
The Capitol Area of Saint Paul comprises a 333-
acre area centered around the Minnesota State 
Capitol. As Minnesota’s “front door,” a place 
of gathering for the entire state, and a location 
that is poised for significant public investment 
in capital projects and redevelopment efforts 
over the next several years, it is critical to 
ensure that investments made within the area 
are innovative, forward-thinking, and reflective 
of the values of the people of Minnesota. 

To address the need for climate-resilient 
approaches to stormwater management and 
to reduce the flow of polluted stormwater 
into the Mississippi River, the Capitol Region 
Watershed District (CRWD) and Capitol Area 
Architectural and Planning Board (CAAPB) 
completed a study to plan for and guide 
implementation of regional green stormwater 
management within the Capitol Area.

The Capitol Area Stormwater Management 
Study (CASMS), described in this document, 
examined opportunities for “district” 
stormwater management systems (systems 
serving more than one public or private 
parcel) that employ “green infrastructure” 
practices within the Capitol Area. District 
systems offer efficiencies and can provide 
additional functions and community benefits 
beyond stormwater runoff management. Green 
infrastructure practices capture stormwater 
runoff for reuse or allow it to soak into the 
ground instead of running into storm sewers.

The Setting

The Capitol Area covers 60 blocks in the City of 
Saint Paul. It is highly urbanized, with roughly 
70 percent of the area covered by hard surfaces 
like sidewalks and roadways. 

The Opportunity 

The Capitol Area is poised to experience 
significant change over the next several 
years, with large redevelopment 
projects, the Capitol Mall redesign, and 
several roadway/transit improvements 
in the planning stages. This change 
presents a tremendous opportunity to 
manage stormwater runoff differently 
and to proactively plan for district 
stormwater systems that use green 
infrastructure practices. 

The Challenge

In its current condition, over 90 percent of the 
Capitol Area currently receives no stormwater 

A Multi-Stage Approach

The CASMS began with an initial screening of 
stormwater conditions to identify opportunities 
for more resilient stormwater management 
practices and to prioritize areas for focus. 
Early ideas generated from this process 
were then used to inform conversations with 
potential partnering agencies and community 
organizations. Using results from the screening 
analyses, feedback from the agency partners, 
and considering anticipated timelines for 
redevelopment and capital improvement 
projects within the Capitol Area, four focus 
areas were identified for further evaluation of 
district stormwater systems:

The former Sears redevelopment site

The University Avenue and Rice Street 
intersection

The Rice Street corridor

The Capitol Mall
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treatment. This means 
that most of the rain 
that falls here runs into 
storm sewers, carrying 
pollutants such as 
fertilizer, sediment, oil, 
pesticides, and bacteria. 
The path of this 
polluted stormwater 
leads directly to the 
Mississippi River, 
which flows only a half 
mile away.
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The goal for each system was to maximize the 
stormwater and associated community benefits 
while acknowledging the unique constraints at 
each site. 

To evaluate the costs and benefits of taking a 
district stormwater approach, a “triple bottom 
line” (TBL) analysis was used.  The TBL 
approach goes beyond a typical cost-benefit 
evaluation to consider: 

•	 Economic factors: The economic 
viability and profitability of a project.

•	 Social factors: The effect on human well-
being and the welfare of the community 
or stakeholder groups. This includes 
considerations related to equity, social 
justice, health, and quality of life.

•	 Environmental factors: The ecological 
consequences of the project, including 
water quality, energy consumption or 
savings, greenhouse gas emissions, and 
environmental sustainability. 

Within each focus area, the district stormwater 
management approach was compared with the 
“baseline” (i.e., status quo) approach of simply 
meeting minimum state, local, and CRWD 
stormwater management requirements.

Why District System Make Sense

The results of the TBL analysis demonstrate 
that adopting a district system approach for 
stormwater management within the Capitol 
Area would meet traditional stormwater 
management requirements while providing 
substantial social and environmental benefits. 

These benefits include the following:

•	 Increased volumes of water captured and 
treated (1.4 to 11 times)

•	 Enhanced user experience through the 
development of urban greening and the 
creation of three additional park spaces

•	 Greater phosphorus removal from runoff 
(1.3 to 3 times)

•	 Opportunities for stormwater reuse 
storage (up to 2.9 acre-feet)

•	 Reduced urban heat island effect and 
improved air quality

•	 Improved return on investment (1.2 to 6.2 
times)

Next Steps

CRWD and CAAPB are continuing 
conversations with potential local, state, and 
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1.4x to 11x more stormwater 
volume captured and treated

1.3x to 3x more pounds of total 
phosphorus removed

Up to 2.9 acre-feet of 
stormwater reuse storage

Enhanced user experience 
through urban greening and 

creation of up to 

1.2 to 6.2 
improved return on 

investment

private project partners to further define the 
opportunities and constraints for district 
systems within the Capitol Area. This includes 
the potential for integrating green stormwater 
streetscapes and district system concepts into 
the reconstruction of Rice Street between 
Pennsylvania Avenue and John Ireland 
Boulevard, which is planned for reconstruction 
in 2025. It also includes the integration of a 
district-scale stormwater management reuse 
system into Phase I of the upcoming Capitol 
Mall improvements. As additional capital 
and redevelopment projects within the study 
area advance through the planning stages, 
the district stormwater concepts, goals, and 
guidelines developed through this planning 
effort will continue to inform the agency 
partners and encourage a more resilient and 
integrated approach to managing one of our 
state’s most precious resources. 

3 additional park 
spaces

Benefits of District Systems in the Capitol Area

Environmental Social Economic

District System Focus Areas



infrastructure practices capture stormwater 
runoff for reuse or allow it to soak into the 
ground instead of running into storm sewers.

The CASMS supports CRWD’s goals of 
reducing the amount of pollution flowing to 
the Mississippi River and identifying area 
partners who can facilitate the development of 
stormwater systems that increase resilience and 
provide community benefits. The study also 
supports the CAAPB’s goal for the Capitol Area 
to become a model for best practices in urban 
planning and development - by developing 
efficient urban stormwater systems that 
improve the community’s experience.

1.1  Study Area: Present 
and Future
The Capitol Area comprises approximately 
333 acres covering 60 blocks in the City of 
Saint Paul. The area is a mix of land uses and 
buildings associated with the Capitol Campus, 
the Capitol-Rice District to the west, a large 
redevelopment parcel at the former Sears 
site, and other surrounding commercial and 
residential areas.  

The Capitol Area is highly urbanized, with 
approximately 70 percent of the landscape 
covered by impervious surfaces (hard surfaces 
like sidewalks and roadways). Over 90 percent 
of these impervious surfaces currently receive 
no stormwater management. This means the 
vast majority of rain that falls in this area runs 
off and into storm sewers—part going northeast 
to the Trout Brook Storm Sewer Interceptor 
and part flowing to the south/southeast into 

Saint Paul’s Capitol Area is rich in history. 
From the start of the Capitol’s construction 
in 1896 to today, it has been a site of energy 
and ideas. Tens of thousands of people call 
this place home; hundreds of thousands work 
or visit every year. Soon, it will be the site of 
several redevelopment projects that allow 
an opportunity to honor the past while also 
shaping a more resilient future.

As we create that new future, we need to 
consider how we can protect and improve 
water quality in one of our most prominent 
natural resources—the Mississippi River, 
which flows just a half-mile away. We also 
need to consider climate-resilient approaches 
to water management within the Capitol 
Area. To accomplish these goals, the Capitol 
Region Watershed District (CRWD) and the 
Capitol Area Architectural and Planning Board 
(CAAPB) have partnered to study water quality 
and quantity issues in the Capitol Area and 
to identify opportunities for regional green 
stormwater management approaches. These 
approaches, modeled by several local precedent 
projects, not only decrease pollutants flowing 
to the Mississippi River but provide other 
environmental, social, and economic benefits.

In particular, this study (the Capitol Area 
Stormwater Management Study or CASMS) 
examined “district” stormwater management 
systems (systems serving more than one 
public or private parcel) that employ “green 
infrastructure” practices. District systems 
offer efficiencies and can provide additional 
functions and amenities beyond the 
management of stormwater runoff. Green 

1.0  Introduction

“Many know this area as 
home to the Capitol and 
Minnesota’s front yard. 
Fewer know this ground 
as a place where we have 
gathered, lived, and worked 
since native Minnesotans 
first called the river and 
hills of downtown their 
home. Today, there are 
opportunities to form new 
stories and to create a 
healthier and more unifying 
landscape...” 

Peter Musty, Principal Planner and 
Zoning Administrator, CAAPB




