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INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY 
The City of Wausau is planning for the redevelopment 
of two areas within its downtown. Both properties are 
considered under-utilized, with the South Riverfront 
consisting of open space along the river and parking, 
municipal offices, and service commercial uses on the 
remainder of the site. The Towers Area is a mix of 
commercial, civic, and residential uses. 

These sites border a downtown that has developed a 
concentration of businesses that enable it to draw 
visitors and will serve as amenities for workers or 
residents in the area. The river offers a different set of 
amenities, both for its scenic qualities and the open 
space that has been provided along its shores.  

The downtown area contains about eleven percent of 
all jobs in Marathon County, with a disproportionate 
share of office-based activities, and arts, entertainment, 
and recreational employment. The past decade has 
brought modest increases in many of these industries. 

The commercial sector is less vibrant. There is a strong 
clustering of independent retail, dining, and service 
businesses within the traditional downtown. The 
Wausau Center Mall, on the other hand, is in a 
prolonged struggle. The mall has lost its three 
department store anchors and has significant vacancy 
within its inline spaces. Many of the national chains 
have left the mall and others are likely to follow as mall traffic continues to wane. While the mall’s troubles 
are in part due to global trends, the Wausau Center Mall is also challenged by the more recent emergence 
of very strong and easily accessible retail concentrations south of the city. Until there is a clear plan for 
redeveloping the space (over 400,000 square feet, in total) there is an uncertain market for office and 
commercial uses within the study areas. 

What is clear is that there will be a strong market for multifamily housing within either of the two areas. 
Proximity to the river and the potential to front on greenspace favors the South Riverfront area, where it 
would be possible to introduce owner-occupied condominiums that are lacking in the existing market. 
Anticipated growth of older age cohorts, favoring home ownership and low maintenance, will continue to 
fuel demand for these units. Characteristics of the Towers Area make it more likely to support rental units, 
for which there will also be growing demand from younger age cohorts with a preference for urban living 
in close proximity to recreation and entertainment. The Towers Area is also the more viable location for 
office and commercial uses. 

 

 

Wausau redevelopment study areas 
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SUMMARY OF THE DEMAND FOR RESIDENTIAL AND COMMERCIAL USES 

The analysis supports a combination of uses that can be developed within the downtown, and more 
specifically, in the South Riverfront and Towers Area redevelopment sites. The following uses can be 
supported over the next decade: 

 Approximately 250 condominium units priced from $150 to $300 per square foot, fronting on the 
river and open space in the South Riverfront area. 

 Approximately 200 to 300 units of high-end rental housing, with rents at $1,200 or above, primarily 
on the South Riverfront site. 

 Approximately 200 to 300 units of mid-market rental housing, priced from $600 to $1,200 per 
month. This may include some affordable units and units for seniors. These should be targeted for 
development in mixed-use buildings in the Towers area. 

 A range of 84,000 to 112,000 square feet of office space within the Towers area. 

 About 5,000 square feet of commercial (retail, dining, and services) space annually within the 
downtown, the majority of it provided in the Towers Area on the ground floor of mixed use 
buildings. 
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DEMAND FOR HOUSING DEVELOPMENT 
Demand for housing that can be provided in the study areas is driven by overall population growth and the 
changing composition of households within the market. The aging of the Baby Boomer generation will 
cause growth among the oldest age cohorts, resulting in increased demand for condominiums, apartments, 
and senior housing options. 

METHODOLOGY 

A cohort-component methodology was used to project population growth for Marathon County, which was 
considered the market area for any new housing that may be provided in downtown Wausau. This approach 
uses a five-year population trend (taken from the American Community Survey, 2012-2017) along with 
county-level data for fertility and mortality. Population change is broken out by the three major 
components; births, deaths, and migration. 

Future demand for housing was estimated using a probability matrix that similarly considers a five-year 
trend among households, tenure (renter or owner), income, and age of householder. Survey data from the 
National Association of Realtors was used to partition demand preference among different types of housing 
(single-family, attached or rowhouse, or condominium flats). Importantly, the resulting figures represent 
total demand, and not the number of new units that are needed. The figures represent the number of buyers 
or renters expected to be in the market in a given year. Some of that demand will be met by existing 
housing, but new housing may be considered more competitive if it offers design features and amenities 
that better position it to the market. In fact, evolving preferences, along with age, location, and condition, 
may render some existing housing in the county obsolete. 

EXPECTED POPULATION CHANGE 

The model used in this analysis projects population growth to 153,527 people in Marathon County over the 
next decade (to 2029). By comparison, the Wisconsin Department of Administration has estimated a county 
population of 150,230 in 2030. This is a difference of 3,297 people, or 2.2 percent, which serves to provide 
confidence in the projections. 

Overall, the county is projected to lose population in most cohorts between 15 and 59 years of age. The 
largest growth will be in groups 65 and older, with the increases growing larger with the age of the cohort. 
This reflects the movement of the Baby Boomer generation into their post-retirement years. At the other 
end of the chart, a larger Millennial generation will drive increases in the number of children, despite the 
fact that many Millennials are moving out of the county.  

There appear to be four age groupings where the effect of migration is most pronounced. The first of these 
is among people 15 to 24 who are moving out of the county, likely associated with attending college. That 
reasoning is supported by the most significant rate of in-migration among those aged 25 to 29 (with an 
associated in-migration of persons under five). A second cluster of out-migrants is found among those aged 
40 to 54. A possible explanation for this would be that experienced workers are lured elsewhere for more 
plentiful or rewarding employment opportunities. Lastly, there is a very large influx of persons 80 and older. 
Many of these will be drawn from more rural counties, particularly to the north, which may not have the 
same level of access to housing, health care, and other services needed by an older population. 
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PROJECTED CHANGE IN POPULATION BY AGE COHORT IN MARATHON COUNTY 

AGE 
GROUP 

2017 2019 2024 2029 
MALE FEMALE MALE FEMALE MALE FEMALE MALE FEMALE 

0 to 4 4,387 3,710 4,520 3,961 4,687 4,280 4,738 4,389 
5 to 9 4,812 4,172 4,809 4,020 4,936 4,078 5,053 4,231 
10 to 14 3,945 4,785 4,137 4,640 4,391 4,394 4,553 4,400 
15 to 19 4,151 4,000 3,853 4,174 3,712 4,205 3,800 4,143 
20 to 24 4,209 3,742 3,894 3,604 3,372 3,561 3,241 3,518 
25 to 29 4,158 3,788 4,288 3,866 4,091 3,883 3,799 3,866 
30 to 34 4,134 4,066 4,146 3,981 4,174 3,922 3,989 3,901 
35 to 39 4,703 4,114 4,728 4,131 4,793 4,090 4,761 4,052 
40 to 44 3,825 4,068 3,955 4,113 4,126 4,162 4,193 4,149 
45 to 49 4,339 4,201 4,151 4,055 4,052 3,931 4,099 3,902 
50 to 54 4,872 5,020 4,517 4,687 3,989 4,174 3,831 3,967 
55 to 59 5,145 5,544 5,022 5,561 4,503 5,220 4,112 4,845 
60 to 64 4,816 4,023 5,107 4,425 5,245 4,773 4,958 4,621 
65 to 69 3,641 4,109 4,059 4,367 4,764 5,083 4,910 5,416 
70 to 74 2,810 2,505 3,263 3,051 4,332 4,047 5,030 4,711 
75 to 79 1,601 1,931 2,098 2,177 3,293 3,063 4,317 3,901 
80 to 84 1,490 1,899 1,704 2,154 2,686 2,988 3,940 4,064 
85+ 1,061 1,956 1,344 2,272 2,256 3,220 3,627 4,500 
SUBTOTAL 68,099 67,633 69,593 69,238 73,404 73,075 76,951 76,577 
TOTAL 135,732 138,830 146,478 153,527 

Estimates generated by Place Dynamics 

 

These projections were developed for the entirety of Marathon County. Over the past several decades, the 
City of Wausau has represented a shrinking percentage of the county’s total population, dropping from 
35.9 percent in 1960 to an estimate of 28.5 percent in 2018. Much of this has been due to detached, single 
family home construction in other communities and rural parts of the county. As demand for this type of 
housing decreases, while the demand for attached housing increases, the City of Wausau has an opportunity 
to attract a large share of the multifamily housing needed in the market, once again increasing its share of 
the county’s population. 

At the same time, a growing older population is going to place demands on services provided by the City, 
and by related quasi-public organizations in the city. This population change will occur, whether in Wausau 
or elsewhere, but there will be advantages to concentrating it in the City where there is existing 
infrastructure and capacity, and where issues of mobility may be minimized. 

The chart on the following page helps to visualize the change that is expected, with the most significant 
population increases among cohorts aged 56 and over, while the working age cohorts remain mostly 
unchanged, or decline in size. 
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DISTRIBUTION OF 2019 AND 2029 POPULATION BY AGE AND SEX 

 

Estimates generated by Place Dynamics 

 

DEMAND FOR NEW OWNED HOUSING 

Housing demand is generated by both an increasing number of households in the area, and by those 
existing households that contemplate a move to different housing. Over the course of a lifetime, people 
can generally be described by changing patterns of housing. This will typically begin with rental housing. 
An initial home purchase is often associated with household formation or the arrival of children. As the 
household’s condition improves it may be followed by the purchase of a larger home. Later, as children 
move out, the household may move again, usually by downsizing to a smaller home. In its final stages, the 
it may move on through various types of senior-oriented housing such as a condominium or apartment, 
and finally to assisted living. 

The methodology used here includes these residents who are in the market for new housing in its estimates 
of market demand. These residents are not limited to existing housing, which may not be well-suited to 
their needs or may not offer design features or amenities that can make new housing more competitive. As 
a result, more housing can be developed than is needed to meet the increase in households. 
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Estimates generated by Place Dynamics 

 

 
Estimates generated by Place Dynamics 

 

Over the next decade, net increases in demand for housing will be found among those types of housing 
oriented to an older population. Some portion of this includes detached housing for those still in their active 
senior years, but a large share of the demand will be for apartments, condominiums, and increasingly, units 
offering some level of assisted living. 
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There is little change expected in the total number of home buyers in the market annually, between 2019 
and 2029. This is to be expected, given both the declining numbers of working-age households and the 
growth in the most elderly population, where there is a greater tendency to rent. The overall number is 
projected to grow from 1,948 buyers in 2019 to 1,975 buyers in 2029.  

 

ESTIMATED NUMBER OF ANNUAL HOMEBUYERS BY AGE 

AGE OF 
HOUSE-
HOLDER 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 2028 2029 
15 TO 24 115 115 115 116 116 116 116 116 116 116 116 
25 TO 34 802 805 807 810 812 813 815 815 815 814 813 
35 TO 44 382 383 384 386 387 387 388 388 388 388 387 
45 TO 54 306 306 307 308 309 310 310 311 311 310 310 
55 TO 64 191 192 192 193 193 194 194 194 194 194 194 
65 TO 74 115 115 115 116 116 116 116 116 116 116 116 
75+ 38 38 38 39 39 39 39 39 39 39 39 
TOTAL 1,948 1,954 1,960 1,966 1,971 1,976 1,979 1,980 1,980 1,978 1,975 

Estimates generated by Place Dynamics 

 

The National Association of Realtors annually surveys buyers concerning their preferred property type. This 
is not necessarily the same as the type of property they may purchase, as many area lack a diverse selection 
of housing across all types. Outside of larger metropolitan areas, there are usually few owned multifamily 
units in the market, and these tend to turn over infrequently.  

Applying rates of housing preference for the Midwestern region, there would be an expected annual 
demand for 331 to 335 units of attached, owner-occupied housing, whether in a rowhouse or stacked flat 
configuration. It is clear that the Wausau region is not meeting this demand, which would ideally be sited 
in a central, walkable, amenity-rich environment such as the South Riverfront, or to a lesser extent, the 
Towers Area.  

 

ESTIMATED ANNUAL HOME BUYERS BY PREFERRED PROPERTY TYPE 

TYPE 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 2028 2029 
DETACHED 1,520 1,524 1,529 1,534 1,538 1,541 1,543 1,544 1,544 1,543 1,540 
ROWHOUSE 156 156 157 157 158 158 158 158 158 158 158 
CONDO (5+) 136 137 137 138 138 138 138 139 139 138 138 
CONDO (2-4) 39 39 39 39 39 40 40 40 40 40 39 
OTHER 97 98 98 98 99 99 99 99 99 99 99 

Estimates generated by Place Dynamics 
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Buyers of these units tend to be childless couples and active seniors who seek the convenience of low 
maintenance and value proximity to urban amenities such as dining, entertainment, and recreation. 
Proximity to work may be a consideration for some portion of the market, and the downtown area does 
have a concentration of office-based employment. Additionally, the South Riverfront has the potential for 
developing units that overlook greenspace and the Wisconsin River. 

 

DISTRIBUTION OF HOME BUYERS BY AFFORDABLE UNIT PRICE 

 
Estimates generated by Place Dynamics 

 

Existing Supply 

Through July of 2019, the median price of homes sold in Marathon County was $165,000, an increase from 
the $155,000 median price for all of 2018. Over the last three years, the median sales price has been 
increasing by about $10,000 annually. Even with these increases, homes in the county are very affordable. 
Assuming that a household can afford a home priced at about three times its annual income, 70 percent of 
potential buyers in the county could afford to spend at least $150,000 on a home purchase. Half of them 
can afford to spend more than $250,000. 

In August of 2019 there were 577 homes listed for sale within the county, ranging from $19,900 ($39.8 per 
square foot) to $1.375 million ($195 per square foot). Forty-one homes were priced over $500,000. Another 
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61 fell between $250,000 and 499,000. About a third, or 192, were priced below $150,000. There were only 
23 condominiums or townhomes listed, representing just four percent of the market of available properties. 
A majority of these units were in two- or four-unit buildings with a suburban character. Pricing varied from 
$69,900 to $349,000. Newly-constructed units ranged from about $140 to $190 per square foot. 

 

ESTIMATED AFFORDABLE HOME PURCHASE PRICE 

PRICE 
RANGE: 
LOW/HIGH 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 2028 2029 
UNDER 
$100,000 304 305 306 307 308 308 309 309 309 309 308 

$100,000 TO 
$149,999 267 268 269 270 271 271 272 272 272 272 271 

$150,000 TO 
$199,999 219 220 221 221 222 222 223 223 223 223 222 

$200,000 TO 
$249,000 174 175 176 176 177 177 177 177 177 177 177 

$250,000 TO 
$299,999 196 196 197 198 198 199 199 199 199 199 198 

$300,000 TO 
$349,000 153 154 154 155 155 155 156 156 156 156 155 

$350,000 TO 
$399,999 150 151 151 152 152 152 153 153 153 153 152 

$400,000 TO 
$449,999 107 107 108 108 108 109 109 109 109 109 109 

$450,000 TO 
$499,999 58 58 59 59 59 59 59 59 59 59 59 

$500,000 OR 
MORE 318 319 320 321 322 323 323 324 324 323 323 

Estimates generated by Place Dynamics 

 

Potential Opportunities 

Adequate demand exists to introduce new owned, multifamily housing at the South Riverfront or Towers 
Area redevelopment sites. The primary competition for downtown sites will be comparable units that may 
be developed in nearby city centers, and suburban-style units which have, so far, made up the majority of 
the available supply. The South Riverfront will be a more attractive setting for either of two possible uses, 
for which it is reasonable to set a goal to capture a 20 to 30 percent market share, or about 250 units:  

 Multi-storied condominium buildings can be developed adjacent to greenspace and overlooking 
the Wisconsin River. A mix of one- and two-bedroom units, and a small number of larger units can 
be supported. Amenities should include private outdoor space (walk-out patio or balcony), 
underground parking, and high-end finishes such as quartz or granite countertops and tiled 
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tub/shower enclosures. The targeted buyers for these units are singles or couples without children, 
and active seniors. 

Unit prices will vary based on size, views, and amenities, but can be competitive with pricing from 
$150 to $300 per square foot for finished units. Nationally, the 2017 average cost for construction 
of multifamily buildings under eight stories was $192, however, this is skewed to large metropolitan 
areas with higher costs, so that figures for Wausau should be below average. 

 There is also demand for an urban style rowhouse, and some of this type of unit has been developed 
on 3rd Street, where they are listed at about $190 per square foot for a three-bedroom unit. Younger 
couples and families will make up the majority of demand for these units due to their size and the 
fact that they are multi-level, where older buyers will want a unit on one level. 

DEMAND FOR NEW RENTAL HOUSING 

Overall demand for rental housing in Marathon County is projected to grow by 984 units over the next 
decade, though a larger number of new units can be to out-compete those that become obsolete. By age, 
the number of renters in their prime family years is expected to remain roughly the same, while the number 
in their retirement years will expand rapidly. This has implications for both the design and location of units 
that will be favored. Senior renters will prefer units with onsite management, on one level, with elevator 
access to upper floors, and will have a greater demand for accessibility features. Many of these renters will 
have been home owners and will want some of the amenities common to owned housing, such as enclosed 
parking, private outdoor space, in-unit laundry, and finishes of a better quality than often found in rental 
housing. Locations with easy access to basic shopping, services, and health care will also be preferred. 

 

ESTIMATED ANNUAL NUMBER OF RENTERS IN THE MARKET BY AGE 

AGE OF 
HOUSE-
HOLDER 

  
2019 

  
2020 

  
2021 

  
2022 

  
2023 

  
2024 

  
2025 

  
2026 

  
2027 

  
2028 

  
2029 

15 TO 24 966 957 950 945 940 937 934 933 932 932 933 
25 TO 34 1,487 1,485 1,479 1,472 1,463 1,453 1,443 1,433 1,423 1,413 1,405 
35 TO 44 1,135 1,138 1,141 1,143 1,145 1,146 1,147 1,146 1,145 1,143 1,141 
45 TO 54 1,346 1,324 1,307 1,294 1,284 1,276 1,270 1,266 1,263 1,261 1,259 
55 TO 64 820 817 811 803 794 784 773 763 753 743 734 
65 TO 74 651 682 712 738 762 783 800 815 826 835 841 
75 TO 84 474 516 559 603 648 694 740 786 830 874 915 
85+ 521 566 614 666 723 784 850 920 995 1,074 1,157 
TOTAL 7,401 7,486 7,573 7,665 7,759 7,857 7,958 8,062 8,168 8,276 8,386 

Estimates generated by Place Dynamics 

 

The largest change in demand, measured by the rent that can be afforded at 30 to 35 percent of household 
income, will be at the lower end of the scale. There will also be a substantial increase in demand for high-
income rentals.  
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ESTIMATED ANNUAL NUMBER OF RENTERS IN THE MARKET BY AFFORDABLE RENT 

MONTHLY RENT 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 2028 2029 
UNDER $600 2,341 2,368 2,396 2,424 2,454 2,485 2,517 2,550 2,584 2,618 2,652 
$600 TO $699 659 666 674 682 691 699 708 718 727 737 747 
$700 TO $799 477 482 488 494 500 506 513 519 526 533 540 
$800 TO $899 417 422 427 432 437 443 448 454 460 466 473 
$900 TO $999 575 582 589 596 603 611 618 626 635 643 652 
$1,000 TO $1,099 287 290 293 297 300 304 308 312 316 320 325 
$1,100 TO $1,199 211 213 216 218 221 224 227 230 233 236 239 
$1,200 TO $1,299 265 268 271 274 278 281 285 288 292 296 300 
$1,300 TO $1,399 319 322 326 330 334 339 343 347 352 357 361 
$1,400 TO $1,499 231 234 236 239 242 245 248 252 255 258 262 
$1,500 TO $1,749 270 273 277 280 283 287 291 294 298 302 306 
$1,750 TO $1,999 337 341 345 349 354 358 363 368 372 377 382 
$2,000 OR MORE 1,013 1,024 1,036 1,049 1,062 1,075 1,089 1,103 1,118 1,133 1,148 

Estimates generated by Place Dynamics 

 

Existing Supply 

There are several apartment complexes near the two study areas, with units priced from about $500 to 
$1,625 per month. Island Place, in the South Riverfront area, is the most expensive, at $825 for a one-
bedroom and $1,200 to $1,625 for two bedroom units. It offers river views, garage parking, and extensive 
in-unit as well as community amenities. It is restricted to 55 and older. Atrium Lofts will be opening in 2019. 
It has two-level units with an industrial feel, with one-bedroom units from $553 to 725, and two-bedroom 
units from $780 to 865. It is income-restricted as affordable housing, as are most of the units in larger 
buildings, such as Riverview Towers and East High Apartments. City Walk is an apartment complex for 
seniors aged 55 or older. Aside from these buildings, the majority of apartments in the downtown area are 
in small buildings or converted homes. 

Most of the higher-priced rentals are west of the river. They include Urban West, a new three-story, 66-unit 
building with an urban character, offering studio apartments from $1,050 and two-bedroom units up to 
$2,200 per month. These are large units with high-end finishes and amenities including underground 
parking. Other high end apartments include the new units on Oswald Road, which though smaller than 
Urban West, are priced from $1,950 for a one-bedroom to $2,950 for a two-bedroom unit. These buildings 
have access to the Greenwood Hills community facilities, have high-end finishes, underground parking, and 
direct outside access. 

More typical of the overall market are apartment complexes such as Mountain View Apartments, Towering 
Pines, Sherman Oaks, Grand Avenue, or Bos Creek Estates. These offer units from about $650 to under 
$1,000 per month. These are suburban-style buildings with mid-grade finishes. They may offer covered 
parking, usually in a separate garage building.  

The remainder of the market, consisting of mostly smaller and/or older buildings, is priced below $650 per 
month. 
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Potential Opportunities 

Different opportunities may be targeted to each of the redevelopment areas.  

 The South Riverfront presents a better opportunity to develop high-end rental units that can take 
advantage of river and open space views, along with proximity to recreational assets. The Urban 
West Apartments will serve as a good model for the kind of unit that can be developed in this 
location, marketed to young professionals, downtown workers, and older singles or couples who 
do not want the responsibility to maintain a home. These are renters who find urban living 
appealing and the design should cater to that desire.  

With about 2,900 households able to afford rent in excess of $1,000 per month, growing to over 
3,300 households by 2029, the existing supply of higher-end rentals is insufficient to meet potential 
demand. While some will chose to rent a less expensive apartment to save money, others are doing 
so because the market is not offering what they want. The City might set a target to meet 30 to 40 
percent of the demand for high-end rentals in the downtown, capitalizing on the riverfront and a 
walkable district with dining, entertainment, and shopping.  

Considering the undersupply of existing high-end apartments, anticipated growth in demand, 
aging of existing units, and competitive site and design considerations, it would not be 
unreasonable to target the addition of 200 to 300 units of high-end rental apartments over the next 
decade, renting at $1,200 or above, primarily in the South Riverfront area. 

 The Towers Area still offers the experience of downtown living with less immediate access to the 
river, greenspace, and recreational amenities. Rental housing can be developed in this area 
(including within vertically-mixed use buildings) to target downtown workers and other tenants 
who want to live downtown, but at a middle price point. Development of these units may utilize 
program such as Section 42 Tax Credits for some portion of the total units. Some portion of the 
total may also be targeted to senior housing. 

Underground or structured parking should still be provided as an amenity as well as to reduce the 
overall footprint of the development. Finishes can be mid-tier, but renters will still appreciate 
conveniences such as dishwashers and in-unit laundry, and amenities like balconies. 

There is a projected need for about a net increase of 350 rental units leasing between $600 and 
$1,200 per month. As with higher-end units, more can be developed as existing units age, and new 
buildings are able to compete on location, design, and amenities. A similar number of these mid-
tier apartments – 200 to 300 – could be added in the downtown area over the next decade. 
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DEMAND FOR OFFICE AND COMMERCIAL DEVELOPMENT 
The outlook for office and commercial space is less clear than housing. Both global trends and local 
conditions introduce a great deal of uncertainty. In particular, the ultimate disposition of the Wausau Center 
Mall may have a great bearing on supply and the environment for businesses. Over the last several years 
the mall has lost all three of its department store anchors and many of its specialty store tenants. A furniture 
store, HOM, has moved into one of the vacant anchor spaces. While there have been proposals for some of 
the remaining vacant space, none have yet materialized. The ideal situation would be a large-scale 
redevelopment of the mall, resulting in its restored vitality and ability to contribute to the health of the 
downtown. Regardless, the now-vacant space could be repurposed as office or commercial space, 
potentially affecting the demand for comparable space at either of the redevelopment sites. 

Downtown Wausau is an important location for industries typically located in commercial or office space. 
While the downtown area contains 11.2 percent of the county’s total employment, it holds a 
disproportionately large share of employment in industries including management of companies (42.3 
percent), finance and insurance (37.2 percent), information (36.6 percent), professional, scientific, and 
technical services (30.8 percent), public administration (28.6 percent), and arts, entertainment, and 
recreation (27.3 percent). The downtown did have a much larger share of the region’s employment in two 
other industries, retail and other services, but no longer do as a result of employment losses.  

DEMAND FOR OFFICE SPACE 

Aside from the question of whether the Wausau Center Mall may be redeveloped to create office space, 
there is a second issue that casts shade on the potential to add significant new office space in either of the 
two redevelopment areas. While there has been employment growth in Marathon County (and downtown 
Wausau) since 2002, over the next decade, the number of people in their working years will decline by about 
4,500. This is consistent with the findings of the 2017 Metro Region Economic Development Assessment 
prepared by the North Central Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission, which projected a shortage of 
4,000 workers by 2026. 

Employment in core office-based industries (information, finance and insurance, real estate, professional, 
scientific, and technical services, management of companies, and health care, grew by 6,303 jobs from 2002 
to 2017, or an average of 420 jobs per year. Downtown Wausau has captured about 44.6 percent of that 
growth, or an average of 187 jobs per year.  

That pace is not expected to be sustained. The Wisconsin Department of Commerce has projected a six 
percent rate of job growth for the northcentral region, including Marathon County. If that rate is used, the 
county could be expected to add 1,255 new office-based jobs through 2029, with 560 of those in downtown 
Wausau, assuming the downtown maintains current share of growth. Assuming that the average office 
worker occupies 150 to 200 square feet (including an allocation for common areas), this would result in 
demand for 84,000 to 112,000 square feet of new office space over the next decade. 

There may be fluctuations in demand for office space as office-based industries generally expand or 
contract. Individual businesses may also make locational choices that can alter the general distribution of 
jobs. A business on the outskirts of the city, for example, may choose to built or lease new space in the 
downtown. This will be particularly true as some of the older office space in the region may become obsolete 
or less competitive in relation to new office buildings. This could add to the demand for downtown offices. 
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The Towers area is an attractive location for office uses. The proximity to commercial businesses, and 
particularly restaurants and other services, will be attractive to potential tenants. In general, younger workers 
have a preference for workspace in a mixed-use, walkable environment. Nearby housing will be an 
additional attraction. To be competitive, these offices will still need to be able to provide adequate free 
parking, as a majority of workers will still commute to the site. 

DEMAND FOR COMMERCIAL SPACE 

Two national trends are impacting Wausau’s commercial environment. These are the general contraction of 
physical retail stores, and the declining interest in mall shopping. More locally, the nexus for retail has 
moved south along Highway 51. The result of these trends has been the continued hollowing out of the 
Wausau Center Mall. But for every trend, there is a counter-trend. In the commercial sphere, the loss of 
national or regional chains has created an opening for independents to start, and perhaps to grow. These 
retail and dining businesses will be the source of most demand for downtown retail space. 

A 2018 market study conducted for the Wausau Center Mall summarized ESRI data for the market area. It 
made the relevant point that the Wausau market is overbuilt for retail, though its reliance on a gap analysis 
to estimate demand for retail goods is flawed. In identifying only restaurants, beer/wine/liquor stores, other 
miscellaneous retail stores, jewelry stores, and used merchandise stores as targets, the analysis misses 
several key considerations that will make the downtown a more viable location for many other store types. 

While the mall may struggle to fill vacant space, the opposite is true of the remaining traditional mixed use 
blocks in the downtown, mostly on 3rd Street, but extending to some intersecting streets as well. There are 
many restaurants along with stores selling clothing, jewelry, books, food, antiques, sporting goods, and 
gifts, among other things. The few vacancies that occur are reported to fill quickly. This concentration of 
businesses is stronger to the south, in the vicinity of the mall, but does extend to the Towers Area, where 
there is a greater concentration of large office buildings. Civic and cultural attractions such as the City 
Square, Grand Theater, art museums, YMCA, city hall, and several churches are also located in this area. 

The downtown is an attractive environment for these mostly independent businesses, which seek an eclectic 
specialty shopping district and prefer the flexibility to operate outside the strictures of a typical mall 
contract. An annual increase of three or four new businesses would create demand for about 5,000 square 
feet of new commercial space annually. These numbers can be supported or increased by initiatives the City 
and its partners can consider, such as developing pop-up retail or restaurant space, offering technical 
assistance to emerging retail stores and restaurants, or other programs to incubate new commercial 
businesses. 

The Towers area, as an extension of 3rd Street, has the potential to capture most of the demand for new 
commercial space. This should be developed at the street level in vertically-mixed use buildings. While much 
of the parking demand will be met in structures, it will be important to provide some short-term on-street 
parking in the immediate vicinity of storefronts.  

Due to its location away from the concentration of retail and dining, there are far fewer opportunities to 
develop commercial space within the South Riverfront area. The river is the primary asset in this regard, and 
may support an isolated restaurant or limited types of retail, such as a sporting goods store which would 
tie to activities in the adjacent parks. 
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