Front one-way couplet does not adequately serve the District or 
the adjacent downtown area.   
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3. Faulty lot layout in relation to accessibility   
• A disorderly combination of lot sizes and shapes along with inadequate 

street layout has led to reliance on private driveways and public 
parking lots for residential access. 
 

4. Unsafe and unsanitary conditions 
• Some residential structures are of concern due to poor emergency 

vehicle access.  There are poorly functioning intersections, especially 
along Madison Street.  The primary sewer line is aging and 
deteriorating and is a concern for potential leaking into surrounding 
soils and underlying aquifer.  Emergency vehicle access is inadequate 
on Hartman Street and Parsons Drive (a sub-standard private road).  
 

5. Defective or unusual conditions of title  
• The defined area contains instances of building encroachments onto 

City park land and between private parcels.  
 

6. Conditions that endanger life or property by fire or other causes 
• Deteriorating residential structures with inadequate emergency vehicle 

access. 
 

A successful urban renewal district using Tax Increment Financing depends 
primarily on new private investment generating new property taxes.  Although the 
District has been found to meet the State's criteria for Blight, it has many assets 
that could, under the right conditions, make it a viable place for private 
investment.  It is within easy walking distance of shopping, employment, and 
entertainment opportunities as well as The University of Montana.  It is also 
adjacent to the Clark Fork River, Kiwanis Riverfront Park Park and Ron 
MacDonald Riverfront Trail System and to the Broadway vehicle corridor with its 
connections to Interstate 90.    
   
 
Statement of Purpose 
 
The East Front Street area did not experience the same level of redevelopment 
as other portions of the downtown during the tenure of the first downtown urban 
renewal district.  In large part, redevelopment opportunities stalled due to 
infrastructure, street access, and vehicle parking deficiencies. Two new major 
commercial buildings were constructed and several others were improved and 
reused during the 20 years prior to initiating the District.  However, much of the 
commercial portion of the District remains underutilized, in serious need of 
upgraded infrastructure, and significantly deficient in vehicle parking.  Within the 
residential portion of the District, there are examples of good quality, well 
maintained housing.  However, there is also an abundance of deteriorating, 
overcrowded, and potentially unsafe residential units.   
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The study identified conditions of blight which present challenges for 
redevelopment.  The purpose of this plan is to address those conditions of blight 
by proposing strategies and identifying tools that will help foster reinvestment in 
the area.  This plan will primarily build upon the redevelopment opportunities 
through public-private partnerships.  The City of Missoula has chosen to 
participate in this redevelopment effort through the creation of an urban renewal 
program, including a tax increment financing (TIF) provision, to stimulate private 
investment in the area.   
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