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POSSIBLE CONFERENCE CENTER
Few investments stimulate a local economy over the long term as 
much as conference centers do. In fact, its somewhat curious that 
Bozeman does not already have such a center, given its national 
reputation. It is also noted that the city does not have a “fi rst class” 
hotel. Unfortunately, this class of hotel often only comes to a commu-
nity if there is a high quality meeting facility. Occasionally, conference 
centers are tied to a hotel and they are built as a package. But since 
this means it is a for-profi t business, all users of the center must pay 
full-price for use. Often, communities see the value in helping fund 
such a center so that local, non-profi t and civic groups can make use 
of it on a reduced-fee basis. In such centers, there is usually one 
large space that is designed for larger events such as banquets, big 
celebrations, and important civic events. In a sense, many confer-
ence centers are not unlike community centers in which something 
interesting is happening all day and evening – every day. And that is 
precisely how the successful ones operate: with a continual mix of 
private and public events – sometimes even at the same time in side-
by-side spaces. Furthermore, such centers attract user groups from 
a wide region, business and professional organizations book them 
on a cyclical basis over years – assuring a continual income. Most 
communities also recognize 
that visitors to conference 
centers spend hundreds of 
dollars every day they are 
in town, using restaurants, 
hotels, shops, and other 
attractions. The result, in 
terms of business income 
and tax revenue, typically 
offsets any initial public in-
vestment within a few years. 
The City should explore the 
market demand and economic feasibility of a conference center, as 
many other communities have done. It also appears that the City’s 
room hotel room/bed tax could be increased to be more consistent 
with the other communities; the resulting income stream could help 
fund not only this study, but an eventual center.

A conference center could also be a joint effort between the City, 
MSU, and Deaconess Hospital. In that way, multiple sources 
of funding could be used, and a wide range of users would be 
attracted.

“BOUTIQUE” HOTEL
In some ways it is surprising that a community of Bozeman’s 
stature does not already have a small 50-80 room, “four star” 
hotel. The university, the hospital and other 
corporate entities report that such a hotel is 
needed for many types of visitors. One im-
pediment, as indicated above, is that often 
such hotels want to see a conference center 
they can use or at least plans to build one in 
the near future. But other impediments may 
exist as well. A highly visible, well-located 
property of suffi cient size may be hard to fi nd. 
Required parking might be a barrier. Or even 
height limits could be a factor, as views are 
often a consideration. Often communities will 
actively solicit proponents of such hotels, of-
fering them assistance with aspects that may be preventing the 
development. It is recommended that the City or the TIF District 
fund a study of the feasibility and possible sites for such a hotel 
and explore fi nancing and property assembly options.

The addition of a conference center or hotel to downtown Boze-
man will require a more detailed study to help determine the size, 
location and form most appropriate for the current and projected 
market demands.

A conference center could also be a joint effort between the City, 
MSU, and Deaconess Hospital. In that way, multiple sources 
of funding could be used, and a wide range of users would be 
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DOWNTOWN DISTRICTS
The City should adopt a set of regulations that are tailored to down-
town and the various districts that are suggested. But fi rst, the very 
nomenclature should change. Rather than having merely a “B-3” 
designation, which might be anywhere, the word “Downtown” should 
be used in all titles. This indicates its importance, that downtown is 
different than any other part of the community, and that totally differ-
ent methods and standards will be used.

Basic development standards, such as building heights, minimum 
and maximum FAR, and parking requirements, should be consid-
ered “entitlements” that are not subject to modifi cation by the City 
Commission. They should be presented clearly as measurable 
regulations used in a predictable review process to meet the de-
sired urban form. Design standards and guidelines should supple-
ment these basic standards and are best written in a way that offers 
choices and allows for projects that are innovative, creative, and of 
superior design as individual buildings while also contributing to a 
cohesive Downtown district.

BUILDING HEIGHTS 
This plan does not recommend any changes to allowable height for 
downtown districts. However, a new code should consider reducing 
heights for some small distance where a downtown district abuts a 
single family district. This is a common technique used in many cit-
ies to ensure a comfortable transition from greater intensity to lower 
intensity. The horizontal dimension for this transition might be in the 
range of 50 to 100 feet and the height might be equivalent to what 
is allowed in the residential district or perhaps slightly higher. There 
also might be additional screening requirements. The City might also 
consider allowing additional height to developments in downtown if 

it provides an extraordinary item of public benefi t that involves extra 
cost, such as a live theatre, public meeting rooms, a public park, a 
high level of sustainable features, or if it has unique functional re-
quirements. Downtown Bozeman already has a few buildings that 
exceed the current height limits and they serve as landmarks. It is 
also a common device not to allow new development within a down-
town to compete with long-standing landmark structures. 

MIX OF USES
Beyond the naming, the regulations should refl ect a very different 
approach than is typically used for zoning regulations. First, since 
all downtown districts are intended to allow a mixture of uses, there 
is little point to having a long list of permitted and conditional uses. 
With a handful of exceptions (e.g. storage yards), every use should 
be allowed – especially if they are contained within  buildings. Down-
towns typically accommodate the widest range of uses and so long 
as standards are being met, there should be no special permitting 
process other than design review to ensure compliance with such 
standards.

FLOOR AREA RATIO
The development community has a terminology that is well-ac-
cepted throughout North America. That is Floor Area Ratio or FAR. 
Although sounding complicated, it is not. It is simply a factor that, 
when multiplied by the lot size, gives an immediate indication of 
yield in square feet. Many cities, particularly in their downtowns, use 
FAR because developers want to know the basic yield on a site so 
they can do necessary fi nancing pro-formas. Floor Area Ratios are 
not discretionary; they are contained in the basic code and provide 
a certainty to investors and even the public as to what can be built in 
a given district. It is also possible to vary FAR’s by different districts 
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and to set up an “incentive system” so that added FAR is granted if 
public amenities are provided. FAR and associated bonus systems 
are increasingly used to guide development in downtown areas. For 
a downtown of the size, nature, and development  pattern of Boze-
man’s, fl oor area ratios in the range of 3.5 to 5.0 (not including park-
ing) are recommended depending on the district. The transition areas 
in the outer edges of downtown may have lower FARs. Development 
standards should include a minimum FAR to ensure that new devel-
opment achieves a building form and level of intensity appropriate to 
a downtown setting.

PARKING STANDARDS
One of the aspects of the current code is that relatively high parking 
ratios are required. This factor adds signifi cant costs to new develop-
ment – both as a result of expensive structured parking and because 
a “cash in lieu” is frequently triggered. Many downtowns across the 
country have no parking requirements, others have reduced them 
dramatically, and still others have low requirements for commercial 
and none for residential. Even some have maximum parking stan-
dards that are quite low. Currently, the parking requirements in the 
code present a real limitation on development intensity, which is not 
the purpose of parking standards. Moreover, it is widely recognized 
that accommodating automobile storage for every use does not make 
economic or fi scal sense for downtowns, since many customers walk 
in, bike, take transit, or park once in shared lots or garages and then 
walk to multiple destinations. The City should also seriously consider 
eliminating the “cash in lieu” provision altogether, as it – by itself – is 
presenting a barrier to downtown development. At the very least the 
parking requirement for downtown should be reduced to one parking 
stall per unit for residential, two stalls per 1000 sq ft of offi ce, with no 
parking requirement for the fi rst 3000 sq ft of retail and restaurant 
spaces.

PARK FEE
It is very unusual for development within any downtown to be charged 
a fee for parks. This is for several reasons. First, parkland is most 
usually needed on the outer edge of a community where families 
with children are settling. Downtowns do not typically attract that de-

mographic and thus if development is charged such a fee, in a 
sense it is subsidizing edge development. This is contrary to plan-
ning principles involving infi ll. Second, downtowns usually already 
have, or are close to, existing parks with suffi cient capacity for 
more use; rarely are entirely new parks needed. Finally, the people 
who live in, work in, and visit downtowns use public space differ-
ently. They tend to use the sidewalks, cafes and coffeehouses for 
relaxing, passive recreation and socializing. In some ways parks 
are superfl uous. 

We recommend this fee be specifi cally dedicated to the downtown 
district and used as a funding source for the “green” strategies 
outlined in this plan; improving sidewalks, greening streets and al-
leys, creating small parks along Bozeman Creek, and creating or 
improving other public spaces and facilities within the downtown.  

DESIGN STANDARDS AND GUIDELINES
It is vitally important that downtown development be guided by a 
sound set of design standards and guidelines. Downtown is cur-
rently governed by a set of guidelines, but these are principally 
applicable to the core and not other ar-
eas. A set of standards and guidelines 
should be created to help inform new 
development outside of historic Main 
Street. Some should be numerical and 
fi xed (such as set-to lines, heights, up-
per level step-backs, and requirements 
for storefront windows.). But most can 
be descriptive and inspirational and use 
graphics to explain (such as encourag-
ing overhead canopies, artful signs, rich 
details, etc.) These need not be oner-
ous or lengthy but should be displayed 
in a concise, highly-illustrated, user-friendly document. Finally, by 
their very nature, design guidelines (in contrast to standards) are 
intended to allow fl exibility and choices, producing many different 
solutions, so long as their intent is fulfi lled. 

mographic and thus if development is charged such a fee, in a 
sense it is subsidizing edge development. This is contrary to plan-
ning principles involving infi ll. Second, downtowns usually already 
have, or are close to, existing parks with suffi cient capacity for 
more use; rarely are entirely new parks needed. Finally, the people 
who live in, work in, and visit downtowns use public space differ-
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A STRATEGIC PLAN AND COMMITTED 
LEADERSHIP 
Bozeman has already made progress on at least one of the most 
important requirements for great downtowns—it has a plan, now in 
your hands.  

Now, the City needs to be sure that its leaders—including elected 
leaders, business executives, nonprofi t managers, and active citi-
zens of all stripes—get behind it and work to see that its strategic 
goals are implemented in the days and years to come.  

A strategic plan recognizes that some things will change.  Not every 
recommendation or prediction made here will take place exactly as 
envisioned—and that’s okay.  There is both great value and danger 
in the details that inform a strategic plan.  One danger is that the 
details drag all stakeholders down into debates about the minutia—
for example, details in the zoning code or the precise number of 
housing units that will be built by 2030.  A strategic plan, on the 
other hand, is about the big picture, and staying true to the vision 
is of the utmost importance.  For this plan, the big picture is about 
Making a Great Place.  This big goal is reinforced by 12 Guiding 
Principles on pp. 12 and 13 that will steer more specifi c actions.  

Committed leadership is essential in order for this plan to succeed 
and maintain and grow Bozeman’s healthy, vibrant downtown.  
Downtown must be a priority for the City Commission and other 
key public bodies that support the commission.  Downtown’s status 
as a priority should be refl ected in attention to the redevelopment 
of key sites, funding allocation, marketing and public outreach, 
streetscape and infrastructure improvements, attention to more 
specifi c planning efforts that will deal with parking, transportation, 
individual sites, and more.  The best downtowns are a source of 
pride for citizens, mayors, and city commissioners, who are their 
most visible advocates.  

SIMPLIFYING THE DECISION-MAKING 
PROCESS
One of the barriers to downtown development may be the process 
of reviewing and making decisions on development proposals. Fre-
quently, projects being reviewed are seeking multiple “deviations” 
from the code and that triggers review by advisory boards, public 
hearings, and even City Commission involvement. 

Any City that desires to see its downtown develop must offer a clear 
and smooth decision-making process for projects. And such a pro-
cess cannot trigger uncertainties caused by political considerations. 
Confusing or unpredictable review processes can deter new devel-
opment from occurring.

The City should restructure its review and decision-making 
procedures. All development proposals should be reviewed admin-
istratively with advice, if needed or required, by appointed bodies 
having specifi ed expertise such as the Design Review Board. Minor 
deviations should be able to be reviewed and approved (or not) 
administratively. Only major deviations should require scrutiny by 
boards. If more than one board is involved, there should be a con-
solidated review including representatives form both groups. This 
avoids a proponent receiving confl icting directions. The City Com-
mission should rely upon its fi ne professional staff and skilled boards 
to make development decisions. 

The test of any review should be: “Does it comply with adopted City 
standards?” Project design should not be subject to widely varying 
personal opinions.  The standards should be adopted by the City 
Commission, upon recommendation by an appointed body such as 
the Planning Board or DRB.  The standards must be carefully crafted 
to refl ect community concerns such as quality and compatibility with 
adjacent, existing development.  The review of a specifi c project 
is not the time to debate these; the issue during review should be 
whether the project comports with current standards. 

It is possible that one reason that many projects seek deviations is 
that the current standards do not refl ect building forms and dimen-
sions commonly associated with contemporary development. As 
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indicated elsewhere in this plan, standards for downtown buildings 
outside of the historic commercial core should be developed to al-
low modern forms of residential and mixed-use development and not 
attempt to recreate older patterns as is more appropriate within the 
core. 

The review process must be objective, open, and offer ample no-
tice to affected and interested parties.  The standards must be clear 
and available for anyone to read and see how the project complies. 
There could be improvements to public notice, such as erecting a 
very prominent sign that announces the application and gives perti-
nent information and contacts.  It should be noted that the recently 
completed economic development plan contains similar recommen-
dations  

KEYS TO EFFECTIVE PUBLIC-PRIVATE 
PARTNERSHIPS
Public-private partnerships (PPP) are an important tool that have 
been used to advance downtown revitalization efforts in cities across 
the country, by combining the individual strengths of the public and 
private sectors.  Partnerships have produced breakthrough, catalyst 
real estate developments in a wide range of locales—from small 
town downtowns up to the nation’s biggest urban centers.  Typically, 
public sector strengths—such as leadership, advocacy, convening, 
planning, infrastructure investment, and more—are combined with 
private sector strengths—such as site-specifi c design, real estate 

development, market analysis, and fi nancing—to produce a deal that 
delivers both public benefi ts and a reasonable return on investment.  
Although this section applies mostly to Partnerships in an urban real 
estate development context, there are many other types of partner-
ships, such as ones that build infrastructure or build organizations.  
For example, the Downtown Bozeman Partnership can be consid-

ered a PPP, since it brings together contributions of time, effort, 
and funding from both public and private sources.

Public-private partnerships are important to this plan and the long-
term success of downtown Bozeman for the following reasons.  
Public-private partnerships:

Implement the vision. The additional development envisioned • 
as part of this plan—including new housing, offi ce, hotel, retail, 
and other uses—will only take place if private investment is 
attracted to supplement public efforts.  
Provide community amenities beyond a single project. While • 
individual projects serve their residents and users, they also 
build a better downtown by including community amenities 
such as plazas, fountains, improved streetscapes, and active 
retail facades.  
Allow the City and other public sector partners to strategically • 
target and leverage their funds.  No city has enough funds to 
implement all its visions.  Thus, cities seek to strategically direct 
public funds to the sites and uses that will leverage the most 
private investment.  Over the course of a multi-phase down-
town redevelopment, the ratio of public to private dollars will 
ideally be in the range of 1 public for 4 or 5 private dollars.  The 
investment leverage realized on individual projects, however, 
varies widely depending on levels of risk, scale, and more.  
Help to manage public and private risk and enhance project • 
feasibility.  For the public sector, partnerships increase the 
likelihood that projects will be attractive, and built and man-
aged at a high quality.  For the private sector, they mitigate 
risk associated with project approvals, funding, and political 
barriers.  Public-private partnerships can enable projects that 
would not otherwise be built, accelerate investment timelines, 
and overcome the fi ve types of development barriers: physical, 
market, fi nancial, regulatory, and political.

ered a PPP, since it brings together contributions of time, effort, 
and funding from both public and private sources.

Public-private partnerships are important to this plan and the long-
term success of downtown Bozeman for the following reasons.  
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Low Impact Development (LID). Bozeman is currently • 
in the process of adopting LID regulations. Green Infra-
structure and Green Streets can serve as the foundation 
for future development downtown, and a key contributor 
to community development. Innovative approaches, such 
as porous pavement, rain gardens, reduced hardscape 
and preserved native vegetation can protect water re-
sources, restore the urban forest, and promote sustain-
able design in the public realm.
Integrate into Development Regulations. • 

Removing barriers to sustainable development, • 
such as excessive parking requirements for 
mixed-use development, is a first step to enabling 
sustainable development to occur.
Consider allowing demonstration projects that • 
provide model development techniques and 
showcase new green building technologies
Provide incentives, such as FAR bonuses for • 
LEED silver or gold certification
Consider new approaches to requirements, such • 
as landscaping and incentives for adapative 
reuse, in ways to better meet sustainability goals 
and policies.
Encourage higher residential densities downtown.• 

Livable and Complete Streets to safely accommodate all • 
users of all ages – pedestrians, bicyclists, motorists, and 
transit riders. In some cases, street standards and poli-
cies would likely need to be revised.

S T R AT E G I E S  F O R 
I N C O R P O R AT I N G 
S U S TA I N A B I L I T Y



41

M O V E  T O W A R D  A  S U S T A I N A B L E  C I T Y  C E N T E R

CREATING A SUSTAINABLE DOWNTOWN
Above all, this plan for downtown Bozeman is intended to ensure 
that it is sustainable over the long term. A truly sustainable place 
requires attention to three spheres of activity equally and at the 
same time: environmental sustainability, economic sustainability, 
and social sustainability – an approach that is sometimes referred 
to as the “triple bottom line.” The plan addresses all three subjects 
and establishes clear and explicit directions -- some dramatic, 
some less so. They require a wide range of stakeholders, includ-
ing the City, the Downtown Bozeman Partnership, property own-
ers, merchants, and even residents to accomplish; no one person 
or group can do it all.

These elements – environmental, economic and social – are also 
intertwined. For example, recommended changes to traffi c patterns 
and street design affect the microclimate, livability and pedestrian 
appeal, the marketability of properties, and ultimately tax revenues 
resulting from new development occurring in a more accommoda-
tive setting. No one recommendation stands on its own, but ac-
complishes multiple objectives.  Choosing to not pursue such a di-
rection would affect many other aspects of downtown and threaten 
its sustainability.

Downtown Bozeman is an amazing place. It is cared for, revered 
and valued by many individuals and organizations. This plan will 
strengthen its unique place in the community and the region and 
will carry it well into the Twenty First Century. The Plan will allow 
downtown to fl ourish and attain an even deeper diversity and vital-
ity over the next several decades.

CREATING A SUSTAINABLE DOWNTOWN
Above all, this plan for downtown Bozeman is intended to ensure 
that it is sustainable over the long term. A truly sustainable place 
requires attention to three spheres of activity equally and at the 
same time: environmental sustainability, economic sustainability, 
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N E X T  S T E P S
A p p e n d i x

The “Next Steps and Top Priorities” described on the following 
page were developed by the consultant team and the Downtown 
Bozeman Partnership to help guide the users of this document 
through the process of accomplishing the strategies and recom-
mendations outlined in this improvement plan. This list should be 
reviewed and discussed by the City of Bozeman, the downtown 
community, and stakeholders, to effectively identify the priority of 
the items on this list.

Successful downtowns have multiple projects and programs oc-
curring at the same time. Some are short in duration, others re-
quire more time and consideration. Pursuing a number of actions 
simultaneously can help ensure a positive outcome.
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PRELIMINARY NEXT STEPS AND TOP PRIORITIES

Adopt the Downtown Bozeman Improvement Plan• 

Establish Technical Assistance Program• 
 Finalize TIF program providing fi nancial/technical assistance for complete project analysis and façade 
 improvements.

Prepare Code Revisions• 
 Initiate UDO modifi cations regarding: parking regulations; design guidelines; and development regulations 
 and entitlements.

Initiate Grant Research and Application  • 
 Identify possible grant assistance from Prospera or non-profi t community.

Perform a Downtown Success Audit• 
A Downtown Audit examines the economic health of downtown, both from an income/cost perspective and a 
tax revenue perspective. It looks at vacancies, mix of tenancies, “missing” businesses, and ways to specifi cally 
support various market sectors through organizational, fi nancial, and governmental programs.

Create “Greening Downtown” Plan• 
 Better identify opportunities to green the alleys, establish pocket parks, and enhance Bozeman Creek.

Implement the Downtown Streetscape Project• 
Complete the plans to make the following improvements along the side streets between Church and Grand 
Avenues:  install new sidewalks, street lamps, pedestrian benches, trash receptacles, and bicycle racks.

Initiate Exploration of Possible Development Sites•  
 Identify specifi c properties and evaluate the uses that could likely be marketed on them.  Begin to 
 seek out development companies and fi nancial institutions that could take on projects of varying 
 types and sizes. Begin discussions with the City on the potential disposition of parcels they currently own.

Analyze Traffi c Calming Methods• 
 Full Cost and Benefi t study: social, economic, and traffi c considerations for one-way street conversion, 
 shared lanes, streetscape improvements, and truck route modifi cations.

N E X T  S T E P S




