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for a bridge replacement
project, minimizing dis-
ruption to retailers. 

This major infrastruc-
ture project presented
Stoughton with a chance
to turn its streetscape
improvement plans into
reality, said Gary Becker, a
consultant with Vierbicher
Associates, which worked with the city on projects
ranging from library expansion to the streetscape
improvement itself.

“The Department of Transportation was plan-
ning reconstruction of the bridge downtown, and
the city used this time as the perfect opportunity to
start a streetscaping project,” said Becker, whose
firm worked with the DOT to redesign the look
and feel of streets throughout the city’s downtown
with new sidewalks, light posts, trees and benches.
The approach recognized that streetscapes define
cities and shape the activity within them (see box,
p. 17).

At the same time, Stoughton took advantage of
Dane County’s Better Urban Infill Development
(BUILD) program, which provided federal and

state money for planning
work, capital improve-
ments and, perhaps most
significantly, a matching
grant program that helped
fund façade improvements
and sparked private sector
investment in downtown
buildings.

Taken together, the
streetscape project and façade improvements have
created a livelier street with more foot traffic—and
a noticeable up tick in retail sales. That helped
property values increase about 50 percent from
2001 to 2005. Most residents are happy with the
changes, and nearly every business has refurbished
itself to some degree, says Ed Bieno, Executive
Administrator of the Stoughton Chamber of
Commerce. 

“It gets them out of their cars and on their feet,
and that’s the best way to see what we’ve got to
offer,” Bieno says. 

Better Walking Means Better Business

Stoughton used a variety of techniques to make
its downtown more pedestrian friendly. Curb

The Koffee Kup, a local diner and social hub, before and after its restoration.

It wasn’t just new benches
and period lighting that
made Stoughton’s downtown
strong again. It took a
longstanding political
commitment to the city’s
center.
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bump-outs have reclaimed part of the
street for walkers, shortening crossing
distances and times. Colored pave-
ment highlights the crosswalk for
drivers and helps them gauge street
width. More than that, the bump-outs
define traffic lanes even when cars
aren’t parked on the street. Drivers
respond by slowing down to pass
through what appears to be a narrow-
er space. Higher levels of activity,
variations in storefronts and physical
features of the broader streetscape
cause this “side friction,” a driver
response that is both conscious and
instinctive. 

These changes have had a tangible
effect on safety and traffic patterns.
Drivers who once blew through town
as fast as they could now slow down,
reacting to the physical cues and the
very energy of the downtown. “It’s
safer for pedestrians,” Stoughton
Planning Director Rodney Scheel
notes. “It had been a bit of a chal-
lenge for some to cross. Now, the
intersections are more controlled.” 

Bieno agrees: “For awhile,” he

jokes, “it was, ‘How high can you
make them jump?’ The big thing is
crosswalk enforcement.” 

The economic impact of better
walkability is equally obvious to local
merchants. “There is a greater volume
of foot traffic,” Bieno notes. “Now,
we have something nice to show off.
Once we get people down here to see
it, we get a lot of repeat business.” 

And, yes, people still drive down-

town. “On-street parking is much
harder to come by now,” Bieno adds.
“Used to be you could find a spot
anytime.” 

The blocks along Main Street are
packed on any given day. Beyond
benches and other basic features,
some subtler touches enhance the
street’s overall feel. Brick inlay creates
a smooth transition from building to
street. Planters soften the hard sur-
faces of brick and concrete, comple-
menting streetlights and newly plant-
ed trees. Metal halide lamps (rather
than the more common yellowish
sodium vapor ones) add to the dis-
trict’s appearance, especially at night,
when their white light brings out fine
architectural detailing.

Bieno says the new streetscape fea-
tures aren’t just window-dressing. He
recounts sitting at his office desk and
catching sight of two women shop-
ping around Christmas time. “They
just plopped right down and put their
feet out to take it all in,” he says.
Without new benches and other
aspects of the improved streetscape,
that wouldn’t have been possible.

A Long-Standing Commitment 

It wasn’t just new benches and
period lighting that made Stoughton’s

In one year, the
matching grant
program for façade
improvement sparked
a flurry of private
sector investment,
with three times as
much private money
spent as grant money.

Stoughton’s restored and lively Main Street. The Façade Improvement Program
offered matching grants to any building owner willing to refurbish their store-
front.   

Distinctive retail signs were an ele-
ment of façade improvements. 
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downtown strong again, though. It
took a commitment from city officials.
Stoughton never went bust, even
though it struggled. Instead, local lead-
ers kept working to focus business
activity downtown, rooting it in place.
They kept public services in the city
center, rather than building new facili-
ties on the outskirts. In the mid-1980s,
they rolled the modernization of City
Hall into an extensive restoration proj-
ect involving the reinstallation of a siz-
able clock tower. Expanding and reno-
vating the library and fire department
followed, along with restoration of the
historic Stoughton Opera House. This
longstanding political commitment to
the city’s center underlies every other
success. 

To get  public and private ele-

ments to fall into place for Main
Street’s comprehensive centerline-to-
storefront makeover, city officials,
early on, established a coherent plan-
ning process that kept an eye on
Stoughton’s overall goals and meshed
programs handled by different part-
ners. New funding mechanisms were
developed along the way, and eco-
nomic development tools continually
tested.

But downtown store owners still
weren’t ready to invest in restoring
their property. Sinking money into
their buildings was a risk as long as
they had no guarantee that other busi-
nesses would follow suit. One
rehabbed building does not a turn-
around make. Only a district-wide
effort would cover costs by increasing
overall business.

Initially, low-interest loans were
offered but found no takers. Even the
matching grant dollars provided
through Dane County’s BUILD pro-
gram met with reluctance.
Government programs meant red

The Importance 
of Streetscape
Streetscapes define cities.
Subtle variations in sidewalk
width, building type, and the
spacing of street trees work
together to frame public space
and give each city its own dis-
tinctive feel. That narrow seam
of shared space—running along
the street, but including the
streetwall and the edge of traffic
in the street proper—has a piv-
otal influence on civic life.  

Traffic flow and safety improve in
streetscapes that bustle with
activity and feature many store-
fronts and other physical fea-
tures. Building facades and traf-
fic itself (its volume and speed,
the behavior of drivers) affect
the quality of the pedestrian
experience and make an area
more or less attractive in gener-
al. Overall, a well-tended, ameni-
ty-laden haven invites people to
linger and spend money, boost-
ing economic vitality.

City officials planning to
redesign and upgrade sidewalks
and streets often can get fund-
ing assistance by reaching out
to staff at the county and state
levels. Installing benches,
planters, and lampposts can
draw shoppers into a business
district, but pairing such public
investments with private sector
efforts substantially reinforces
chances for success. 

Civic leaders who work closely
with business owners to help
improve or restore their build-
ings will find the public-at-large
benefits as well. Capitalizing on
existing architectural assets and
reshaping crumbling streets are
often-overlooked forms of infill
development that raise property
values—and they are doubly
effective when used together. It
is consistent with the existing
neighborhood and sets the stage
for more intensive/disruptive
infill that may come later.  

What’s old is new: the transformation of this building, which has housed 
several businesses, demonstrates how showcasing architectural details can
brighten up a retail district. 

Continued on page 31
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