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Lives Downtown 33%

Lives Outside Downtown 67%

What We Learned
SURVEY KEY THEMES + DATA

This survey explores how different groups experience downtown Saint Paul’s Core and what would make it stronger. The goal is to 
understand whether downtown is working not just as an event destination, but as a place that supports everyday needs.

Engagement to Date

DEMOGRAPHICS

RESIDENCY

What Works Major Pain Points
Loss of Everyday Amenities
The most significant pain point is the loss of everyday amenities, 
especially groceries, restaurants, retail, fitness options, and skyway 
food variety. As a result, many describe downtown as an event-only 
district that feels empty after work hours and no longer functions as 
a full neighborhood.

Safety Concerns
Safety and disorder are major concerns for many respondents, 
particularly in the evenings, on transit, and in the skyways. While 
experiences vary, perceptions of crime, harassment, and cleanliness 
directly limit park use, transit ridership, evening activity, and family 
participation.

Arts & Culture
Across all groups, arts and cultural institutions are consistently valued 
as defining strengths and foundational to downtown’s identity.

Events & Programming
Downtown feels most alive, safe, and worth visiting when 
programmed and celebratory, highlighting its strength as an 
event district.

Sports & Entertainment Venues
Major sports and entertainment venues draw energy and visitors 
downtown, reinforcing its role as an event-driven rather than 
everyday neighborhood.

Parks & Riverfront
Public spaces are highly valued and seen as key assets, especially for 
walking, gathering, and family use. However, many people only use 
them during daytime, summer, or events due to safety concerns.

Walkability & Skyways
Walkability and the skyway system are defining strengths that 
support accessibility and car-light living, though closures and 
vacancies have weakened their reliability.

SUMMARY OF CONSENSUS & DIVERGENT VIEWS ACHIEVED CONSENSUS AREAS WITHOUT CONSENSUS
Across demographics, the Farmers 
Market is described as authentic, 
lively, and inclusive, functioning 
as both a retail destination and 
communal public space. It stands 
out as the clearest model of 
sustained, non-ticketed vibrancy 
downtown.

SKYWAY
Downtown residents see the skyway as essential infrastructure, while 
workers view it as a convenience and visitors often find it confusing. For 
the LGBTQ+ & POC communities, both respondents prefer street level 
activity, while POC respondents emphasize feeling surveiled within the 
system.

SAFETY
People of Color, LGBTQ respondents, and Women all emphasized 
safety as a core need. This included both public safety, including street 
harassment, as well as feeling unwelcome or surveiled  in public spaces.

THREE CORE TENSIONS:
1. EVENTS VS. EVERYDAY USE 
Downtown thrives during events but struggles as a 
daily neighborhood. 
 
2. STRONG ANCHORS VS. WEAK FABRIC 
Major destinations work, but everyday retail and 
continuous street life are lacking.
 
3. LOVE VS. AVOIDANCE 
People care about downtown, but visit less, leave 
quickly, and question its long term vitality.

Post Pandemic Decline
Many respondents describe a clear decline since 2020, contrasting 
past vibrancy with today’s emptier streets and reduced energy. This 
sense of loss and nostalgia strongly shapes how people perceive 
downtown’s current challenges and future potential.

Parking & Access Friction
Recurring concerns around parking costs, construction impacts, 
and confusing street closures contribute to a broader sense of 
access barriers. While some bike infrastructure is praised and 
some criticized, the overall effect is that downtown feels harder to 
navigate and less convenient, which discourages spontaneous visits, 
and reduces frequency of use.

Prefer not to answer 8%

1,000+
RESPONDENTS

Gender Non-Conforming 1%

Other 3%

Gender 
Breakdown

Women 51% Men 37%

20%
Under 35 Years Old

13%
LGBTQ+

7%
People of Color

3%
Hispanic, Latine, or 

Spanish origin

In addition to summarizing the survey as a whole, the team 
disagrigated certain demographics to understand where different 
groups of users agreed and disagreed. We looked at responses from 
residents, non-residents, LGBTQ respondents, People of Color and 
people under 35 to understand specific needs.

Transit Service
Ease of transit use was consistently rated highly, with references 
to Green Line, as well as newer investments in the Gold Line and B 
Line. Many cited concerns about safety, especially by Central Station.
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WHAT WORKS IN DOWNTOWN SAINT PAUL



Downtown feels most alive 
during events

DOWNTOWN FEELS MOST ALIVE DURING EVENTS

Downtown feels best when it is programmed, 
crowded, and celebratory. Across groups, respondents 
say it feels most alive, safe, and worth visiting during 

these high energy moments, indicating it currently 
succeeds most as an event district.



ART AND CULTURAL INSTITUTIONS 
ARE DEFINING STRENGTHS

Across all groups, arts and cultural institutions are 
valued as core downtown assets, including:
	 - The Ordway
	 - Theaters
	 - Museums
	 - Festivals

Cultural density is seen as a defining strength, 
reinforcing that arts and culture are foundational to 
downtown’s identity.



- Major sports and entertainment venues draw 
people downtown. 
 
- Game days bring energy, dining traffic, and a 
stronger sense of safety. 
 
- Many now visit primarily for events. 
 
- Downtown functions more as an episodic 
destination than an everyday neighborhood.

SPORTS AND 
ENTERTAINMENT VENUES 
SPARK ENERGY



PARKS AND THE 
RIVERFRONT ARE 
DOWNTOWN’S GEMS
Frequently mentioned spaces include:
	 - Mears Park, Rice Park, Pedro Park, 		
	 Wacouta Commons
	 - Raspberry Island, Harriet Island, river		
	 front trails
	 - Walking dogs, lunchtime walks, casual 	
	 strolling

Seasonal lighting, Christmas decorations, 
and new park openings are especially 
appreciated.



WALKABILITY AND THE SKYWAYS 
ARE DEFINING STRENGTHS

Walkability and the skyway system are widely seen 
as defining strengths, supporting car-light living, 

accessibility, and easy connections between daily 
needs. However, closures, limited hours, and vacant 
storefronts have weakened the system, with some 

residents saying they would not live downtown without 
it functioning well.



Transit connects downtown
This group more explicitly mentions:
	 - Light rail and bus access
	 - Union Depot as a multimodal hub
	 - Ability to reach events without driving

Planning insight: Downtown’s transit connectivity is an 
underleveraged asset.

Transit connects downtown



Title Slide: Downtown’s Pain Points

DOWNTOWN’S PAIN POINTS



EVERYDAY AMENITIES 
HAVE BEEN LOST
This is the most common frustration.
Most cited losses:
	 - Grocery store (Lunds & Byerlys)
	 - Restaurants (especially pre-2020 favorites)
	 - Retail & shopping
	 - YMCA / fitness options
	 - Skyway food variety
Impact:
 Downtown is described as:
“An event destination, not a neighborhood”
“Dead after 5”
“Only for work now”



Safety is an everyday concern
Safety and disorder are major concerns for many 
respondents particularly in the:
	 - evenings
	 - on transit
	 - in the skyways

While experiences vary, perceptions of crime, 
harassment, and cleanliness directly limit park 
use, transit ridership, evening activity, and family 
participation.



Global trends have contributed to 
post-pandemic decline
Many respondents explicitly contrast:
	 - Pre-2020 vibrancy vs current 		
	 conditions
	 - Loss of “hustle,” “buzz,” and casual 	
	 activity
	 - Emotional grief and nostalgia for 

This sense of decline shapes how people 
interpret everything else.



Construction, Access and Parking 
have caused confusion and 
barriers

Non-residents are more likely than residents 
to say:
	 - they avoid downtown except for 		
	 specific events
	 - they don’t feel comfortable staying 	
	 late
	 - parking cost/inconvenience affects 	
	 decisions
	 - inflation and reduced hours make 		
	 outings feel “not worth it”

Several explicitly say they no longer spend 
money downtown despite liking certain 
businesses



Title Slides: Core Tensions

CORE TENSIONS



EVENTS VS. EVERYDAY USE

Everyone enjoys events.

But nearly every subgroup says events are 
not enough.

Downtown currently succeeds 
episodically and struggles daily.



STRONG ANCHORS 
VS. WEAK FABRIC

Arts venues, sports arenas, and markets 
work.

But:
	 - Retail variety is weak.
	 - Basic services are missing.
	 - Street-level continuity is broken.



LOVE VS. AVOIDANCE
Many respondents:
	 - Love downtown.
	 - Feel nostalgic.
	 - Want it to succeed.
Yet:
	 - Visit less frequently.
	 - Avoid evenings.
	 - Leave immediately after events.
	 - Question long-term viability.

This emotional contradiction is consistent across 
demographics.


