
THOMAS STREET CORRIDOR MASTER PLAN

DECEMBER 2014

Developer Interview Summary



ii Developer Interview Summary

THOMAS STREET EXISTING R.O.W.

THOMAS STREET
 EXISTIN

G R.O.W.

4t
h

5t
h

6t
h

7t
h

8t
h

9t
h

10
th

11
th

3r
d 1s
t

12
th

13
th

14
th

15
th

15
th

17
th

C
le

ve
la

nd

Em
te

r

River

M
cC

le
ar

y

River

G
rand

SUBAREA A:
17th Avenue 

Shopping Center

SUBAREA B:
Residential West - Mixed-Use

SUBAREA C:
Residential Center - New Town Housing and Streetscape

SUBAREA D:
Residential East - Mixed Use Hub

SUBAREA E:
Industrial Activity

SUBAREA F:
Riveredge - Mixed Use

0 200 400 600100

N1” = 200’February 12, 2014 URBAN DESIGN SUBAREAS

T H O M A S  S T R E E T  C O R R I D O R

EXISTING THOMAS STREET RIGHT-OF-WAY

PROPOSED COMMERCIAL

EXISTING COMMERCIAL TO REMAIN

PROPOSED MIXED-USE RESIDENTIAL

PROPOSED RESIDENTIAL

EXISTING RESIDENTIAL TO REMAIN

PROPOSED GREEN SPACE

EXISTING GREEN SPACE

EXISTING BUILDING TO BE DEMOLISHED

EXISTING BUILDING TO REMAIN

Figure 1. Project Area Context.  Source: Pictometry

Figure 2. Urban Design Plan.

Imagery from the Thomas Street Master Plan
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A Primer

OVERVIEW
As part of the development of the Thomas Street 
Corridor Master Plan (Figures 1 and 2) completed 
in February and April of 2014, the Consultant Team 
conducted interviews with developers who have 
worked in, and are working in, the City of Wausau.  
The Economic Development Plan component of the 
Master Plan offered specific next steps for Thomas 
Street, some of which were based on comments 
from one of the developer interviews.  See the 
Thomas Street Corridor Master Plan for more 
information.

The full set of developer interviews are summarized 
in this brief.  The Consultant Team selected a small 
set of developers who represent a range in real 
estate development, from those who focus on 
housing to those specializing in full-scale, mixed-use 
development.  These developers have worked in 
Wausau, but have also worked across the Midwest.  
Thus, these developers provide comparable 

examples of what is working, and what could work 
better, in creating successful developments along a 
long-established corridor like Thomas Street.

The bulk of information contained here stems from 
blending input from three interviews:

• A developer based near Wausau, WI
• A developer based near Oregon, WI
• A developer based near Minneapolis, MN

This summary also integrates snapshot data of 
recent commercial real estate listings to illustrate 
comparables with similar uses and square footages.  
It must be noted that these comparables offer 
different amenities than would newer construction 
along Thomas Street (some are seen in Figure 
3).  These comparables, included at the end, 
demonstrate a couple of relative price points for 
commercial properties near Thomas Street.

Figure 3. All Commercial Real Estate Listings for Sale as listed by LoopNet, November 2014.
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Interview Summary

DEVELOPER COMMENTS

Conditions of / Relating to Thomas Street
What property do you consider to be the 
most ideal site for development along 
Thomas Street given your development 
focus?

From the viewpoint of housing development, the 
land northeast of the Thomas Street & Emter Street 
intersection would be of greatest interest (Figure 
4).  Development can often be tough with these 
river/street sites, which should be noted as a slight 
barrier in the process (mostly because it would 
impact the timeline for development).  The site and 
area are desirable, and residential developers almost 

always want to make a double corridor work (i.e. 
units with entries on both sides of a central hall) 
when possible.  In this case, half would have river 
views, the other half would not enjoy the same 
views.  That said, the quality of the streetscape 
plan is incredibly important to marketing this 
site.  Dressing up the roadway, the median, and 
properties across the street would be an asset to 
make this site more developable, and consequently 
more enjoyable for property owners on the south 
side of Thomas Street.  

There are exceptions to the assumption that the 
river side would be more palatable for residents.  In 
a recent development in Minneapolis, for example, 
views of the Mississippi River valley take a back seat 

Figure 4. The northeast corner of Thomas Street and Emter Street as a development 
opportunity in both the 72’/94’ & 94’/94’ ROW Option.
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to units in the same building that front the light rail.  
The leasing office in this development reports that 
the views of the light rail fill faster than the units 
with the valley views.

A few other precautionary measures should be 
noted for the northeast corner of Thomas Street 
and Emter Street.  

• Developers will care about having a sizable 
green space buffer between the busy 
intersection and the development site.  A high-
quality streetscape will make the site more 
attractive for development. 

• River sites are often smaller than they look 
because of buffer requirements or flood 
zones, so the buildings may not get as close 
to the riverfront as shown or depicted on a 
preliminary concept plan.

From the viewpoint of mixed use development, 
the most ideal sites are the bookends of Thomas 
Street, of which there are actually three: at 17th 
Avenue, at the parcels surrounding the river, and at 
Grand Avenue, because the traffic counts are higher.  
Simply put, they are more visible sites and thus 
present more options to developers than the other 
parcels along the corridor. 

The first developer to develop mixed use (e.g. 
retail and housing, retail and office, etc.) will 
likely focus on these sites, and will look for more 
substantial financial support to offset the greater 
risk that comes with being the first to make a major 
reinvestment along Thomas Street.

What property do you consider to be the 
least ideal site for your development work?

Referencing Page 69 of the Master Plan (see 
Figure 5), the intersection of 17th Avenue and 
Thomas Street would be the least ideal for purely 
housing development.  The smaller residential 
opportunities along Thomas Street would also not 
be of great interest.  For developers whose niche 

is housing, they tend not to pursue commercial 
developments unless an opportunity presents itself 
(such as a historic property where the first floor 
space can be ideal for retail).

None of the residential sites shown, except 
for the riverfront, meet the minimum square 
footage that certain housing developers require: 
an acre minimum (for building footprint and 
surface parking). They will consider a half acre 
if underground parking can be constructed, but 
underground parking is not common in a market 
like Wausau, since developers cannot easily recover 
the costs of building structured parking.  That said, a 
half-acre lot may not be feasible for certain housing 
developers. 

Some in the business of making mixed use 
development come together may not develop 
anything on the Thomas Street corridor.  The 
areas for redevelopment are not large enough 
to accommodate the mixed use developments 
currently undertaken by developers.  For most 
developers, everything in the middle will be the 
least ideal, as the widths and depths are narrow.  
This perception may be changed, however, as the 
bookends (at 17th Avenue, the river, and Grand 
Avenue) see new life.  Building the market will 
allow for greater interest in niche renovation for 
commercial or residential activity along the bulk of 
Thomas Street.

Others in the business of mixed use development 
see potential near Thomas Street, but particularly 
with regard to where the Historic Tax Credits could 
be applicable, or where the City’s Redevelopment 
Authority could provide additional incentives (be 
it economic development expertise, marketing, or 
financial support).  The amount of time and energy 
that the City, County, and State can jointly focus 
on the enhancement of Thomas Street (whether 
by improving the roadway, enhancing existing 
properties, or pushing redevelopment on targeted 
sites) will directly impact the resulting level of 
developer interest.
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Figure 5. 17th Avenue and Thomas Street as possible with the 72’/94’ ROW Option. C COMMERCIAL
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What kinds of financing tools or funding 
support do you believe the City should 
garner in order to rehabilitate Thomas 
Street?

In addition to aforementioned tools such as the 
Historic Tax Credits (more applicable elsewhere in 
Wausau due to the existing unit sizes along Thomas 
Street) and the City’s Redevelopment Authority, 
the way for certain housing developers to 
come into the market, predominantly, is with Low 

Income Housing Tax Credits (LIHTC) financing.  
Commercial or mixed use developers look 
for New Markets Tax Credits (NMTC) or other 
tax credit programs that can change the bottom 
line.  Figure 6 shows the three 2010 Census Tracts 
that include the Thomas Street corridor.  Only the 
center Census Tract is NMTC Qualified.

The City should rigorously market the 
opportunities that come from the State level 
(where appropriate).  For example, the Wisconsin 

Figure 6. CDFI Fund Map of 2010 Census Tracts along Thomas Street.  Only the center 
Census Tract is NMTC Qualified.  Accessed December 3, 2014.
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Economic Development Corporation (WEDC) 
offers programs like the Enterprise Zone Tax 
Credits which could jumpstart development 
activity near Thomas Street via specific businesses 
who pursue them.  Overall, WEDC alone lists 18 
programs comprised of grants, loans, and resources 
that can promote economic development activity at 
a local level.

If the City and philanthropic partners can 
incentivize property improvements for those 
currently in ownership along and near Thomas 
Street, developers would generally express 
greater interest in developing key sites, as general 
improvements to existing properties would 
represent value increases for all investment along 
Thomas Street.  Focusing on roadway and existing 
property enhancements may prove more impactful 
than providing direct financial incentives to 
developers.

Impression of the Thomas Street Corridor
What do you feel is the most marketable 
characteristic about the Thomas Street 
corridor – for any type of new development?

Because Thomas Street is a key arterial that 
connects both sides of Wausau, the corridor has 
a natural appeal for new development and for 
renovation.  One of the characteristics of Thomas 
Street that is marketable, and simply needs to be 
better marketed, is its established feel.  Existing 
homes are charming, and the trees look mature.  
These positive features could be better marketed 
through reinvestment, and also through some 
efforts toward branding.  The sense of place along 
Thomas Street is lacking compared to, say, Stewart 
Avenue.

The ends of the corridor are the most marketable 
(i.e. Thomas and 17th, and Thomas and Grand),  
particularly if the appropriate quantity of parcels 

Figure 7. Bird’s eye view of the monitoring and industrial area west of the Thomas and Emter intersection.  Source: Pictometry.
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are acquired by the City to make larger sites for 
redevelopment. 

What do you feel is the least marketable 
characteristic about the Thomas Street 
corridor?

The monitoring area west of the Thomas and 
Emter intersection is currently the least marketable 
part of the corridor (Figure 7).  Screening for the 
monitoring area is critical, given the understanding 
that monitoring could continue for 10+ years.  

While the block east of the Thomas and Emter 
intersection is viable, actions to screen the block 
west of this intersection will determine the level of 
investment along the river near Thomas Street.  Past 
experience with housing development in North 
Dakota, where one of the local downtown areas 
is peppered with similar monitoring structures for 
diesel fuel dump locations, has demonstrated to 
developers the difficulty in securing and retaining 
lenders for development projects (read: the 
complexity of contamination expectedly scares 
off financiers).  When developers enter into a 
community with five site options, they often rule 
out the areas with blatantly viewable monitoring 
wells. 

Another limitation of Thomas Street, which can be 
overcome, are some of the unattractive features of 
the corridor.  When it comes to traffic, it does not 
have enough – both vehicular and pedestrian traffic.  
Seeing more activity on the street would make 
Thomas Street more salable for developers. 

What kind of lease rates (cost per square 
foot) would you expect to get for retail, 
residential, etc. in Wausau?

One of the developments in Wausau has purchase 
prices and rental rates for units that are low, 
which have been supplemented by financing from 
state agencies.  Rents for high-end, one-bedroom 
apartments are between $600 and $625 per 

month, with two-bedroom apartments at $700 per 
month and three-bedroom apartments at $800 
per month.  These price points include units with 
river views, and require that tenants pay for heat, 
electricity, and air conditioning.  With these rates, 
the property owner/manager covers the hot water 
usage, trash fees, and property taxes.  Due to the 
rent structure, surface parking is almost always the 
solution.  Structured parking would increase costs 
that couldn’t be recouped.

Ideally, market rate multi-family residential in 
Wausau would capture $1,000 to $1,100 per month 
for 2+ bedrooms in order for the numbers to work 
out, yet this price point is extremely challenging 
without the presence of aesthetic improvements in 
neighborhoods like those around Thomas Street.

The rule of thumb seems to be that most tenants 
in apartment developments around Wausau are 
likely to be up to 60% of the median income.  That 
appears to be the majority of the market (roughly 
2/3 to 3/4).  Some renters are over 60% of the 
median income, but there seems to be less demand 
from households in that income bracket.  Rents are 
90-95% of what developers would say is the market 
rate.  There has been speculation about whether to 
increase rents, but the market in Wausau precludes 
property managers from successfully doing so. 

What is seen around Wausau are transitional 
neighborhoods with some unique amenities, much 
like Thomas Street, such as river views and access 
to downtown employment.  Yet continually, the 
detractor is the low quality housing.   The City 
needs to work in concert with homeowners to 
put care into what are often charming units that 
are in need of a facelift.  Developers can provide 
site amenities in Wausau that are better than most 
anything in the market (with direct access to the 
outdoors, unique architectural styles, community 
room, business center, green space, and parking), 
but still have trouble attracting the market if 
surrounding properties are not charming and well 
kept.
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Would you like to do more development in 
Wausau, say, in the next 5 years or more?

“Yes, and preferably sooner than 5 years from now.”

“Yes, I plan to develop sites in Wausau in the next 5 
years.”

“I cannot say.  Market demand will determine how soon 
I can pursue a project in Wausau.”

Do you have other comments?
The City should focus on helping develop or 
improve catalytic areas of the city, such as the area 
near the river and near downtown.  As such, the 
City should focus on making Thomas Street a nice 
neighborhood street – the situation has become 
too challenging to make it a full-service corridor for 
Wausau. 

We somewhat agree with the sentiment in the 
Master Plan about the Request for Proposal (RFP) 
process, since we do respond to RFPs from time to 
time.  When a RFP calls out the need for elevations, 
site plans and details like that, sometimes we shy 
away because of the cost of responding to the RFP 
is an obstacle. But if the City releases a RFQ and 
staff plans to interview developers, we are more 
likely to respond.  Responding to a RFP or RFQ 
means that something meets our development 
criteria in a community where we have experience 
with development and the local government has a 
positive approach to working with developers in 
putting deals together.  In particular, we need to 
see good public/private partnerships to make our 
financing deals work.

Generally when developers can respond to a 
RFP, it is a high-level developer that can and will 
respond. Minneapolis intentionally uses a RFP 
process throughout the city, including the riverfront 
properties that they control.  The caliber of 
developer that responds is extremely experienced. 

On a different note, the City theoretically has too 
many parcels to acquire on the Thomas Street 
corridor to make a significant short-term difference. 
I would advise the City to worry less about 
acquisition throughout the corridor, focus more on 
the ends of the corridor, and let the market work 
out the rest. 

Working with the City over the years has been 
great.  The staff is helpful, and they present few 
obstacles for developers.  RFPs will hinder the 
re/development process for Thomas Street and 
elsewhere in Wausau though.  RFQs and market-
based support are preferred.

Existing Building Comparables
The pages that ensue illustrate recent (Fall 2014) 
comparables for existing buildings listed for sale 
near the Thomas Street corridor (Figures 8 through 
11).  These sites were not discussed during the 
developer interviews.  These listings are included 
simply to offer a contemporary snapshot of values 
for the purposes of general conversation.  One site 
has one structure with predominantly open land, 
while three others offer commercial and office 
properties with varying amenities.
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Figure 8. Listing Accessed November 4, 2014.
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Figure 9. Listing Accessed November 6, 2014.
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Figure 10. Listing Accessed November 6, 2014.



xvDecember 2014

Figure 11. Listing Accessed November 6, 2014.




