
 

CITY OF WAUSAU: 
East Riverfront 
District Market 
Study 

 

U.S. EPA Brownfields Area-wide 
Planning Grant 

 

Prepared for: 
City of Wausau, WI 

Prepared by: 
Stantec Consulting Services Inc. 

 

 

 

January 13, 2014 
 





CITY OF WAUSAU: EAST RIVERFRONT DISTRICT MARKET STUDY 

bp v:\1938\active\193802508\reports\market research\wausau_market study_draft_1-13-2014.docx i 

Table of Contents 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ............................................................................................................... I 

1.0 INTRODUCTION ...........................................................................................................1.1 
1.1 SCOPE OF STUDY AND PROJECT BACKGROUND ...................................................... 1.1 
1.2 REPORT STRUCTURE ........................................................................................................ 1.1 
1.3 DATA RESOURCES .......................................................................................................... 1.1 

2.0 SITE ANALYSIS ..............................................................................................................2.2 
2.1 SITE DESCRIPTION ........................................................................................................... 2.2 
2.2 NEIGHBORHOOD CONTEXT .......................................................................................... 2.4 
2.3 ACCESS AND VISIBILITY .................................................................................................. 2.4 
2.4 SITE ANALYSIS CONCLUSIONS ...................................................................................... 2.5 

3.0 SOCIO-ECONOMIC ANALYSIS ...................................................................................3.6 
3.1 TRADE AREA DEFINITION................................................................................................ 3.6 
3.2 POPULATION AND HOUSEHOLDS ................................................................................. 3.7 
3.3 AGE DISTRIBUTION .......................................................................................................... 3.8 
3.4 INCOME .......................................................................................................................... 3.9 
3.5 HISTORIC DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS ............................................................................... 3.9 
3.6 EMPLOYMENT ............................................................................................................... 3.12 
3.7 UNEMPLOYMENT RATE ................................................................................................. 3.13 

4.0 HOUSING MARKET .....................................................................................................4.14 
4.1 HOUSING CONSTRUCTION TRENDS ............................................................................ 4.14 
4.2 CONDOMINIUM MARKET ............................................................................................ 4.14 

4.2.1 Sales Price Trends ....................................................................................... 4.14 
4.2.2 Competitive Supply ................................................................................... 4.15 

4.3 RENTAL MARKET ............................................................................................................ 4.16 
4.3.1 Competitive Supply ................................................................................... 4.17 

4.4 SENIOR HOUSING MARKET .......................................................................................... 4.19 
4.4.1 Senior Housing Defined ............................................................................. 4.19 
4.4.2 Competitive Supply ................................................................................... 4.20 

4.5 EAU CLAIRE RIVERFRONT CASE STUDY....................................................................... 4.22 
4.6 DEMAND ESTIMATES ..................................................................................................... 4.22 
4.7 HOUSING MARKET CONCLUSIONS............................................................................. 4.23 

5.0 RETAIL MARKET ..........................................................................................................5.25 
5.1 OVERVIEW OF RETAIL PRINCIPLES .............................................................................. 5.25 

5.1.1 Types of Retail Centers and Goods ........................................................ 5.25 
5.1.2 Relationship Between Retail Demand and Demographics ................ 5.27 

5.2 RETAIL TRADE AREA CHARACTERISTICS ..................................................................... 5.29 
5.2.1 Vacancy and Lease Trends ..................................................................... 5.29 
5.2.2 Competitive Retail Districts ....................................................................... 5.30 



CITY OF WAUSAU: EAST RIVERFRONT DISTRICT MARKET STUDY 

ii  bp v:\1938\active\193802508\reports\market research\wausau_market study_draft_1-13-2014.docx 

5.2.3 Recent and Pending Retail Developments ........................................... 5.32 
5.3 RETAIL CONCLUSIONS ................................................................................................. 5.32 

6.0 OFFICE MARKET .........................................................................................................6.34 
6.1 OVERVIEW OF OFFICE MARKET DYNAMICS .............................................................. 6.34 
6.2 OFFICE TRADE AREA CHARACTERISTICS ................................................................... 6.35 

6.2.1 Vacancy and Lease Trends ..................................................................... 6.35 
6.2.2 Competitive Office Districts ..................................................................... 6.36 
6.2.3 Recent and Pending Office Developments .......................................... 6.38 

6.3 OFFICE CONCLUSIONS ................................................................................................ 6.38 

LIST OF TABLES 
Table 1: Population and Household Growth Trends 1990-2030........................................... 3.7 
Table 2: Age Distribution of the Population 2000 and 2010 ................................................. 3.8 
Table 3: Median Household Income by Age of Householder 2000 and 2011 .................. 3.9 
Table 4: Employment and Wages by Industry ..................................................................... 3.12 
Table 5: Housing Units Permitted for ...................................................................................... 4.14 
Table 6: Selected Wausau Area Rental Properties ............................................................. 4.17 
Table 7: Wausau Area Senior Housing Properties ............................................................... 4.20 
Table 8: General Trade Area Characteristics of Retail Centers ........................................ 5.27 
Table 9: Major Retail Districts in the Wausau Area .............................................................. 5.31 
Table 10: Major Office Districts in the Wausau Area ........................................................... 6.37 
Table 11: Marathon County Employment Projections by Industry ................................... 6.39 

LIST OF FIGURES 
Figure 1: Selected Images of the East Riverfront District ...................................................... 2.3 
Figure 2: Median Age ............................................................................................................. 3.11 
Figure 3: Household Size ......................................................................................................... 3.11 
Figure 4: Married Couples with Children .............................................................................. 3.11 
Figure 5: Homeownership Rate .............................................................................................. 3.11 
Figure 6: Median Family Incomes .......................................................................................... 3.11 
Figure 7: 2013 Distribution of Employment by Industry and Annual Wages .................... 3.13 
Figure 8: Unemployment Rate 1990-2013............................................................................. 3.13 
Figure 9: Median Home Sales Prices 2007-2013 ................................................................... 4.15 
Figure 10: Hierarchy of Retail Goods and Services ............................................................. 5.27 
Figure 11: Downtown Wausau and Metro Area Retail Vacancy Rate 2007-2013 ......... 5.29 
Figure 12: Downtown Wausau and Metro Area Retail Lease Rates 2007-2013 .............. 5.29 
Figure 13: Downtown Wausau and Metro Area Office Vacancy Rates 2007-2013 ....... 6.35 
Figure 14: Downtown Wausau and Metro Area Office Lease Rates 2007-2013 ............. 6.36 
 



CITY OF WAUSAU: EAST RIVERFRONT DISTRICT MARKET STUDY 

bp v:\1938\active\193802508\reports\market research\wausau_market study_draft_1-13-2014.docx i 

Executive Summary 

The City of Wausau was awarded an EPA Areawide Brownfield Planning Grant in support of its efforts to 
redevelop and revitalize the East Riverfront District, an area of former industrial uses located just north of 
downtown Wausau along the Wisconsin River. This market study is a component of a larger planning 
process to review redevelopment opportunities in the East Riverfront District. Understanding the market 
potential to develop or redevelop properties in the East Riverfront District will assist the City of Wausau 
to plan for anticipated growth, target specific development opportunities, and create a foundation for 
partnerships in the ongoing revitalization process. The following is a summary of major findings, and 
conclusions contained in this report.  

SITE ANALYSIS 
The location of the East Riverfront District is well positioned for redevelopment. In terms of the site itself, 
its location along the Wisconsin River introduces a significant amenity that will be attractive to most types 
of housing, many office users, and certain types of retailers. Also, a significant portion of the planning 
area is clear of any uses that could negatively impact new development. Furthermore, the primary 
redevelopment areas encompasses over 53 acres, which is large enough to accommodate a mixture of uses 
that could complement one another, create a critical mass that would contribute to a “sense of place”, and 
be phased in a manner to positively react to changes in market demand. 

Regarding surrounding uses, the East Riverfront District is within walking distance of downtown Wausau, 
which contains a vibrant mix of offices, shopping, dining, and entertainment that would be attractive to 
most types of new development. Furthermore, downtown Wausau has been expanding in the direction of 
the East Riverfront District for many years. Therefore, as long as the district is well connected to the 
downtown via trails, roads, and sidewalks this will only enhance the ability of the district to accommodate 
future downtown expansion. 

Because the East Riverfront District is adjacent to downtown Wausau, it enjoys excellent access to the 
broader Wausau region by being centrally located and proximate to the region’s major highways and 
arterial roadways. Local access, however, is a positive for some types of uses, but can also be a negative for 
others. Because there is no throughway to points north and east of the East Riverfront District, it behaves 
somewhat like a dead end from a traveler’s perspective. This is a positive for those seeking housing 
because residents will get the value of being proximate to the downtown but will not have the hassles 
associated with downtown traffic issues. For certain types of commercial uses, though, particularly 
retailers dependent on capturing passersby along heavily trafficked roadways, the lack of a throughway is 
a major detriment. 

SOCIO-ECONOMIC ANALYSIS 
A variety of regional and local demographic and economic data were analyzed to understand the drivers of 
demand for the potential uses in the East Riverfront District. Key findings regarding socio-economic 
conditions and trends are as follows: 
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• Marathon County is forecasted to add over 11,000 new households through 2030, which is 
approximately 550 per year. A this level of growth in the Wausau region will fuel demand for all 
types of housing, including those that would be appropriate in a downtown or urban setting such 
as the East Riverfront District. 

• Age groups that have the highest propensity to live in multifamily housing (i.e., those age 35 and 
under and those age 55 and older) are forecasted to have some of the strongest population growth 
rates over the next 10 years. 

• Homeownership rates, after years of increases, are beginning to fall because of more stringent 
home mortgage standards and declining home values. This dynamic is beginning to increase 
demand for rental housing, especially in locations with substantial neighborhood amenity. 

• Household types are continuing a decades long shift to more non-traditional family households, 
such as couples without children and single-parent families. 

• Household size is decreasing. 

HOUSING MARKET 
Data was collected on the current and forecasted condition of the market for multifamily housing, 
including condominiums, market rate rental, and senior housing. This included an examination of pricing 
trends, profile of competitive properties, and interviews with local real estate professionals. The following 
were key findings of the analysis for each potential use:  

Condomin iums  
• The for-sale market is finally starting to rebound after the housing bust, but remains tentative as 

the median sales price still remains below the market peak from 2007. 

• Currently, there is very little supply of condominiums in the market as there are fewer than 12 
units listed through the MLS. In particular, downtown condominiums do not turnover. 

• The location of the East Riverfront District would be very attractive to condominium buyers 
because it would be within walking distance of downtown and allow for potential views of the 
river and Rib Mountain. 

• Recent downtown condominium development is not indicative of the broader market because it is 
at a very high price point for Wausau ($350,000-$650,000). Middle-market pricing would be the 
sweet spot for any new condominium development ($150,000-$175,000 per unit). 

Renta l  
• Nationally, the rental market is surging due to strong demographics and lingering concerns over 

the for-sale market 

• Most new market rate product in the Wausau area is in suburban locations, especially along the 
Highway 29 corridor west of Highway 51. 

• Top rents in the market are $759 for 1BR and $889 for 2BR. 

• Downtown rental product consists mostly of affordable units restricted to households with low- 
and moderate-incomes. 
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• Multiple real estate professionals noted that they regularly contacted about the availability of 
new, upscale downtown market rate buildings, though there are none. 

• For comparison purposes, the City of Eau Claire has absorbed one new market rate apartment 
building each year since 2009 in their riverfront redevelopment district adjacent to downtown. 

Senior  
• The demographics for senior housing over the next 15-20 years will be very strong as the baby 

boom generation is just now beginning to enter their early retirement years.  

• New rental senior product in the Wausau area has absorbed rapidly as of late. 

• Senior condos and cooperatives have been slower to absorb because of the bust in the broader for-
sale market, which is causing younger seniors to delay the selling of their current homes. 

• There are very few senior housing campuses with a continuum of care in the Wausau market, yet 
these types of senior housing facilities often have the strongest market demand. 

Conclus ions  
The market conditions to support new multifamily development in the East Riverfront District are strong 
and are based on the following: 

1. The East Riverfront District is a highly desirable location for housing because it is within walking 
distance of the downtown, has potential for river and Rib Mountain views, will be adjacent to trails 
and open space, and is removed from the traffic issues associated with the downtown 

2. The rate of household growth in the Wausau region is forecasted to increase, which will increase the 
demand for all types of housing 

3. The demographic groups mostly likely to demand multifamily housing will be increasing at a faster 
rate than other demographic groups 

4. Downtown living has become increasingly desirable in recent years as cities create more public 
amenities in their downtowns and households discover the advantages of living in pedestrian-
friendly, mixed-use neighborhoods 

5. Although the for-sale market is still recovering, the lack of condominium product in general and 
especially at mid-market prices (i.e. between $150,000 and $175,000) suggests pent up demand 

6. The rental market, driven by favorable demographics and shifting attitudes toward homeownership, 
is experiencing strong demand across all segments 

7. The senior housing market continues to benefit from strong demographics, and rapid absorption at 
newer developments in the Wausau area indicate pent up demand 

There are some broader trends that are occurring which may have a particularly strong impact on the East 
Riverfront District. For example, nationally, demand for market rate rental housing is growing rapidly. 
Although reasons for this are varied, primary drivers include higher qualifying standards for mortgages, 
loss of faith in homeownership, higher gasoline prices, and modest employment increases. Historically, 
market rate rental apartments can be broken down into two major sub-markets: young professionals and 
empty-nesters/early retirees who want to downsize into maintenance-free housing. Young professionals 
typically want to live in an amenity-rich location that is close to where they work. Downtown Wausau is 
amenity-rich and it is proximate to the kinds of large employers that attract young professionals. Empty-
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nesters and early retirees often still work, especially in this day and age, and also prefer locations that are 
convenient to major employment centers. This suggests a base of potential support for new housing along 
the river close to the downtown. 

Despite strong tail winds in the market for all types of multifamily housing, caution should be exhibited in 
terms of phasing any housing components. Demand estimates for the Wausau region along with 
the experience of Eau Claire’s redevelopment district indicate that 40-45 new units can be 
absorbed per year in the East Riverfront District. Given Wausau’s size, this seems reasonable. 
However, any initial housing phases should be monitored closely, as some of the other factors noted above 
may result in even stronger demand simply due to the desirability of downtown living. The idea of a new 
neighborhood with all of the amenities a downtown environment can provide has not been tested in this 
market. Moreover, housing options in the downtown have generally been limited to either affordable 
product restricted to low- or moderate income households or to truly exclusive properties at the highest 
end of the market. Therefore, introduction of new market rate product that is price appropriate to a broad 
range of the market may have depth that is currently unperceivable. 

RETAIL MARKET 
Downtown Wausau contains over 1 million square feet of retail space, much of which is included in the 
Wausau Center. Therefore, it is unlikely that the East Riverfront District will be able to support a 
significant amount of retail space because of the proximity of this regional shopping center. However, 
there is opportunity to capture some retail demand due to the East Riverfront District’s location 
immediately adjacent to the Wisconsin River and future recreational amenities as well as a growing 
market base within the downtown. 

As the downtown grows in size due to more workers and residents, there will be some demand among 
these “localized” markets to prefer retail options that are more convenient to what currently exists. 
Therefore, as the East Riverfront District transforms into a new neighborhood, key locations where traffic 
and visibility will be highest may be preserved for retail development. The amount of demand from this 
group, however, will be commensurate with the amount of growth in the market.  

Given the estimated amount of supportable residential and office development, it is estimated that the 
amount of “localized” retail that could potentially be supported over time after significant 
development occurs within the East Riverfront District would be 15,000-20,000 square 
feet of space. 

There also is a potential non-“localized” market for retail options as well, particularly restaurants and 
specialty retailers who thrive off of discretionary spending motivated by an experience (e.g., art galleries, 
gifts, etc.). This market is predicated on having a place that people want to experience that is connected to 
the Wisconsin River and the downtown. This will most likely consist of full-service restaurants that can 
meet of a variety of diners, including from those wanting to hold a business lunch to large groups 
celebrating an event to couples wanting a romantic dinner. Furthermore, a critical mass of such 
restaurants (anywhere from three to five) will be needed to create a buzz of activity that will attract diners 
to the place instead to a particular restaurant. Typically, such restaurants are large can range in size from 
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4,000 to 6,000 square feet. Moreover, significant patio space or other outdoor dining options will be 
necessary to best leverage the value of the location. 

Although it is difficult to predict the amount supportable square feet of such restaurants because demand 
will is strongly attached to the quality of the experience, however, if it is assumed the area can 
support three restaurants at an average of 5,000 square feet and another 5,000 square feet 
of ancillary retail this would total 20,000 square feet of specialty retail space. 

OFFICE MARKET 
The East Riverfront District is well positioned to capture future office development in the region and, in 
particular, within the downtown. This is based on the following conclusions: 

• The downtown is the largest and most important office district in the region with well over 
500,000 square feet of space. 

• The only competitive district to the downtown is in west Wausau near the interchange of 
Highways 29 and 5. However, much of the office space in this district is related to medical uses 
due to the proximity of the hospital. 

• The health of the downtown office district is relatively strong; vacancy rates are well below other 
districts and high profile Class A buildings are mostly occupied. 

• Recent downtown office development has been toward the East Riverfront District. 

• The East Riverfront District would be a logical location for new office space due to its connectivity 
to recent downtown office development. 

• Riverfront sites will offer views of the river and provide high profile visibility from nearby bridges 
which will be important to office users 

Demand for office space is largely driven by employment growth in industries that typically occupy office 
space. Industries that tend to occupy office space are Financial Services, Information, Professional and 
Other Services, and to some degree Government and Education. These industries are projected to add 
roughly 1,000 jobs over the next 10 years in Marathon County according to the Wisconsin Department of 
Workforce Development. 

Historically, a typical office worker required about 250 square feet of space. However, changes in 
workspace layouts and technologies are requiring less space per worker. Although workspace needs can 
vary by industry, the average is dropping to below 200 square feet in newer buildings. Therefore, using an 
average of 200 square feet per employee and assuming the Wausau region will add 1,000 employees over 
the next 10 years indicates that there will be a need for 200,000 square feet of office space through 2022. 

Not all of the region’s new office growth will occur in downtown Wausau. Currently, about 40% of the 
region’s office space is located there. If that ratio persists into the future as new development occurs 
in response to employment growth, this would translate into 80,000 square feet of space 
that could be supported in the downtown. The East Riverfront District, as long as it is well 
connected to the downtown physically through streets and sidewalks and psychologically through a 
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cohesive urban fabric would be a very logical area with which to accommodate new downtown office 
development. 
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1.0 Introduction  

1.1 SCOPE OF STUDY AND PROJECT BACKGROUND 

The City of Wausau was awarded an EPA Areawide Brownfield Planning Grant in support of its efforts to 
redevelop and revitalize the East Riverfront District, an area of former industrial uses located just north of 
downtown Wausau along the Wisconsin River. This market study is a component of a larger planning 
process to review redevelopment opportunities in the East Riverfront District. Understanding the market 
potential to develop or redevelop properties in the East Riverfront District will assist the City of Wausau 
to plan for anticipated growth, target specific development opportunities, and create a foundation for 
partnerships in the ongoing revitalization process.  

The approach of the market analysis includes an examination of the market forces that affect the types of 
development most often found along riverfront districts adjacent or near downtowns with a variety of 
uses, such as industrial, commercial, office, and residential. The market forces to be examined include 
demographic trends, economic trends, development trends, and the supply and condition of competitive 
developments. 

1.2 REPORT STRUCTURE 

The report is organized according to the analytical steps needed to complete the study. Chapter 2 is an 
evaluation of the locational characteristics of downtown Wausau, in particular the East Riverfront 
District. Chapter 3 is an analysis of the socio-economic conditions of Wausau and how those conditions 
may impact market demand for various real estate uses. Chapters 4 through 6 each address specific real 
estate sectors and the market demand associated with each and their impact on the East Riverfront 
District. 

1.3 DATA RESOURCES 

This study represents a compilation of data gathered from various sources, including the properties 
surveyed, local records, and interviews with local officials, real estate professionals, and major employers, 
as well as secondary demographic material. Although Stantec judges these sources to be reliable, it is 
impossible to authenticate all data. The analyst does not guarantee the data and assumes no liability for 
any errors in fact, analysis, or judgment. The secondary data used in this study are the most recent 
available at the time of the report preparation. 

The objective of this report is to gather, analyze, and present as many market components as reasonably 
possible within the time constraints agreed upon. The conclusions contained in this report are based on 
the best judgments of the analysts; Stantec makes no guarantees or assurances that the projections or 
conclusions will be realized as stated. It is Stantec function to provide our best effort in data aggregation, 
and to express opinions based on our evaluation. 
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2.0 Site Analysis 

2.1 SITE DESCRIPTION 

The East Riverfront District is located immediately north of downtown Wausau with significant frontage 
along the east bank of the Wisconsin River. The planning area is bounded on the west by the Wisconsin 
River, on the north by Bridge Street (one of the City’s major arterial roads), on the east by Fourth Street, 
and on the south by Fulton Street. The primary redevelopment area within the district is situated on the 
western half of the planning area in areas closest to the river. Historically, much of the district was used 
for industry dating back to the late 19th Century. Currently, most of this industrial legacy has been 
removed and the majority of the district is now vacant. Below is a map of the East Riverfront District 
displaying its location within Wausau and its proximity to the downtown and key roadways. 

 

Within the district there are several key catalyst sites totaling approximately 16 acres of vacant former 
industrial riverfront properties that are planned for redevelopment for commercial, residential and 
recreational mixed uses. Redevelopment of these catalyst sites is the major focus of this market study. 
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Redevelopment will include construction of a bicycle/pedestrian trail adjacent to the Wisconsin River, 
restoration of a stream, and associated green space. These waterfront areas are being rediscovered for 
redevelopment that will enhance the unique natural river environment that has been covered by industrial 
uses for the last hundred years. The riverfront area is the key to the success of the entire East Riverfront 
District and the remaining parcels are dependent on successful redevelopment of the waterfront. Below 
are selected images of the East Riverfront District and the potential views of the Wisconsin River. 

Figure 1: Selected Images of the East Riverfront District 
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2.2 NEIGHBORHOOD CONTEXT 

The neighborhoods surrounding the East Riverfront District primarily consist of commercial and 
residential uses, though there are still some examples of remnant industry that remain in small isolated 
pockets that are evidence of the area’s industrial heritage. 

Immediately south of the East Riverfront District is downtown Wausau. The downtown has been 
expanding toward the District for a number of years and properties closest to the District include a 
number of examples in which former industrial uses have been redeveloped into commercial uses. 

Downtown Wausau is an important economic and cultural center of Central Wisconsin. It contains a 
significant proportion of the region’s office space, and is the home of the Wausau Center, one of the 
region’s largest shopping centers. Moreover, the downtown has undergone a significant amount of 
reinvestment in recent years increasing its importance as a regional center. In addition to the regional 
shopping center, the downtown contains a vibrant mix of retail, dining, and entertainment options that 
are an important amenity for many of the office-based businesses and apartments located in the 
downtown. 

The eastern portion of the, which sits across a set of railroad tracks, is a neighborhood of older, modest 
single-family homes. A previous study conducted in 2012 that assessed the housing potential of two sites 
in this part of the planning area noted that the general perception of this neighborhood among the local 
real estate community is that it consists of mostly moderate-valued housing with examples of deferred 
maintenance, which could present barriers to new investment. Despite this perception, portions of this 
neighborhood closest to Wisconsin River have undergone redevelopment in recent years similar to the 
downtown. In particular, the Trolley Quarter Flats, developed in 2011, is a workforce housing 
development that contains a mixture of both new construction and repurposed warehouse space. 

2.3 ACCESS AND VISIBILITY 

The East Riverfront District is adjacent to downtown Wausau. Therefore, regional access is good because 
the district is centrally located within Wausau and the surrounding region. Local access to the East 
Riverfront District, however, will be dependent on some type of signage or wayfinding directing users to 
the district because the only local access opportunity is currently via 1st Street, which connects the district 
to the downtown to the south. 

There is no direct access from the East Riverfront District to Bridge Street to the north due to the overpass 
of Bridge Street’s crossing of the Wisconsin River. Therefore, those who want to access the district from 
Bridge Street must use 3rd Street North and then take Fulton Street or Mcindoe Street to the west until 
they reach 1st Street. Because of the lack existing throughways that connect the East Riverfront District to 
points north and east, market demand that would support certain types of uses may be limited. In 
particular, retail or other commercial uses that rely on significant traffic will not likely be able to capture 
enough passersby to support themselves. 
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With respect to direct access to specific properties and new developments within the East Riverfront 
District, this will be largely dependent on how the existing road/trail/sidewalk system is extended into 
and throughout the District. Therefore, attention will need to be paid to how users will circulate through 
the District, access parking facilities, and interact with buildings and planned open spaces.  

Visibility of the East Riverfront District is both excellent and poor, depending on the vantage point. Due to 
its location along the Wisconsin River, those crossing either the Bridge Street bridge or the US Hwy 51 
bridge will have very prominent views and potentially dramatic vistas of the district. However, if one is 
approaching the district from anywhere east of the Wisconsin River and, therefore, must rely on viewing 
the district from the existing local road network, visibility is much more constrained. This is because of 
very low traffic volumes along 1st Street north of Mcindoe Street, which is due largely to the fact that 1st 
Street essentially terminates at the East Riverfront District since there is no outlet to the north or east of 
the district due to the Bridge Street crossing of the Wisconsin River and the railroad tracks that form the 
eastern border of the district. 

2.4 SITE ANALYSIS CONCLUSIONS 

The location of the East Riverfront District is well positioned for redevelopment. In terms of the site itself, 
its location along the Wisconsin River introduces a significant amenity that will be attractive to most types 
of housing, many office users, and certain types of retailers. Also, most of the site is clear of any uses that 
could negatively impact new development. Furthermore, at approximately 53 acres in size, it is large 
enough to accommodate a mixture of uses that could complement one another, create a critical mass that 
would contribute to a “sense of place”, and be phased in a manner to positively react to changes in market 
demand. 

Regarding surrounding uses, the East Riverfront District is within walking distance of downtown Wausau, 
which contains a vibrant mix of offices, shopping, dining, and entertainment that would be attractive to 
most types of new development. Furthermore, downtown Wausau has been expanding in the direction of 
the East Riverfront District for many years. Therefore, as long as the district is well connected to the 
downtown via trails, roads, and sidewalks this will only enhance the ability of the district to accommodate 
future downtown expansion. 

Because the East Riverfront District is adjacent to downtown Wausau, it enjoys excellent access to the 
broader Wausau region by being centrally located and proximate to the region’s major highways and 
arterial roadways. Local access, however, is a positive for some types of uses, but can also be a negative for 
others. Because there is no throughway to points north and east of the East Riverfront District, it behaves 
somewhat like a dead end from a traveler’s perspective. This is a positive for those seeking housing 
because residents will get the value of being proximate to the downtown but will not have the hassles 
associated with downtown traffic issues. For certain types of commercial uses, though, particularly 
retailers dependent on capturing passersby along heavily trafficked roadways, the lack of a throughway is 
a major detriment.  
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3.0 Socio-Economic Analysis 

This section examines the demographic and economic trends of Wausau. Changing demographic and 
economic trends can signal ways in which the market will likely respond to future demand for housing, 
retail, and services. 

3.1 TRADE AREA DEFINITION 

Because the East Riverfront District is located adjacent to downtown Wausau, potential users of any new 
development in the district will likely be attracted from throughout the City of Wausau as well as the 
broader Wausau region, which includes the remainder of Marathon County. For analytical purposes, 
therefore, a primary trade area was defined as the City of Wausau along with a secondary trade area 
defined as the remainder of Marathon County. The primary and secondary trade areas are displayed in 
the map below. The trade areas serve as the basis for analyzing socio-economic conditions and 
quantifying potential market demand. 
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3.2 POPULATION AND HOUSEHOLDS 

New development, by and large, occurs in response to increased demand from a growing population and 
household base. Due to its proximity to the downtown, any new development in the East Riverfront 
District will likely derive demand from a geographic area that extends beyond the City of Wausau and 
include many of the surrounding villages and towns as well. Therefore, Table 1 provides an overview of the 
population and household growth trends from 1990 to 2030 for the City of Wausau as well as Marathon 
County. Data for the state of Wisconsin is presented as well for comparison purposes. The following are 
key findings from the table. 

• As a fully developed community without significant tracts of vacant land, Wausau’s recent and 
forecasted population and household growth has generally lagged behind that of Marathon County, 
especially the areas of the County outside of Wausau. 

• Despite a slowdown in growth during the 2000s, the City of Wausau is forecast to increase its growth 
rate over the next two decades. 

Table 1: Population and Household Growth Trends 1990-2030 

 

• Marathon County is expected to add over 6,000 new households during the 2010s. This will fuel 
demand for different types of new housing throughout the region. The City of Wausau is forecast to 
capture about 18% or 1,100 of the new households in Marathon County during this time. The actual 
distribution of households will depend in large part on where new housing is built. It is possible to 
have a greater proportion of the new households created in Wausau if more housing is built there. 

• The potential for new development in the East Riverfront District could contribute to a higher 
household increase for Wausau than what is forecasted in Table 1. 

1990 2000 2010 2020 2030 1990 2000 2010 2020 2030

Wausau 37,060 38,426 39,106 40,000 42,000 14,718 15,678 16,487 17,600 18,800
Remainder of Marathon County 78,340 87,408 94,957 98,400 106,100 26,829 32,024 36,689 41,700 45,800
Marathon County Total 115,400 125,834 134,063 138,400 148,100 41,547 47,702 53,176 59,300 64,600
Wisconsin 4,891,769 5,363,675 5,686,986 6,004,230 6,377,040 1,822,118 2,084,544 2,279,768 2,507,000 2,682,500

Wausau -- 1,366 680 894 2,000 -- 960 809 1,113 1,200
Remainder of Marathon County -- 9,068 7,549 3,443 7,700 -- 5,195 4,665 5,011 4,100
Marathon County Total -- 10,434 8,229 4,337 9,700 -- 6,155 5,474 6,124 5,300
Wisconsin -- 471,906 323,311 317,244 372,810 -- 262,426 195,224 227,232 175,500

Wausau -- 3.7% 1.8% 2.3% 5.0% -- 6.5% 5.2% 6.8% 6.8%
Remainder of Marathon County -- 11.6% 8.6% 3.6% 7.8% -- 19.4% 14.6% 13.7% 9.8%
Marathon County Total -- 9.0% 6.5% 3.2% 7.0% -- 14.8% 11.5% 11.5% 8.9%
Wisconsin -- 9.6% 6.0% 5.6% 6.2% -- 14.4% 9.4% 10.0% 7.0%
Sources: U.S. Census; Wisconsin Department of Administration: Intergovernmental Relations; Stantec

Population Households
Area

Numeric Change

Percentage Change
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3.3 AGE DISTRIBUTION 

Although overall population and household growth is probably the most important demographic indicator 
used to assess market demand, the age distribution of the population is also important because it provides 
insight into which age groups, and by extension their buying habits, will most impact future demand. 
Table 2 presents data on the age distribution of the City of Wausau, Marathon County, and the State of 
Wisconsin. The following are key findings from the table: 

• Wausau is an older community with a significant percentage of its population over the age of 65. 
However, this trend is changing as the City lost a sizable proportion of its population between 70 and 
79 over the last 10 years. This is somewhat of an anomaly as neither Marathon County nor the State 
had a similar decrease in that age group. 

Table 2: Age Distribution of the Population 2000 and 2010 

 

• Conversely, Wausau experienced a significant increase in the population age 25 to 34 during the same 
period, which was counter to the Marathon County and State experience as well. This suggests that 
substantial household turnover may be occurring in Wausau in which older households are being 
replaced by younger households drawn to Wausau for its available and affordable housing stock, 
central location, and/or access to more urban amenities. 

• The previous point is echoed in the increase in the number of children under the age of five. During 
the 2000s, this age group increased 20% in Wausau, whereas it was half that rate in Marathon 

No. Pct. No. Pct. No. Pct.
Under 5 years 2,394 2,873 479 20.0% 8,098 8,771 673 8.3% 342,340 358,443 16,103 4.7%
5 to 9 years 2,737 2,450 -287 -10.5% 9,383 8,886 -497 -5.3% 379,484 368,617 -10,867 -2.9%
10 to 14 years 2,873 2,375 -498 -17.3% 10,058 9,320 -738 -7.3% 403,074 375,927 -27,147 -6.7%
15 to 19 years 2,896 2,660 -236 -8.1% 9,702 9,305 -397 -4.1% 407,195 399,209 -7,986 -2.0%
20 to 24 years 2,526 2,747 221 8.7% 6,799 7,100 301 4.4% 357,292 386,552 29,260 8.2%
25 to 29 years 2,478 3,120 642 25.9% 7,542 8,387 845 11.2% 333,913 372,347 38,434 11.5%
30 to 34 years 2,499 2,558 59 2.4% 8,805 7,976 -829 -9.4% 372,255 349,347 -22,908 -6.2%
35 to 39 years 2,769 2,122 -647 -23.4% 10,449 8,313 -2,136 -20.4% 435,255 345,328 -89,927 -20.7%
40 to 44 years 2,817 2,362 -455 -16.2% 10,374 9,399 -975 -9.4% 440,267 380,338 -59,929 -13.6%
45 to 49 years 2,682 2,561 -121 -4.5% 9,601 10,540 939 9.8% 397,693 437,627 39,934 10.0%
50 to 54 years 2,139 2,699 560 26.2% 7,870 10,425 2,555 32.5% 334,613 436,126 101,513 30.3%
55 to 59 years 1,679 2,475 796 47.4% 6,048 9,295 3,247 53.7% 252,742 385,986 133,244 52.7%
60 to 64 years 1,355 1,954 599 44.2% 4,784 7,358 2,574 53.8% 204,999 313,825 108,826 53.1%
65 to 69 years 1,301 1,414 113 8.7% 4,124 5,493 1,369 33.2% 182,119 227,029 44,910 24.7%
70 to 74 years 1,512 1,154 -358 -23.7% 3,951 4,182 231 5.8% 173,188 173,467 279 0.2%
75 to 79 years 1,483 1,066 -417 -28.1% 3,540 3,397 -143 -4.0% 146,675 141,252 -5,423 -3.7%
80 to 84 years 1,141 1,126 -15 -1.3% 2,517 2,850 333 13.2% 104,946 117,061 12,115 11.5%
85 years and over 1,145 1,390 245 21.4% 2,189 3,066 877 40.1% 95,625 118,505 22,880 23.9%
Total 38,426 39,106 680 1.8% 125,834 134,063 8,229 6.5% 5,363,675 5,686,986 323,311 6.0%
55 and older 9,616 10,579 963 10.0% 27,153 35,641 8,488 31.3% 1,160,294 1,477,125 316,831 27.3%
65 and older 6,582 6,150 -432 -6.6% 16,321 18,988 2,667 16.3% 702,553 777,314 74,761 10.6%
75 and older 3,769 3,582 -187 -5.0% 8,246 9,313 1,067 12.9% 347,246 376,818 29,572 8.5%
Source: U.S. Census

2000 2010

Wisconsin

Age Group
Change Change Change

2000 2010

Wausau

2000 2010

Marathon County
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County, and one-quarter of the rate statewide. An increasingly younger population will change both 
the housing and retail dynamics of Wausau. 

• Despite a more youthful population base to Wausau, the most profound demographic changes 
continue to be the impacts of the Baby Boom generation (those born between 1946 and 1964). This 
group is solidly in the empty nester profile currently and will swell the ranks of early retirees in the 
coming years. This group has showed a strong propensity to downsize their single-family homes in 
favor of smaller, more manageable homes in amenity-rich neighborhoods. In all likelihood this will be 
the key demographic factor to fuel housing demand in or near the downtown in coming years. 

3.4 INCOME 

Table 3 presents the median household income by age group for Marathon County and the State of 
Wisconsin for 2000 and 2011. Income is an important demographic to analyze because it indicates the 
level of affluence in a community and its ability to support new development through it purchasing power. 
The following are key findings from the table: 

• The overall median income for Marathon County is slightly above that of the state. Although incomes 
are not significantly higher than the state median, it suggests nonetheless that there is a strong base of 
households with incomes that likely could support new development. 

• The youngest household age group, those under age 25, has a median income well above that of the 
state. Moreover, this age group increased its median relative to the state over the last 10 years. This 
indicates that younger households in the Wausau region are doing much better than their 
counterparts in other parts of the state. Although younger households were more impacted by the 
recent recession than other age groups, the fact that Wausau’s younger households fared better than 
other parts of the state suggests that the local economy is a bright spot in retaining or attracting young 
talent, which will position the region well in coming years as young households enter their family 
formation years and establish roots in the region. 

Table 3: Median Household Income by Age of Householder 2000 and 2011 

 

3.5 HISTORIC DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS 

Although future growth is the primary determinant of potential housing and retail demand in the East 
Riverfront District, it is also important to understand how long range demographic trends have been 
affecting demand over the past 40 years because many of these trends will likely continue into the future. 

Marathon 
County Wisconsin Ratio

Marathon 
County Wisconsin Ratio

Under 25 years $29,025 $25,157 1.15 $31,946 $26,744 1.19
25 to 44 years $50,478 $49,403 1.02 $60,641 $58,693 1.03
45 to 64 years $56,533 $55,288 1.02 $67,555 $64,904 1.04
65 years and over $24,508 $25,855 0.95 $32,116 $33,267 0.97
All Households $45,165 $43,791 1.03 $54,316 $52,374 1.04
Source: U.S. Census (American Community Survey)

2000 2011

Age of Householder
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Figures 2 through 6 illustrate 40-year trends related to population age, household size, household type, 
homeownership, and income. The following are key findings from the figures. 

• Median Age: Since 1970, the median age of the population has increased significantly at the local, 
regional, and national levels. Within the City of Wausau, however, the rate of aging has begun to slow 
appreciably whereas Marathon County continues to age at a much faster rate. The age profile of the 
population has important ramifications on the market for housing and retail. Younger persons have 
significantly different demands than older persons when it comes to housing types and shopping 
habits. 

• Household Size: Household size declined sharply between 1970 and 1980 as the youngest baby 
boomers moved out of their parent’s homes and started new households (Figure 3). Since 1980, 
household size has continued to drop, though not at as sharp as during the 1970s. Changes in 
household size can impact housing and retail markets in a variety of ways. For example, fewer 
individuals in a household decrease the need for overall space and furnishings, both inside and 
outside the unit.  

• Household Type: Household types have dramatically changed since 1970. In the last 40+ years, as 
the population has aged, the percentage of households defined as married couples with children has 
significantly decreased (Figure 4) while the percentage of single-parent families and single-person 
households has increased. This drop has been especially dramatic in Marathon County where the 
decline in the percentage of married couples with children went from 45% of all households in 1970 to 
only 22% of all households in 2010. Changing household types influence housing by affecting the 
styles and layouts of units. For example, families with children prefer housing with private yards, if 
affordable, along with bedrooms on separate levels from the main living areas. In contrast, 
households without children often prefer one-level living in which bedrooms are on the same level as 
the living area. 

• Homeownership: Homeownership in Wausau has historically been below the national rate; 
meanwhile in Marathon County it has been above the national rate. Although the rate of 
homeownership has generally been increasing only until the past decade, it has been on a slow decline 
in Wausau for several decades. Traditionally, high rates of homeownership are indicative of a more 
stable population that remains in the community for long periods of time. However, structural change 
in the for-sale housing market due to the recent housing bust is making homeownership less 
attractive. This may result in more long-term or “lifestyle” renters who choose to not own their 
housing, though they may have the means to do so.  

• Income: Since 1970 there has been a dramatic shift in wealth within the Wausau region. Several 
decades ago, Wausau had a median family income much higher than Marathon County as a whole. 
However, as growth expanded beyond Wausau’s borders the wealth of the region followed. Currently, 
Marathon County has a median family income significantly higher than Wausau, the State, and the 
nation. Meanwhile, Wausau’s median income has declined well below the national median.  
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Figure 2: Median Age 

 

Figure 3: Household Size 

 

Figure 4: Married Couples with Children 

 

Figure 5: Homeownership Rate 

 

Figure 6: Median Family Incomes 
($100 = US Median Family Income) 
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3.6 EMPLOYMENT 

Employment growth is an important indicator of the economic health of an area, which can provide 
insight into future development potential.  

Table 4 and Figure 7 present employment data by industry for Marathon County and Wisconsin. The data 
in Table 4 is from 2011 and 2013. The time series intended to identify any recent growth patterns by 
industry after the recent recession. The following are key findings from the table: 

• Between 2011 and 2013, the number of jobs in Marathon County increased 2.4%, which was the same 
as the statewide growth rate. 

• Industry sectors in Marathon County that experienced significant growth (either numerical or 
percentage) during this time include Construction, Retail Trade, Professional Services, and 
Educational Services. At the statewide level, big gainers were Mining, Construction, and Leisure and 
Hospitality. 

• Sectors that have declined significantly post-recession have been Financial Activities and Healthcare 
in Marathon County and Other Services at the State level. 

• Important industry sectors in Marathon County include Manufacturing, Financial Activities, and 
Trade (both retail and wholesale).  

• Overall, annual wages for jobs located in Marathon County tend to be about 8% lower than overall 
wages in the State. This is largely due to the fact that most sectors have lower wages in Marathon 
County than in other parts of the State. The only sector in Marathon County that has wages higher 
than the State average is Health Care Services. 

Table 4: Employment and Wages by Industry 

 

 

2011 2013
'11-'13 
Change

'11-'13 
Pct. Chg. 2011 2013

'11-'13 
Change

'11-'13 
Pct. Chg.

Marathon 
County WI

Marathon 
County WI

Natural Res. & Mining 967 1,031 64 6.6% 25,239 27,720 2,481 9.8% 1.6% 1.0% $27,300 $32,760
Construction 2,155 2,365 210 9.7% 94,635 100,400 5,765 6.1% 3.6% 3.7% $48,256 $50,544
Manufacturing 14,758 14,928 170 1.2% 443,632 455,227 11,595 2.6% 22.5% 16.7% $46,696 $50,544
Trade, Transp., & Util. 7,034 6,978 -56 -0.8% 227,413 232,412 4,999 2.2% 10.5% 8.5% $38,893 $48,449
Retail  Trade 8,246 8,862 616 7.5% 294,084 294,890 806 0.3% 13.3% 10.8% $23,452 $23,452
Information 518 527 9 1.7% 48,803 48,628 -175 -0.4% 0.8% 1.8% $47,060 $55,692
Financial Activities 5,058 4,776 -282 -5.6% 149,968 149,344 -624 -0.4% 7.2% 5.5% $50,752 $54,964
Prof. & Bus. Services 4,147 4,657 510 12.3% 285,389 297,197 11,808 4.1% 7.0% 10.9% $45,136 $49,140
Educational Services 3,842 4,194 352 9.2% 214,291 220,788 6,497 3.0% 6.3% 8.1% $41,860 $49,712
Health Care Services 9,109 8,886 -223 -2.4% 383,910 394,082 10,172 2.6% 13.4% 14.5% $44,616 $42,484
Leisure & Hospitality 5,298 5,381 83 1.6% 262,136 275,620 13,484 5.1% 8.1% 10.1% $12,324 $15,288
Other Services 1,966 2,016 50 2.5% 88,909 86,356 -2,553 -2.9% 3.0% 3.2% $19,916 $24,076
Public Admin. 1,791 1,833 42 2.3% 138,638 139,033 395 0.3% 2.8% 5.1% $38,428 $43,888
Total 64,889 66,434 1,545 2.4% 2,657,047 2,721,697 64,650 2.4% 100.0% 100.0% $38,480 $41,652

2013 Avg. Ann. Wages

Sources: Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development, Quarterly Census of Employers and Wages; Stantec

NAICS Industry Sector

Marathon County Jobs Wisconsin Jobs 2013 Dist. of Jobs
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Figure 7: 2013 Distribution of Employment by Industry and Annual Wages 

 

3.7 UNEMPLOYMENT RATE 

The unemployment rate in a region can provide insight into the health of the economy and the resulting 
potential demand for new development. Figure 8 presents data on the unemployment rate for the City of 
Wausau, Marathon County, Wisconsin, and the United States from 1990 to 2013.  

According to the figure, from 1990 to 2000, Wausau, Marathon County, and the State generally 
maintained an unemployment rate 1-2% below that of the nation. During the early part of the 2000s, the 
unemployment in Wausau began to creep 
upward and be more consistent with the 
national rate while Marathon County and 
the state maintained a rate somewhat 
below that of the nation. When the recent 
recession began in 2008, the 
unemployment rate spiked everywhere yet 
was especially acute in Wausau, in which 
the rate peaked just above 12% by 2010. As 
of 2013, the unemployment rate has 
fortunately declined substantially from its 
peak, but is still well above the 20-year 
average.   

$0

$10,000

$20,000

$30,000

$40,000

$50,000

$60,000

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

Av
g.

 A
nn

ua
l W

ag
es

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f J
ob

s

Industry Sector
WI Marathon County
Wisconsin Avg. Ann. Wages Marathon County Avg. Ann. Wages

Sources: Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development, Quarterly Census of Employers and Wages; Stantec

0%

2%

4%

6%

8%

10%

12%

14%

Wausau Marathon County
Wisconsin United States

Source: Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development

Figure 8: Unemployment Rate 1990-2013 



CITY OF WAUSAU: EAST RIVERFRONT DISTRICT MARKET STUDY 

Housing Market  
January 13, 2014 

 

4.14  bp v:\1938\active\193802508\reports\market research\wausau_market study_draft_1-13-2014.docx 

4.0 Housing Market 

This section addresses the condition of the multifamily housing market in Wausau and the potential of the 
East Riverfront District to capture current and future demand. Various segments of the multifamily 
market were analyzed, including condominiums, rental apartments, and senior housing. It should be 
noted that single-family housing was not evaluated as a potential housing type due to the amount of land 
needed for this type of development, especially given the underlying land value of the East Riverfront 
District related to its proximity to the downtown and the Wisconsin River.  

4.1 HOUSING CONSTRUCTION TRENDS 

Table 4 shows the number of housing units permitted for construction each year in Wausau and Marathon 
County since 2003 (2013 is through November). Prior to the recession, Marathon County was averaging 
nearly 800 new housing units each year. Since the recession this rate slowed to about 250 units per year. 
Although residential construction has 
started to slowly pick up, it appears it will be 
some time before the rate of construction 
hits pre-recession levels.  

Multifamily construction has slowed as well 
but remains an important component of the 
housing market. County-wide, multifamily 
units account for about 35% of all new 
housing constructed in any given year. 
Within Wausau, however, that proportion is 
much higher at 66%. This is likely the result 
of the fact that most new housing 
development in Wausau is part of a 
redevelopment which generally is more 
expensive than “greenfield” development 
and thus is often at a higher density. 

 

4.2 CONDOMINIUM MARKET 

4.2.1 Sales Price Trends 

From the late 1990s to the mid-2000s, the for-sale housing market experienced unprecedented growth 
fueled by historically low mortgage interest rates, new mortgage products that reduced down payments, 
and favorable demographics. Although the bulk of new housing that was constructed during this period 
consisted of traditional detached single-family product in suburban markets, the multifamily ownership 
market, including condominiums and townhomes, experienced dramatic growth as well. 

Single-
Family

Multi-
Family Total

Single-
Family

Multi-
Family Total

2003 122 111 233 676 226 902
2004 89 194 283 762 240 1,002
2005 103 199 302 642 266 908
2006 80 54 134 456 152 608
2007 56 174 230 250 252 502
2008 32 176 208 146 222 368
2009 19 64 83 127 100 227
2010 39 54 93 146 60 206
2011 17 76 93 148 80 228
2012 24 36 60 174 42 216
2013* 17 36 53 170 60 230

'03-'07 Ann Avg 90 146 236 557 227 784
'08-'13 Ann Avg 25 74 98 152 94 246
'03-'13 Ann Avg 54 107 161 336 155 491
* Through November 2013

Wausau Marathon County

Year

Sources: City of Wausau; U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development, SOCDS Building Permits Database 

Table 5: Housing Units Permitted for 
Construction 2003-2013 
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By 2007 and especially 2008, it became evident that overheated demand had resulted in a housing bubble 
that once it crashed caused declines in housing values not seen since the Great Depression 80 years 
earlier. Prices in many markets, including 
Wausau, saw declines as sharp as 20% or more 
(Figure 9).  

After years of declining prices, 2013 saw a 
substantial increase in home prices. 
Although the rebound is only just 
beginning it appears to be rooted in 
strong market fundamentals; supply has 
been sufficiently restricted, many 
foreclosed properties have been absorbed 
by the market, and broader economic 
trends are improving consumer 
confidence. Nonetheless, prices are still 
well below the market peak and 
consumer confidence remains tentative. 

4.2.2 Competitive Supply 

Historically, multi-story condominium product has been concentrated in larger markets where high land 
prices force many buyers to forego space in favor of convenience and affordability. Nonetheless, even in 
markets the size of Wausau, where housing costs are more affordable, condominiums are an important 
niche as they can appeal to persons interested in a maintenance-free lifestyle.  

Currently, the condominium market is very limited with fewer than a dozen units on the market. 
Moreover, of the units available, they are located either in upscale, luxury buildings at the top of the 
market or in older, modest buildings. The following are profiles of the properties with units currently 
available. 

• The most prominent of the upscale projects is the Palladian, which consists of seven units on the top 
two floors of a five-story, mixed-use building in the heart of downtown Wausau. The Palladian was 
built in 2007 at the beginning of the housing bust. As a result, absorption has been slow, though sales 
have begun to pick up. Slow absorption, however, has been the result of poor market position as much 
as the recession. It is a luxury development with pricing that ranges from $360,000 to $650,000 for 
units sized between 1,600 and 1,800 square feet, which translates to prices per square foot of $230 to 
$350. For comparison purposes, these are square footage prices that would be considered near the 
top of the market in Minneapolis or even much of Chicago. As a result, the size of the market in 
Wausau that can only afford the Palladian is very small. 

• The other prominent upscale property in the market is Corporate Cove, which is located on the west 
side of Wausau near the Highway 29 and 51 interchange. Like the Palladian, there are a small number 
of exclusive units on the upper floors of a mixed use commercial building. Pricing ranges from 
$300,000 to $700,000 per unit. 
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Figure 9: Median Home Sales Prices 2007-2013 
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• At the other end of the pricing spectrum is the Eastridge Condominium, which is located about 1 ½ 
miles south of downtown Wausau along Grand Avenue. Units currently on the market at Eastridge are 
priced between $45,000 and $50,000 for a one-bedroom unit with 750 to 850 square feet. Key selling 
points are access to the Wisconsin River and underground parking. However, the building is 30 years 
old, and the small unit sizes and minimal features limit its marketability. 

• Stantec also researched the Village Cooperative located on Merrill Avenue in northwestern Wausau, 
which has several units on the market. However, this property is a senior cooperative and restricts 
tenancy to householders age 55 and older. Due to this restriction, it would not be considered directly 
competitive with other condominium properties. 

In addition to analyzing data on condominium units currently available in the market, Stantec also 
interviewed several residential Realtors familiar with the condominium market in Wausau to gather their 
perceptions of the market overall and the potential for new development in the East Riverfront District. 
Generally speaking, the Realtors interviewed agreed that the overall market is beginning to improve and 
the availability and range of choices for condominiums is currently very limited. 

In terms of the East Riverfront District as a location for condominiums, those interviewed felt that 
downtown is an attractive location for condominium buyers, especially if there are views of the Wisconsin 
River and Rib Mountain in particular as this has driven demand as of late. Moreover, some of the smaller 
buildings in and near the downtown rarely have units that turnover. Regarding pricing, Realtors felt that 
currently available units in the downtown are much too high and that more affordably priced condos 
could work well there. Prices that were considered to be the strength of the market were between 
$140,000 and $170,000 per unit. For that price point, it was noted that buyers would be looking for two-
bedroom units with two baths and two parking stalls. 

According to staff at the City of Wausau, there are multi-story condominium developments that have been 
recently approved or currently going through the approval process that would impact the potential to 
development new condominium housing in the East Riverfront District. 

4.3 RENTAL MARKET 

When the for-sale market was booming at its peak in the mid-2000s, many rental properties suffered 
through a period of high vacancies as many renters decided to enter homeownership due in part to liberal 
lending requirements and the lure of cashing in on rapidly rising home prices. Although the housing bust 
stopped the flow of renters into homeownership, the sharp increase in unemployment and stagnant wages 
during the recession delayed the apartment market recovery as younger persons began doubling up or 
moved back home with their parents in order to save money. 

Once the economy began to slightly improve in 2011 and 2012, this revealed nearly 10 years of pent up 
demand. At the same time, strong demographic growth was occurring persons age 20-29, one of the 
traditional markets for rental housing. This has created a very strong market for rental housing 
throughout the country. Furthermore, there are indications that the inverse of what lured young 
households into homeownership during the housing bubble may be adding to the demand for rental 
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housing. Namely, the weak for-sale market and persistently high unemployment has turned off young 
households from homeownership in favor of rental housing. 

4.3.1 Competitive Supply 

Stantec collected data on prominent rental properties in the Wausau area to better understand the impact 
the current supply may have new rental development in the East Riverfront District. Table 6 includes a list 
of the properties profiled along with a map that displays their location within the Wausau area. The 
following are key findings from the table and map: 

• A total of 22 rental properties with nearly 1,700 units were profiled. 

• The average age of the properties is just over 20 years old. However, only four of the 22 properties 
were built before 1990. 

• The period between 1990 and 1993 was a time of significant construction when five properties totaling 
more than 400 units were constructed. No properties were constructed between 1993 and 2003. Since 
2003, 11 properties have been constructed with over 800 units. 

• The monthly rent for a one-bedroom unit ranges from $445 to $759 with an average of $595. 

• The monthly rent for a two-bedroom unit ranges from $475 to $889 with an average of $677. 

Table 6: Selected Wausau Area Rental Properties 

 

1BR 2BR 3BR

Federal Building 317 N 1st St Wausau 2013 21 $615 $715 $760
Mountain Side Apts 1060 S 25th St Wausau 2013 96 $655 $785
Trolley Quarter Flats 1500 N 1st St Wausau 2011 40 $615 $699 $758
Mountain View Apts 1000 S 50th Ave Wausau 2009 192 $550 $750
Wausau East THs 706 Fulton St Wausau 2008 24 n/a n/a
Highland Spring Villas 515 S 68th Ave Wausau 2008 46 $759 $889
Wausau East High Apts 708 Fulton St Wausau 2006 55 n/a n/a
Bos Creek Estates Apts 1901 N 10th Ave Wausau 2005 116 $625 $795
Grand Avenue Apts 2315 Grand Ave Wausau 2004 100 $630 $790
Whitespire Grove Apts 7345 Whitespire Rd Rothschild 2004 116 $665 $800 $950
Apartments at Corporate Cove 1 Corporate Cove Wausau 2003 25 n/a n/a
Whispering Pines 525 S 56th Ave Wausau 1993 80 $530 $660 $695
Sherman Oaks Apts 5301 Sherman St Wausau 1992 136 $530 $775
Eagle View Apts 2800 Eagle Ave Wausau 1992 44 $605
Riverbend Apts 803 S 48th Ave Wausau 1991 74 $640
Lake Pointe Apts 1100 Grand Ave Schofield 1990 72 $610 $750 $760
Woodfield Circle Apts 601 S 56th Ave Wausau 1981 64 $550
Diamond's Edge Apts 1300 N 9th Ave Wausau 1970 158 $445 $545 $645
Grandview Apts 1016 Grand Ave Wausau 1964 32 $539 $570
Landmark Apts 221 Scott St Wausau 1926 112 n/a n/a
Mountain Crest Apts 1011-1111 S 50th Ave Wausau n/a 48 $559 $629
Park Ridge Apts 6307 Labrador Rd Weston n/a 40 $475
Totals/Averages 1992 1,691 $595 $677 $769
n/a = not available
Source: Stantec

Project Name
Monthly RentTotal 

Units
Year 
BuiltCityAddress
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• The monthly rent for a three-bedroom unit ranges from $645 to $950 with an average of $769. 

• The market leader is Highland Spring Villas, which has the highest monthly rent for both one- and 
two-bedroom units. However, Apartments at Corporate Cove likely have a higher monthly rent 
because the units are very large (average size is 1,000 square feet) and they feature furnished 
apartments. However, their rental rates were not disclosed. 

• The Highway 29 corridor in west Wausau has a very high concentration of apartment properties. 
There are eight properties in the area with a total of 665 units or nearly 40% of the units profiled. 

 

• The downtown area contains five properties with a total of 252 units. Several of the downtown 
properties are new residential developments that are adaptive reuses, which include the Federal 
Building (former Federal office), Trolley Quarter Flats (former warehouse), and the Wausau East 
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High Apartments (former school). All of the downtown apartments have some sort of subsidy that 
assisted in the development of the project and/or helps maintain affordable rents. 

• Based on interviews with Realtors and developers familiar with Wausau rental market, downtown is 
considered a very attractive location for many renters because of its proximity to amenities such as 
shopping, dining, employment, and trails along the Wisconsin River. Everyone interviewed agreed 
that there would be demand to support new market rate apartments on the East Riverfront District. 
However, there were some differing opinions on the depth of the market. Several Realtors, for 
example, noted that they regularly receive phone calls inquiring about upscale rental housing in the 
downtown, though there currently is none. One of the developers interviewed cautioned that some of 
the recent apartments took slightly longer to fill than expected. However, they also admitted that this 
was likely due to rent restrictions tied to the development in which only a small pool of households 
could qualify for residency.  

• According to staff at the City of Wausau, there are no rental apartments that have been recently 
approved or currently going through the approval process that would impact the potential to 
development new apartment housing in the East Riverfront District. 

4.4 SENIOR HOUSING MARKET 

4.4.1 Senior Housing Defined 

Senior housing is a concept that generally refers to the integrated delivery of housing and services to 
seniors. Senior housing embodies a wide variety of product types across the service-delivery spectrum, 
from independent apartments and/or townhomes with virtually no services on one end, to highly 
specialized, service-intensive, assisted living units or housing geared for persons with dementia-related 
illnesses (termed "memory care"). In general, independent senior housing attracts persons age 65 and 
over while assisted living attracts persons age 80 and older who need assistance with activities of daily 
living (ADLs), such as dressing, showering and grooming.  

The least service-intensive buildings, also termed “active adult” or “adult” projects, are similar to general 
occupancy housing, offering virtually no support services or health care, but restricting tenancy to those 
ages 55 and over. Historically, these projects have primarily been rental properties, but in recent years 
ownership models, including cooperative and condominium arrangements, have greatly expanded the 
market. The next level up on the service-delivery spectrum is independent living with services, also known 
as congregate care. These projects offer support services such as meals and housekeeping, either included 
in the rent or a-la-carte so that residents can choose whether or not to pay for the services. 

The most service-intensive product types, assisted living and memory care, offer the highest level of 
services short of a nursing home. Typical services covered in the fee for both of these product types 
include all meals, housekeeping, linen changes, personal laundry, 24-hour emergency response, and a 
wide range of personal care and therapeutic services (either built into the fee or a-la-carte). Sponsorship 
by a nursing home, hospital or other health care organization is common for assisted living and memory 
care projects (as well as for many congregate/service-intensive projects). 
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4.4.2 Competitive Supply 

Table 7 and the related map display the full range of senior housing options in the Wausau area with 
information on property location, number of units, year opened, level of service, and whether there are 
any income restrictions. The following are key findings regarding the supply of senior housing in the 
Wausau area. 

• There are 22 senior housing projects in the Wausau area with a total of 1,251 units. 

• The vast majority of units (84% or 1,048 units) are for independent seniors. This is a very high 
proportion of units marketed to independent seniors. In all likelihood, a significant number of 
residents in these properties have aged in place and are arranging for services independently. 

• There are just over 200 units of assisted living and memory care housing in the Wausau area. Most of 
these units were built between 8 and 12 years ago and are freestanding developments. This is in 
contrast to other markets in which assisted living and memory care has often been an added level of 
care that existing independent apartment buildings or nursing homes have added. 

• There are nearly 600 units of income-restricted senior housing in the Wausau area. Most of these 
units are located in buildings more than 20 years old with the average building age being 34 years.  

Table 7: Wausau Area Senior Housing Properties 

 

Project Name Address City
Total 
Units

Year 
Opened

Type of 
Project

Part of 
Campus

Income 
Restricted1

The Pines Apartments 3700 Mount View Ave Weston 40 2011 IL
Birchwood Highlands 8005 Birch St Weston 76 2008 IL
Primrose Apts 2100 Townline Rd Wausau 68 2008 IL
Cedar Creek II Apts 607 Eagles Nest Blvd Rothschild 49 2007 IL X
Sylvan Crossings on Evergreen 1605 Evergreen Rd Wausau 21 2006 MC
Cedar Creek I Apts 605 Eagles Nest Blvd Rothschild 49 2005 IL X
Harbor House 3704 Hummingbird Rd Wausau 19 2005 AL/MC
Village Cooperative 1508 Merrill Ave Wausau 76 2003 Coop
Harmony Terrace 3312 Terrace Court Wausau 35 2002 AL/MC
Wellington Place 4100 N Mountain Rd Wausau 28 2001 AL/MC
Forest Park Village Garden Apts 801 Parcher St Wausau 42 1998 AL/MC X
Our House Senior Living 220 W Campus Dr Wausau 40 1996 AL/MC
Artisan Senior Living 111 N Bellis St Wausau 18 1995 AL/MC
City Walk Apts 120 Grand Ave Wausau 48 1993 IL X
Forest Park Village 2901 7th St Wausau 79 1989 IL X
Island Place Apts 400 River Dr Wausau 127 1989 IL
Schofield Court 2035 Grand Ave Schofield 16 1987 IL X
Rothschild Apartments 105 Becker St Rothschild 20 1980 IL X
Kannenberg Plaza Apts 1240 Merrill Ave Wausau 106 1980 IL X
Riverview Towers 500 Grand Ave Wausau 149 1969 IL X
Sturgeon Bluff 1320 Grand Ave Wausau 105 1920 IL X
Harry & Velma Hamilton Villa 1300 N 9th St Wausau 40 n/a IL X

1,251

Coop = Cooperative;   IL = Independent Living;   AL = Assisted Living;   MC = Memory Care
Source: Stantec

1 Income restricted properties restrict tenancy to households with low or moderate incomes. The income threshold that determines if a 
household qualifies is dependent on the subsidy program(s) that supports the property. Common thresholds are often set at or below 
60%, 50%, or 30% of the area median income.
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• The only continuum of care campus in Wausau is the Forest Park Village campus, which includes the 
original skilled nursing facility, an assisted living facility, a memory care facility, and an independent 
living apartment. 

• Geographically, there appears to be a higher concentration of senior housing east of the Wisconsin 
River. This is in contrast to the apartment market in which more properties, especially newer ones, 
tend to be concentrated west of the Wisconsin River. 

• According to interviews with real estate experts in the Wausau area, newer senior apartments have 
absorbed quickly indicating that there is potential pent-up demand for housing. 

• According to staff at the City of Wausau, there are no senior housing developments that have been 
recently approved or currently going through the approval process that would impact the potential to 
development new senior housing in the East Riverfront District. 
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4.5 EAU CLAIRE RIVERFRONT CASE STUDY 

Downtown housing has become increasingly common in recent years as more and more people begin to 
discover the advantages of living in mixed use neighborhoods that are pedestrian friendly. Further adding 
to the interest of living downtown is the rehabilitation and revitalization of riverfront areas, which 
introduce open space and recreational amenity not previously available in many downtown areas. 

To better understand how this dynamic may play out in Wausau and the East Riverfront District, Stantec 
contacted the City of Eau Claire to profile the progress of their recent efforts at riverfront redevelopment. 
According to the community development director, Eau Claire’s riverfront revitalization has been a long 
process spanning over 15 years. It was slow at first as it took more than 10 years to acquire key sites, 
clean-up them up, and create a fully vetted land use plan. The first projects began to occur, however, 
about five years ago with the construction of a riverside park and regional trails. This was then followed by 
the construction of new office space and eventually several market rate apartment buildings. 

According to staff, the redevelopment district has averaged about one new market rate apartment each 
year over the past four years. The apartment buildings typically have between 30 and 40 units in them 
with several of them having ground floor retail space. Although the apartment buildings have been very 
successful with rapid absorption and rents above the market average, the retail component has not been 
as successful according to city staff. About half of the retail space remains vacant and a grocery store that 
was part of an early phase closed after about one year. However, there are several successful businesses 
that serve a very local market, such as a hair salon and tanning center. 

By all accounts, Eau Claire’s redevelopment district has been highly successful. Additional office 
development is currently underway and the park space is so popular that the City has begun to direct 
some of the larger planned events to even larger park facilities elsewhere in the City. 

4.6 DEMAND ESTIMATES 

Marathon County is expected to add about 550 new households each year over the next 20 years. Given 
recent construction trends, demographic changes, and consumer preferences, about 30% or 165 of those 
households will opt for some type of multifamily housing product (e.g., townhomes, apartments, senior 
housing, etc.). However, not all of those households will want to locate in the East Riverfront District. 
Assuming a capture rate of 20% because the district is able to transform into a new amenity-rich 
neighborhood (much lower if the district is unable to fully transition), this would translate to an 
absorption rate of about 40 units per year, which coincidentally is the rate of absorption that has been 
occurring in Eau Claire’s new riverfront district.  

This estimate of demand is driven mostly by the idea that household growth is a proxy for new housing 
demand. In some instances, however, such as senior housing, demand exists despite the lack of new 
household growth because of the need for new product types not currently in the marketplace. 
Furthermore, achievable market pricing will drive many of the development possibilities for housing in 
the district. Proximity to and views of the Wisconsin River will help support higher pricing for housing in 
the district. However, what the market will bear in terms of pricing will also impact marketing and 
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sales/rental rates, which is vitally important to understand when phasing a development and/or 
establishing a market presence. 

4.7 HOUSING MARKET CONCLUSIONS 

The market conditions to support new multifamily development in the East Riverfront District are strong 
and are based on the following: 

1. The East Riverfront District is a highly desirable location for housing because it is within walking 
distance of the downtown, has potential for river and Rib Mountain views, will be adjacent to 
trails and open space, and is removed from the traffic issues associated with the downtown 

2. The rate of household growth in the Wausau region is forecasted to increase, which will increase 
the demand for all types of housing 

3. The demographic groups mostly likely to demand multifamily housing will be increasing at a 
faster rate than other demographic groups 

4. Downtown living has become increasingly desirable in recent years as cities create more public 
amenities in their downtowns and households discover the advantages of living in pedestrian-
friendly, mixed-use neighborhoods 

5. Although the for-sale market is still recovering, the lack of condominium product in general and 
especially at mid-market prices (i.e. between $150,000 and $175,000) suggests pent up demand 

6. The rental market, driven by favorable demographics and shifting attitudes toward 
homeownership, is experiencing strong demand across all segments 

7. The senior housing market continues to benefit from strong demographics, and rapid absorption 
at newer developments in the Wausau area indicate pent up demand 

Based on feedback received from local real estate experts and the experience of Eau Claire’s riverfront 
revitalization, we believe pricing for housing should be somewhat above the market average. However, 
early phases of housing development should not to be too far above market average as the district will 
need to create market momentum in order to keep interest going and advance into subsequent phases. If 
the early phases are priced too low, pricing can always be adjusted upward in subsequent phases. 
However, if pricing is too high in the first phase, the whole project is at risk of stalling indefinitely due to 
slow absorption and the negative perception that comes with price declines, especially those intended to 
spur sales or leases.  

Regardless of pricing strategies, there are some broader trends that are occurring which may have an 
impact on the East Riverfront District. For example, nationally, demand for market rate rental housing is 
growing rapidly. Although reasons for this are varied, primary drivers include higher qualifying standards 
for mortgages, loss of faith in homeownership, higher gasoline prices, and modest employment increases. 
Historically, market rate rental apartments can be broken down into two major sub-markets: young 
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professionals and empty-nesters/early retirees who want to downsize into maintenance-free housing. 
Young professionals typically want to live in an amenity-rich location that is close to where they work. 
Downtown Wausau is amenity-rich and it is proximate to the kinds of large employers that attract young 
professionals. Empty-nesters and early retirees often still work, especially in this day and age, and also 
prefer locations that are convenient to major employment centers. This suggests a base of potential 
support for new housing along the river close to the downtown. 

Despite strong tail winds in the market for all types of multifamily housing, caution should be exhibited in 
terms of phasing any housing components. Demand estimates for the Wausau region along with the 
experience of Eau Claire’s redevelopment district indicate that 40-45 new units can be absorbed per year 
in the East Riverfront District. Given Wausau’s size, this seems reasonable. However, any initial housing 
phases should be monitored closely, as some of the other factors noted above may result in even stronger 
demand simply due to the desirability of downtown living. The idea of a new neighborhood with all of the 
amenities a downtown environment can provide has not been tested in this market. Moreover, housing 
options in the downtown have generally been limited to either affordable product restricted to low- or 
moderate income households or to truly exclusive properties at the highest end of the market. Therefore, 
introduction of new market rate product that is priced appropriately to a broad range of the market may 
have depth that is currently unperceivable. 

With respect to condominium product, it would be important to begin modestly in any initial phasing 
since this product is the most untested. Feedback from local real estate professionals suggest there is 
demand for product, especially given the District’s locational advantages. However, the for-sale market 
remains tentative. Furthermore, demand for condominium product will be driven mostly by older 
households (i.e., those age 55 and older), as younger households may still be wary of purchasing housing, 
especially in a location without proven resale value. 

In terms of senior housing, there will clearly be market demand driven by demographic factors. However, 
if senior housing were to be incorporated into the development, we would recommend delaying to later 
phases because seniors generally do not “pioneer” into redevelopment districts. 
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5.0 Retail Market 

This section addresses the condition of the retail market in Wausau and the potential of the East 
Riverfront District to capture current and future demand.  

5.1 OVERVIEW OF RETAIL PRINCIPLES 

Retail is one of the most highly competitive and fluid real estate market sectors. Existing stores are 
constantly being challenged by new concepts, locations and competitors. Turnover is very common and 
tenants and landlords must constantly be listening to the market and making strategic reinvestments or 
tenant mix changes to ensure their centers are vibrant and profitable.   

Cities have an interest in monitoring this constant market change to ensure that the total size of the retail 
development space is in line with retail demand. When retail development space is beyond the size that 
can be supported by market demand, vacancies become more common. This can be amplified by a 
"domino effect" caused by the common practice of co-tenancy where one tenant's lease requirements are 
tied to the condition that another tenant remains active in the center.  

Excess retail supply also puts downward pressure on lease rates which can reduce the cash flow available 
to landlords for making the strategic reinvestments necessary for their retail properties to remain 
competitive. This can lead to an overall decline in retail quality and can lead to negative impacts that can 
be a community concern. 

The other reason cities have an interest in monitoring the size of the retail market is to prevent an overly 
restrictive retail environment. When a city does not provide sufficient retail area to satisfy market 
demands, then the variety of retail options available to its customers may be reduced and economic 
activity is diverted to other communities. It is therefore very important that cities attempt to find a 
balance between the amount of retail development and retail market demand. 

5.1.1 Types of Retail Centers and Goods 

The design of retail centers in urban areas has changed significantly during the 20th century, expanding 
from walkable town centers to auto-oriented centers to the diverse types of retail centers we see today. 
Many of the changes have been linked to metropolitan growth patterns, changes in urban transportation 
systems – including the rising dominance of the automobile – and evolving retailing technologies. 

One result of this change is that communities have inherited a mix of current and older retail centers that 
vary in economic performance and physical character. Whether a retail location is older, such as a 
downtown, or brand new, there is a promising opportunity to create pedestrian-friendly uses by adopting 
urban design approaches that emphasize links to local neighborhoods, walkability, transit access, 
complementary land uses, and natural amenities.   

A clear understanding of the form and dynamics of retail centers is helpful when positioning them in a 
community. They can vary dramatically based on: 
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• Physical size 
• Built form 
• Metropolitan location 
• Transportation access 
• Size of Trade Area 
• Mix of services and tenants 
• Presence of competing centers 

Many forces can affect the performance of retail centers over time: 

• Changes in the regional transportation system can alter the relative situation of individual retail 
centers, e.g. freeway or transit station proximity. 

• A boom in construction of retail centers during the 1960s-1980s resulted in an overbuilt retail 
market in many communities today. 

• Aging retail centers often need major renovation, expansion, or repositioning to be competitive. 
• Changing demographics in the Trade Area may reduce buying power or create a market mismatch 

for a retail center. 
• Smaller retail centers often lack space for expansion and struggle to compete with stores that are 

increasingly larger, e.g. supermarkets and discount stores. 
• Competition can increase due to new and expanding retail centers within five miles. 
• Diversification of shopping center types with new formats and popular tenants increases the 

competitive challenge. 

The area from which a center draws the majority of its business is known as the Trade Area. The boundary 
for a Trade Area is determined by many factors, but mostly by the location of the next closest center 
offering a similar complement of goods and services. Ideally, the Trade Area for a given center has no 
other competitors for several miles in each direction, giving the center the strong advantage of 
convenience to the households surrounding it. In reality, travel routes and intervening land uses (e.g. 
large parks with no through routes) often make one center more convenient than another retail center 
that is closer “as the crow flies.” 

Determining the Trade Area around a retail center depends on the amount of goods and services it can 
offer to the surrounding household base; the level of offering is usually related to the size of the center and 
the order of goods and services available.   

Goods are often classified on a relative scale from lower order to higher order goods. Lower order goods 
are those goods which consumers need frequently and therefore are willing to travel only short distances 
for them. Higher order goods are needed less frequently so consumers are willing to travel farther for 
them. These longer trips are usually undertaken for not only purchasing purposes but other activities as 
well. Figure 17 demonstrates where some of the common goods and services might fall along this 
continuum. 
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Figure 10: Hierarchy of Retail Goods and Services 

 

The Urban Land Institute (ULI) approximates the size of a Trade Area in a rough manner, in terms of a 
distance radius surrounding a center. Table 11 presents the rough Trade Area calculations, working from 
the smallest level (convenience center) up to the largest level (regional or super-regional center). 

Table 8: General Trade Area Characteristics of Retail Centers (Urban Land Institute) 

 

In reality, the draw areas and minimum supportive populations for retail centers vary considerably across 
the country, depending on surrounding housing density and the attraction of the specific retail tenants. 
Stores in higher-density areas can thrive with smaller Trade Areas; stores that are popular in the local 
market (e.g. Target in the Twin Cities) can thrive with a smaller population base because they garner 
considerably higher brand loyalty than their competition. 

5.1.2 Relationship Between Retail Demand and Demographics 

This section discusses demographics on a general scale, introducing the concepts of consumer segments 
and the value of alignment between tenants and surrounding households (as measured through 
demographic information). 

Retailers capture sales from five main categories of consumers: residents, daily workers, commuters, 
intermittent (transitory) visitors, and destination shoppers. Of these, residents are usually the main 
source of income for most retailers.  

In general, neighborhood retailers perform best when they are surrounded by “rooftops,” rather than 
simply trying to capture drive-by traffic. The strongest retail locations do a bit of both; they serve the 
residents living in the surrounding area and, because they are located on high-traffic streets, they capture 
business from commuters, intermittent visitors, and daily workers. 

Low Order Goods High Order Goods
- Unplanned purchase - Planned purchase

- Low cost per unit - High cost per unit
- Minimal selection - Maximum selection
- Frequent purchase - Infrequent purchase

Automobiles

Furniture

Appliances

Clothing

Tobacco

Cof fee

Fast 
Food Jewelry

Groceries Hair 
Cuts Fine 

Dining

Sporting
Goods

Liquor

Center Type Anchor Type

Convenience Suprette/Small Grocery 3,000 - 15,000
Neighborhood Drug Store/Grocery 30,000 - 100,000 15,000 - 40,000 1.5 - 3 5 - 10
Community Supermarket/Discount Merchandise 100,000 - 300,000 40,000 - 150,000 3 - 5 10 - 20
Regional/Super-Regional Department Stores/Entertainment 5 - 12 20 - 30

Source: Urban Land Institute

Trade Area
Leasable Area Population Radius Drive Time

Gross Minimum Trade Area

<5<30,000

300,000+ 150,000+

<1.5

(square feet) to Support (miles) (minutes)
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Res ident  Consumers  
• Spend, on average, between 10%-20% of household income at local retailers (not including auto 

spending); this is far more per capita and per-trip than other consumer types. 

• Support a wider variety of retail goods and personal services than daily workers or transitory 
visitors; everything from haircuts to hardware to prescriptions. 

Dai ly  Workers  
• Spend just a fraction on local retail compared to residents, but can be regular customers for 

restaurants, coffee shops, and other specific retailers. 

• Generally limit their spending time to the working hours during Monday-Friday. 

• Spend in narrow categories such as restaurants and convenience/gas. 

In termi t tent  V is i tor s  
• Are difficult to predict but can be a significant source of business to retailers located on major 

thoroughfares with good access. 

Commuters  
• Do not generate high levels of patronage for most retail tenants. 

• Like daily workers, can become regular customers for specific retailers such as coffee shops or 
convenience/gas stations. 

Dest inat ion Shoppers  
• Will drive significant distances and make special trips to shop at specific stores. 

• Can be very loyal customers for the retailers they patronize. 

• May often spend a substantial amount of money at one visit, or over the course of a year. 

Given that residents (the consumer unit being a “household”) generate the bulk of income for most 
retailers, the alignment between the demographic characteristics of the surrounding population and the 
tenant mix of a retail center is crucial. In an ideal world, the mix of tenants at a retail center would satisfy 
all of the regular needs of the surrounding population. 

For example, a strip retail center located adjacent to a subdivision of starter homes with young families 
would offer such tenants as a grocery store, a hardware store, a drugstore/pharmacy, and family 
restaurants among others. A retail center in an inner-city urban area with few families would offer 
independent coffee shops, bookstores, niche restaurants with bars, and other specialty stores catering to 
singles and professionals.  
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5.2 RETAIL TRADE AREA CHARACTERISTICS 

5.2.1 Vacancy and Lease Trends 

Stantec analyzed trend data on the retail vacancy and lease rates for downtown Wausau and compared 
those against the rates for all retail properties throughout the greater Wausau region (Figures 11 and 12). 

Between 2007 and 2013, the vacancy rate for downtown Wausau spiked to 7.0% during the recession but 
has since steadily declined to less than 1.5%. This is a very low vacancy rate, and it suggests that minimal 
space is available for new retailers to enter the downtown market or for successful existing retailers to 
expand.  

In comparison, the metro-wide 
vacancy rate, which at one time 
was below that of the downtown 
market, has been steadily 
increasing since 2007 and is 
currently just over 5.0%. 
Although this is still a healthy 
vacancy rate for retail, it indicates 
that over the past five or so years 
that the downtown market has 
been able to capture additional 
market share while the remainder 
of the broader market has not 
been able to do so. 

In terms of quoted lease rates, available space in the downtown is currently averaging just under $9 per 
square foot. The average lease rate has dropped significantly since 2010 when it was at a high of $20 per 
square foot. Typically, one would 
expect a drop in available space to 
have a commensurate rise in 
asking rents. However, in this 
instance, because available space 
is so limited, the low lease rate in 
light of low vacancy is likely due 
to the fact that all of the premium 
space in the downtown is 
currently occupied and only those 
spaces in poor condition or at a 
poor location are available. 

Quoted lease rates across the 
metro area have declined in 
recent years as well. They peaked 
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at just $15 per square foot in 2010 and have since fallen to just over $10 per square foot. Although the 
same dynamic may in place across the metro area as in the downtown, this is likely not the case because of 
the greater supply of available retail space throughout the metro area. Therefore, declining lease rates 
may still be a lingering influence of the recent recession in which lower consumer demand and 
unemployment have generally dampened the demand and pricing for traditional retail space. 

5.2.2 Competitive Retail Districts 

Stantec profiled the major retail districts in the Wausau area to better understand how the downtown 
district compares with these other districts and the market position it fulfills. Table 7 and the related map 
display the wide variety of retail districts that compete with the downtown and any potential retail located 
in the East Riverfront District. The following are key findings: 

• Downtown Wausau and the nearby West River District have a combined 1 million square feet of retail 
space. This makes the combined districts the second largest concentration of retail space in the 
Wausau area. 

• Downtown Wausau has the lowest vacancy rate of all districts profiled.  

• The downtown district is the only district that features numerous shops in older, architecturally 
interesting buildings located in a walkable, pedestrian-friendly environment. Moreover, the 
downtown district is the only retail area within close proximity and connected to a major recreational 
amenity (i.e., the Wisconsin River). 

• The retail offerings in the downtown district are somewhat unique compared to other similar sized 
downtowns. In addition to the numerous retail shops situated in the ground floor level of older 
commercial buildings, the downtown also includes the Wausau Center, a large enclosed regional 
shopping center anchored by department stores. More importantly, though, the Wausau Center, 
despite being enclosed, is well integrated into the older retail and commercial fabric of the downtown. 
This allows the downtown to capture multiple types of shoppers, including resident consumers, daily 
workers, intermittent visitors, and destination shoppers.  

• The largest retail concentration in the Wausau area is the Rib Mountain district. When combined with 
the nearby district at the Highway 29 and Highway 51 interchange, these two districts total nearly 2 
million square feet of retail space. The type of retail in both of these districts is almost entirely 
highway oriented and includes most of the region’s national “big-box” retailers. 

• Given the concentration of national retailers in the Rib Mountain district, this area has the highest 
average lease rates in the region. 

• South of Wausau in the communities of Rothschild, Schofield, and Weston, there are several other 
important retail districts as well. However, none of these offer the range of retail selections found 
downtown or in the Rib Mountain area.  
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Table 9: Major Retail Districts in the Wausau Area 

 

 

Retail District
Principal Centers 2013 2011 2009

Cedar Creek Mall District 5 300,000 -- 2.7% 5.5% 16.5% --
Cedar Creek Mall 250,000 1993 3.2% 6.6% 6.6% $11.00

Hwy 29 & East Grand Ave 17 340,000 -- 2.7% 1.7% 2.3% $9.00
Shopko Plaza 200,000 1977 1.5% 1.5% 1.5% $9.00

Schofield Ave Corridor 27 477,000 -- 12.5% 7.6% 4.4% $9.40
Target 128,000 1989 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% --

Rib Mountain 34 1,140,000 -- 4.2% 3.3% 3.1% $12.70
Mountain View Square 373,000 -- 1.2% 1.2% 0.0% $13.20
Hobby Lobby Center 123,000 2012-r 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% --
Gordman's Center 137,000 1995 10.9% 0.0% 0.0% $12.00

Hwy 51 & Hwy 29 Interchange 40 750,000 -- 7.1% 6.7% 1.4% $11.00
Menard's Plaza 211,000 1978 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% $12.00
Home Depot 107,000 -- 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% --

West River District 10 227,000 -- 2.0% 3.2% 1.2% $11.30 Grocery anchored neighborhood retail 
center.

Downtown Wausau 28 743,000 -- 0.4% 0.4% 9.4% $10.00
Wausau Center 437,000 2000-r 0.6% 0.7% 16.0% $20.00

Sources: CoStar; Stantec
1 An "r" next to year indicates building has been recently renovated
2 Average rent is based on quoted rates for "triple net" or NNN

Aging retail node achored by a Shopko 
and located near a highway interchange.
Freestanding Target along corridor with 
many small strip centers.
Prominent power center district with 
numerous department stores, big boxes, 
and junior boxes. 

Highway oriented businesses anchored by 
two home improvement big boxes.

Mixture of traditional downtown retail 
space and a regional shopping center 
anchored by several department stores.

Building 
Age1

Leasable 
Sq. Ft.

Prop- 
erties District Character

Outlet mall district located in Rothschild 
on Highway 51 interchange.

Vacancy Rate Avg. Rent 
per sq. ft.2
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5.2.3 Recent and Pending Retail Developments 

Stantec worked with staff at the City of Wausau to identify any recent or pending retail developments that 
may influence the overall retail market in the Wausau region and negatively impact the potential to 
support new retail development in the East Riverfront District. 

According to building permit records provided by the City, there has been very little new retail 
development in Wausau since 2007. Only four significant properties have been developed in that time 
totaling 65,000 square feet of space. Of that total, however, 42,000 square feet have been for new car 
dealerships, which would not impact any new retail development in the East Riverfront District. 

Regarding any pending retail developments, city staff noted that there are no imminent projects that have 
been approved or currently going through the approval process that would affect development in the East 
Riverfront District.  

5.3 RETAIL CONCLUSIONS 

Downtown Wausau contains over 1 million square feet of retail space, much of which is included in the 
Wausau Center. Therefore, it is unlikely that the East Riverfront District will be able to support a 
significant amount of retail space because of the proximity of this regional shopping center. However, 
there is opportunity to capture some retail demand due to the East Riverfront District’s location 
immediately adjacent to the Wisconsin River and future recreational amenities as well as a growing 
market base within the downtown. 

As the downtown grows in size due to more workers and residents, there will be some demand among 
these “localized” markets to prefer retail options that are more convenient to what currently exists. 
Therefore, as the East Riverfront District transforms into a new neighborhood, key locations where traffic 
and visibility will be highest may be preserved for retail development. The amount of demand from this 
group, however, will be commensurate with the amount of growth in the market. A rule of thumb is that a 
typical household will support about 75 square feet of retail space at suburban densities. In a more urban 
environment, it is closer to 50 square feet due to higher land prices. The amount of retail supported by 
daytime workers is roughly 3-5 square feet per employee.  

Furthermore, the demand from these two “localized” markets will be decidedly different. Daytime workers 
will be overwhelmingly focused on convenience-based food options and a very limited set of retail services 
(e.g., drycleaner). Residents, on the other hand, will demand neighborhood retail options (e.g., grocery 
stores, drug stores, etc.). Therefore, it will be important to understand how traffic patterns will influence 
where within the district these types of retail could be supported. 

Given the estimated amount of supportable residential and office development, it is 
estimated that the amount of “localized” retail that could potentially be supported over 
time after significant development occurs within the East Riverfront District would be 
15,000-20,000 square feet of space. 
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There also is a potential non-“localized” market for retail options as well, particularly restaurants and 
specialty retailers who thrive off of discretionary spending motivated by an experience (e.g., art galleries, 
gifts, etc.). This market is predicated on having a place that people want to experience that is connected to 
the Wisconsin River and the downtown.  

Restaurants that can most fully take of advantage of the neighborhood amenity will be those that 
accommodate a variety of dining needs throughout the course of a typical day. Therefore, the optimal 
format will likely be a full-service restaurant with an extensive bar so that it can meet the need of business 
lunches, special events, happy hours, and large groups as well as couples dining out for dinner. Such 
restaurants are typically larger in size and often range between 4,000 and 6,000 square feet. In addition, 
significant patio space or other outdoor dining areas will be needed to attract additional summer time 
traffic. Finally, there will need to be a critical mass of similar format restaurants in order to create a buzz 
of activity and draw people to the area not just a specific restaurant; three to five restaurants would 
definitely achieve a critical mass. 

Although these restaurants will need to be the same format in terms of hours, size, and level of service, 
they obviously will need to serve different niches so that they are complementary and not directly 
competitive. Example niches include bar and grill, Irish pub, seafood, Tex-Mex, family-style Italian, etc. 

Any specialty retail area also needs to be distinct from other competitive retail areas so that it can pull 
people from throughout the region. Because the East Riverfront District will be a total redevelopment, this 
is both a positive and a negative for this type of retail. The positive is that by starting from scratch 
anything is possible. The negative is that building distinct areas from scratch is costly. Also, distinct areas 
often benefit from a mixture of uses that have evolved over time. This is what helps set many downtowns 
apart from newer retail areas. 

Estimating the non-“localized” retail demand is more challenging to quantify because it is 
strongly attached to the quality of the experience. However, as a baseline, three 
restaurants at an average of 5,000 square feet and another 5,000 square feet of ancillary 
retail would total 20,000 square feet of specialty retail space. 
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6.0 Office Market 

This section addresses the condition of the office market in Wausau and the potential of the East 
Riverfront District to capture current and future demand. 

6.1 OVERVIEW OF OFFICE MARKET DYNAMICS 

Office submarkets are defined heavily by highway visibility, accessibility, and character of the area, 
especially among high profile users, such as corporate headquarters, regional branches, or businesses 
where status is a premium (e.g., law offices and financial services). Corporate offices often have customers 
spread throughout a region, the nation or even globally and so the office market often does not have the 
same requirements to be close to customers, as with retail. Therefore, the size of office market Trade 
Areas tends to be much larger than other land users, such as retail. It should be noted, however, that some 
segments, such as healthcare related offices do experience significant customer traffic and therefore 
operate more like retail operations in their location decision making.  

The office market is a very broad category that encompasses many different types of properties that are 
typically differentiated by the building class (A, B, C); visibility, transportation access, structure, size of 
tenant spaces and supporting services. Some of the office market subcategories are as follows: 

High Rise or Signature Building 
Office buildings of this type place a premium on visibility and image. They are typically multi-tenant 
buildings with a high level of architectural interest. Level of finish is generally high. The tenant mix tends 
to be businesses that are willing to pay a premium for image including corporate headquarters, law firms, 
financial advisors, advertising and other types of business services. These buildings are typically found in 
the commercial center of a metropolitan area, at the intersection of high volume highways and near very 
affluent suburban locations. 

Low-Rise, Multi-Story Building 
Office buildings of this type have the most variety of physical conditions and tenant mix. Class A buildings 
in this class can have many similar features to the high rise buildings and command elevated rents. Class 
B and C space can be dated and needs to compete more on price. Typical locations for this class of office 
space is near regional malls and along arterial roadways in suburban locations. The tenant mix has a wide 
variety and can include smaller corporate headquarters, medical, technology, design, government and 
business services.  

Single Story Building - Retail 
Office buildings of this type share a lot of physical and location characteristics with neighborhood and 
strip retail. Buildings of this type often are located near retail areas where there is a reasonable amount of 
visibility and customer traffic. Tenant spaces are generally smaller in size and the businesses usually have 
some level of walk-in customer traffic that justifies the need for visibility. Typical tenants in this building 
type include insurance, real estate brokerage, medical services, and financial services. 
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Single Story Building - Flex 
Office buildings of this type share many physical and location characteristics with light industrial 
buildings. They are often located in lower visibility areas where land prices are lower, enabling a reduced 
rent structure in comparison to other office types. Transportation access is important but does not always 
need to be direct as walk in traffic is often not a key issue for the tenants. Building shells involve industrial 
construction techniques and building heights. Tip up concrete panels or concrete block are common shell 
materials but the level of finish often includes some retail finish including colored concrete, stucco, 
spandrel glass, tenant signage and attempts to vary the appearance of flat rooflines or building faces. The 
level of aesthetic enhancement varies greatly in this sector based on each community’s standards and 
regulatory controls. Tenants in this building type tend to be office uses that require back office 
warehousing or light manufacturing; construction/repair related businesses that maintain some 
inventory, such as window or garage door installers; price sensitive large office users, such as call centers; 
and startup businesses that seek the lower cost and expansion flexibility of a flex building. 

6.2 OFFICE TRADE AREA CHARACTERISTICS 

6.2.1 Vacancy and Lease Trends 

Stantec analyzed trend data on the office vacancy and lease rates for downtown Wausau and compared 
those against the rates for all office properties throughout the greater Wausau region (Figures X and X). 

The vacancy rate for office space in downtown Wausau over the last two years has oscillated between 4% 
and 6%, which is considered low in most office markets. Market equilibrium is typically considered to be 
between 10% and 12% vacancy for office space because this allows for the flexibility of existing tenants to 
easily expand without relocating when leases expire. The low vacancy rate in the downtown was 
corroborated by commercial real estate brokers interviewed as part of this study who commented that the 
downtown market has been tightening as of late and that there could be opportunities for additional office 
development in the near future.  

Over the last several years, the 
downtown office market has 
outperformed the metro-wide 
office market by maintaining a 
consistently lower vacancy rate. 
Furthermore, as of late, the 
metro-wide vacancy rate has 
actually spiked to around 12%, 
which is due to a large space 
becoming vacant. 

In terms of average quoted lease 
rates for office space, the 
downtown market has 
consistently had much lower rates 
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than the metro-wide market over the 
last four to five years. Currently, 
average lease rates are just below 
$12 per square foot, whereas the 
metro-wide average lease rate is 
closer to $16 per square foot. 
Similar to the retail market, 
however, this may be due to the 
scarcity of available space in the 
downtown which has meant that 
only weakest properties in terms of 
condition, location, and amenities 
are currently available in the 
downtown. 

 

6.2.2 Competitive Office Districts 

Stantec profiled the major office districts in the Wausau area to better understand how the downtown 
district compares with these other districts and the market position it fulfills. Table 7 and the related map 
display the wide variety of retail districts that compete with the downtown and any potential retail located 
in the East Riverfront District. The following are key findings: 

• With over 500,000 total square feet, the downtown office district is the largest office submarket in the 
Wausau area, Furthermore, there are two nearby districts to the downtown (West River District and 
the Grand Avenue/South Downtown) that if combined with the Downtown would total over 670,000 
square feet. 

• The downtown office district has the lowest vacancy rate of any major office district. 

• Major office users in the downtown include Marathon County (750 full-time employees), 
Eastbay/Footlocker.com (650 employees), United Health Group (300 employees), Collaborative 
Consulting (200 employees), and Nationwide Insurance (100 employees). 

• On the west side of Wausau, near the interchange of Highway 29 and 51 are two other sizable office 
districts that if combined would total 740,000 square feet and would be larger than the downtown. 
This area is heavily influenced by office space used by Liberty Mutual and medical office space 
associated with the Aspirus Medical Center. 

• Although quoted rents in the two west side office districts are higher than in the downtown ($14-$15 
per square foot), they also have much higher vacancy rates, which are between 10% and 20%. 
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• There is a smaller office district in Schofield which serves communities south of Wausau. However, 
most of these users are oriented toward the local market and do not consist of many larger employers 
that drive the broader office market. 

Table 10: Major Office Districts in the Wausau Area 

 

 

2013 2011 2009
Schofield 12 128,000 28.3% 0.0% 0.4% $10.20
Stewart Avenue Corridor 13 290,000 9.1% 10.6% 11.7% $14.00
Bridge St & Hwy 51 7 450,000 20.8% 12.2% 10.0% $15.00
West River District 9 78,000 12.3% 6.8% 6.7% $10.00
Grand Ave/South Downtown 16 73,000 8.4% 2.8% 2.2% $8.00
Downtown 15 520,000 3.0% 3.9% 2.5% $13.00
1 Average rent is based on quoted rates for "triple net" or NNN
Sources: CoStar; Bonestroo, Inc.

Office District
Leasable 
Sq. Ft.

Prop- 
erties

Vacancy Rate Avg. 
Rent per 
sq. ft.1
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6.2.3 Recent and Pending Office Developments 

With assistance from Wausau City staff, Stantec compiled data on recent and pending office developments 
in Wausau to note whether these developments may impact the potential to support new office 
development in the East Riverfront District. 

According to commercial building permit provided by the City, there have been two significant office 
developments that have been constructed since 2007 totaling less than 20,000 square feet. Furthermore, 
there are no imminent office developments that have been approved or are in the development approval 
process.  

6.3 OFFICE CONCLUSIONS 

The East Riverfront District is well positioned to capture future office development in the region and, in 
particular, within the downtown. This is based on the following conclusions: 

• The downtown is the largest and most important office district in the region with well over 
500,000 square feet of space. 

• The only competitive district to the downtown is in west Wausau near the interchange of 
Highways 29 and 5. However, much of the office space in this district is related to medical uses 
due to the proximity of the hospital. 

• The health of the downtown office district is relatively strong; vacancy rates are well below other 
districts and high profile Class A buildings are mostly occupied. 

• Recent downtown office development has been toward the East Riverfront District. 

• The East Riverfront District would be a logical location for new office space due to its connectivity 
to recent downtown office development. 

• Riverfront sites will offer views of the river and provide high profile visibility from nearby bridges 
which will be important to office users 

Demand for office space is largely driven by employment growth in industries that typically occupy office 
space. Table 11 presents data on projected employment by industry for Marathon County over the next 10 
years. Industries that tend to occupy office space are Financial Services, Information, Professional and 
Other Services, and to some degree Government and Education. These industries are projected to add 
roughly 1,000 jobs over the next 10 years in Marathon County according to the Wisconsin Department of 
Workforce Development. 
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Table 11: Marathon County Employment Projections by Industry 

  

Historically, a typical office worker required about 250 square feet of space. However, changes in 
workspace layouts and technologies are requiring less space per worker. Although workspace needs can 
vary by industry, the average is dropping to below 200 square feet in newer buildings. Therefore, using an 
average of 200 square feet per employee and assuming the Wausau region will add 1,000 employees over 
the next 10 years indicates that there will be a need for 200,000 square feet of office space through 2022. 

Not all of the region’s new office growth will occur in downtown Wausau. Currently, about 40% of the 
region’s office space is located there. If that ratio persists into the future as new development occurs 
in response to employment growth, this would translate into 80,000 square feet of space 
that could be supported in the downtown. The East Riverfront District, as long as it is well 
connected to the downtown physically through streets and sidewalks and psychologically through a 
cohesive urban fabric would be a very logical area with which to accommodate new downtown office 
development. 

 

Percent Number
Construction/Mining/Natural Resources 3,100 3,300 5.0% 200
Manufacturing 14,700 13,000 -11.8% -1,700
Trade 12,800 12,700 -0.8% -100
Transportation and Utilities (Incl. US Postal) 2,900 3,000 3.9% 100
Financial Activities 4,800 4,900 2.2% 100
Education and Health Services (Incl. State and Local Gov't) 12,900 14,700 14.3% 1,800
Leisure and Hospitality 5,300 5,600 5.9% 300
Information/Professional Services/Other Services 6,900 7,300 5.8% 400
Government (Excl, US Postal, State and Local Education and Hospitals) 1,800 1,900 3.2% 100
Total, All Nonfarm Industries 65,200 67,100 2.9% 1,900

Source: Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development

Projected 10-year 
Growth Rate*

2012 2022Industry

* Growth rates based on most recent projections for North Central Wisconsin, which includes Marathon County
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