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Future of ex-shop site eyed
By Amy Smith Union staff writer | Posted: Thursday, May 7, 2015 9:41 am

JEFFERSON — The City of Jefferson has proposed using the former county highway shop site for mixed
commercial and residential development.

City officials on Wednesday presented its proposal for revitalizing the property during a meeting of the Jefferson
County Board of Supervisors’ Infrastructure Committee.

An overhaul of the former county Highway Department site is a major component of the city’s downtown
revitalization master plan, originally implemented in 2006 and recently updated by Vandewalle and Associates.

Plans for the 18.34-acre property include a public park on the riverfront, which also falls within the floodplain, and
mixed commercial and residential use.

The type of residential — whether it will be rental properties — ultimately will be based upon the proposed
medical college, officials said.

The Jefferson Common Council was updated on the plan at its April 8 meeting. The next step for the city is an
approval from the Redevelopment Authority, as well as feedback from local developers to help determine whether
the proposed project is viable for the area.

City Administrator Tim Freitag said the plan will need final approval from the common council, which he expects
to happen around late June or early July.

“It’s a big idea,” Freitag told the county panel. “We like big ideas, and we can do it.”

Also present at the meeting was principal planner Jolena Presti, of Vandewalle and Associates, who explained the
changes and main points of the master plan.

Presti said that when it was created in 2006, the downtown and riverfront redevelopment plan proposed adding a
two-story riverfront townhouse, single-family or duplex lots, a riverwalk and a public greenspace with access to
the Rock River that would utilize the areas on the site that are affected by the floodplain.

However, market and economic trends in the past few years have changed significantly since the plan’s inception,
in turn altering the firm’s approach to the plan, Presti explained.

“The major changes to this plan is the expansion of the downtown area,” Presti said.

In addition to the county highway site, the downtown revitalization plan and expansion focuses on three key
locations: 138 W. Candise St., the north gateway, and south gateway.

“Those are the key sites that if reinvestment, redevelopment were to occur, you could really see influx of housing,
tax base and just an improvement overall in what you see on those sites,” Presti said.

Presti focused her presentation of the county site, noting that both the county and city has a great opportunity to
make the riverfront public.
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“That’s a theme throughout downtown Jefferson, and I think, Jefferson County, in really celebrating their
waterfronts, their rivers and ways for people to recreate in those areas,” she added.

The public park area proposed in the revitalization plan makes up about one-third of the site and could be funded
with the help of grants, she noted.

“In past drafts, there had more dense housing and more apartment buildings, and one of the things we focused on
here, partly because of the feedback we got from you folks, as well as other people, was about the recreational and
economic opportunities that the river provides,” Mayor Dale Oppermann said.

“We are recognizing it (the river) as the asset it is ... and the economic opportunities that those activities provide,”
he added. “We think that’s a really untapped resource here in Jefferson County, specifically in Jefferson.”

County Administrator Ben Wehmeier added that the proposed park might be an opportunity to engage in the first
municipal-county managed parks.

Proposed neighborhood and commercial property at the intersection of Puerner and Main streets is another key
aspect to the redevelopment of the county site.

“One thing I am really high on is that stretch of retail commercial right off of Puerner Street,” Freitag noted. “I
think that is a very attractive point because the north side of Jefferson is so underserved retail-commercially.”

In terms of housing, the firm proposes a mix of rental and townhouse-style properties, which could change with
feedback from developers and the conception of the Wisconsin College of Osteopathic Medicine eyed for the north
side.

“If the medical college were to occur, the housing could happen a lot faster, but we would see this as a 10 to 15
year phase of development,” Presti said.

JECDC Executive Director Genevieve Borich also weighed in on the plan in regard to the medical college.

“With the timing of the medical college, I think this site, with our due process in talking with developers, could be
really catalytic with the amount of people coming to town,” Borich said.

Committee Chair Richard Jones asked where the city is at with the medical college, noting that it could speed the
project along.

Oppermann noted that the college planners are in the process of making their way on the state budget, but so far,
they have received mostly positive feedback.

“It’s a work in progress ... this idea, this concept makes sense whether there is a medical college or not,” he added.

Located on Jefferson’s north side, the old highway shop site falls within one of the city’s tax incremental financing
districts. Funds from Tax Incremental Financing district No. 5 could be utilized to redevelop the land to fit the
vision of the city.

It was noted that one significant challenge the site presents, however, is the potential for environmental risks due to
the storage of fuel tanks on the site for several decades. Standards in earlier operation in how oil products were
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dealt with greatly differ from today’s practices, leaving the quality of the land at the site unknown.

The county has budgeted $900,000 in cleanup costs for the site, as selling the grounds as is would greatly devalue
a potential sale.
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