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he Fox River is one of the most identifiable features of Appleton; running through its center, responsible 
for much of its physical setting, and a dominant contributor to the Cityôs rich history. The river was an im-

portant travel route for early traders  who were forced to portage around the ñGrand Chuteò below present-day 

downtown Appleton. By the mid 1900ôs the rapids were gone and the river had been dammed to provide po w-

er for mills . L ocks were constructed to improve shipping. Industry, and especially paper -making, thrived along 
the river for over a century.  

Today the Fox R iver  Corridor is in a state of transition . Commercial shipping on the river ended in 195 2 and 
the locks gradually fell into disuse. Decades of industrial dumping  resulted in a river contaminated by PCBs 
and other chemicals. Not just in Appleton, but up and down the river, paper mills began  closing  in the 1990ôs, 
leaving behind vacant buildings and contaminated sites . But the Fox River Navigational Authority has refu r-
bished the locks and reopened them to season al  recreational boating. State and local governments and pr i-

vate businesses have entered into agreements to remove contaminated sediment and improve water quality. 
Former industrial sites and buildings are being redeveloped for public recreation and private residential or 
commercial uses and they  are reshaping the way t he community relates to the river.  

This plan provides a framework for the City of Appleton to help encourage continued transition of targeted 
redevelopment areas  to new and productive uses. It builds upon prior planning to establish a vision for the 
Fox Ri ver Corridor as a vibrant, mixed -use area that capitalizes on the natural and scenic qualities of the river.  

 

Background Analysis 

Planning for the Fox River Corridor is set within a rich context of history, physical conditions, prior planning by 

the City of Appleton and other organizations, ownership and land use issues, and market or economic factors. 
These are documented here to se rve as a baseline for reaffirming or establishing a new  vision, goals, obje c-
tives, initiatives, policies, and programs for the corridor.  

 

T 

Navigational map of the Fox River through Appleton  
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History of the Fox River in Appleton  

Native American peoples mad e use of the Fox River as a transportation route, and several settlements were 

located along the riverôs banks. Little trace of that history is present in the current river valley.  

Jean Nicolet was the first European to see the river while exploring the r egion in 1634. By the 1670ôs the first 

trading posts were being established along the river. Control passed from the Fre nch to English in 1763, and 
then to  the United States in 1816.  Through the  Treaty of the Cedars, the Menominee  Indian s ceded 4 million 
acres of their land including lower Fox River to the United States.  

An 1840 survey recommended  construction of dams, 
canals, locks, and other improvements on the lower 
Fox River, and in 1846 the U.S.  government esta b-
lished a  land grant for Fox River Impro vement 

Project.  The ori ginal dams and locks were completed 
during the next few years. On July 6, 1853 , Gove r-
nor Farwell signed a bill incorporating the Fox and 
Wisconsin Improvement Company. This company 
received the lands, works, tolls, and water -power 
ri ghts, agreeing in return to complete the wa terway 

in three years. The U.S.  government purchased the 

locks and dams in 1872.  

A variety of industries located along the river. Many 
of the first mills were flour mills, however, others 
replaced them as Wisconsi nôs wheat production de-
clined . Paper -making began to grow in importance 
beginning in the 1860ôs, and soon came to dominate 

the valley . The Fox River also played an important 
role in electrical power generation. The worldôs first 
hydroelectric power plant was installed in 1882 to 
provide electricity to Appleton Pulp and Paper Co m-
pany, Kimberly Clarkôs Vulcan Paper Mill, and the home of its owner, H .J. Rogers , now known as Hearthstone . 

Already by 1921 the  U.S. Army Corps of En gineers recommended abandonment of the Upper Fox River Locks.  
The Corps officially closed navigation on the Upper Fox River in 1951, abandoning the system and transferring 

ownership to State of Wisconsin in 1952. That was the last year in which there was regular commercial barge 
traffic on the river. After another thirty years, in 1982, the Corps announced its intention to place the Lower 

Fox River Locks in caretaker status with no future operations planned. The Corps did continue to operate the 
locks until  1984. Intermittent operations continued under the Fox Ri ver Management Commission.  

The Fox River Navigational System Authority (Authority) was created in 2001 to rehabilitate and operate the 
system of Lower Fox River Locks between Lake Winnebago and Green  Bay . The authority has developed a 

plan to rehabilitate and operate the locks and to restore navigation on the river. As of 2009, this plan had 
largely been implemented. Appleton locks 1 t hrough  4 were rehabilitated in 2006.  

 

Environmental Contamination  

A century of industrial use led to a river contaminated by PCBs (an estimated 125 tons of PCBs were di s-
charged to the Fox River and settled among the riverbed sediments), mercury, chromium, and other industrial 
byproducts. Investigation of the river began in the 19 80ôs.  

The Lower Fox River/Green Bay Remedial Action Plan was developed as a joint effort of local, state, and fe d-
eral governments, industry, academia, and the public at large. The plan identified PCBs as the most important 

contaminant of concern in the Fox River system. In 1992, the State of Wisconsin , in partnership with local 
mills and municipalities , formed the Fox River Coalition with the goal of planning a voluntary river cleanup.  I n 
1997 the Fox River Coalition announced a partial settlement  of claims against local industry of $10 million to 
begin clean -up efforts on the Lower Fox River.  In the same year, the U.S.  Environmental Protection Agency 
added the Lower Fox River to its Superfund list, and clean -up began.  It is expected to take severa l years yet 

to be completed.  
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Fox River State Heritage Parkway  

The concept of a heritage parkway along the Fox River has been around for many years. This effort was orig i-

nally forwarded with an attempt to have the river designated a National Heritage River. When the river did not 
receive that federal designation , a new proposal was put forward to create a state -designated heritage corr i-

dor including the Fox and Wisconsin R ivers. The East Central Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission drafted 
the original concept plan in 1997.  

The proposed Fox-Wisconsin Heritage Parkway will be a non -continuous parkway highlighting the cultural, hi s-
torical, recreational, and natural resource s of the Lower Fox, the Upper Fox, and the Lower Wisconsin rivers. 
The parkway will serve to provide a connection between numerous state and local parks, recreation areas, 
trails, heritage sites, and other attractions. Visitor may experience the parkway by  boat, on foot or bike, or by 
driving. As noted by the non -profit organization, Friends of the Fox, significant themes for the heritage corr i-

dor include the following.   

ƴ Native Peoples and the Trail of the Serpent  

The Fox -Wisconsin River corridor shows evidence of Indian 
life reaching as far back as 9,000 BCE, with a rich history in 
the past 300 years. These native peoples heavily utilized the 

river, fishing, gathering wild rice, hunting, and located their 

camps and  villages along the waters' edge. Eventually, the 
region became home to the Menominee and Ho -Chunk tr i-
bes. With an estimated population of 20,000, these native 
peoples were the first to greet the Europeans when they a r-
rived in the 1600s. From the 1600s to 1800s, the Sauk, M i-
ami, Potawatomi, Fox, Kickapoo, Mascouten, and Oneida 

came to the area after being displaced by whites and forced 
by wars. These tribes contributed much to the early culture 
and exploration of the area, and their technology, traditions, 
folklore remain evident in the landscape. Of all the inhab i-
tants of the Fox -Wisconsin corridor, the native peoples of 
this land, both past and present, have the longest and dee p-

est connection to this place.  

ƴ Route of Discovery ï Marquette and Joliet  

For 150  years, Wisconsin was under the control of the 

French as part of New France. It was during this time, from 
the early 1600s to 1760, that the first white men entered 
this part of North America. Coming to explore, exploit, and 

prophesize, these men had a las ting impact on the history, culture, and landscape of the Fox -Wisconsin 
corridor. Two of these explorers were Louis Joliet and Jacques Marquette, commissioned by the governor 
of New France to find a route to the Northwest Passage. In 1673, the pair were th e first explorers to nav i-
gate the entire length of the Fox and Wisconsin Rivers. Their travels, along with those of Nicolet, Allouez, 
Radisson, and others, paved the way for further development of the American West. The boundaries of the 
Fox-Wisconsin Heri tage Parkway follow their momentous journey, from Green Bay to the Mississippi River.  

ƴ Waves of Immigration  

In the 1800s, the frontier continued to move west, bringing American settlers and European immigrants to 
help settle and develop Wisconsin, particula rly areas of the Fox and Wisconsin Rivers for much of the r e-
maining century. The new settlers joined the American Indians and French populations, bringing with 
them a new entrepreneurial spirit. These new settlers came in distinct waves throughout the 18 a nd early 
1900s, seeking wealth, freedom, and family along the shores of Wisconsin's rivers, making Wisconsin one 

of the most rapidly growing regions in the country.  Their settlement had a profound influence on the ch a-
racter of the state, and had a lasting  impact on the rivers, forever changing their nature and purpose.  

ƴ The Hardest Working River Highway  

In the 1800s, the American frontier continued to push westward, bringing settlers to the banks of the Wi s-
consin and Fox Rivers. At that time, most travelers  and goods came by way of the Mississippi, making a 

long and expensive journey around the country. However, with the arrival of steamships and the success 
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of eastern canal systems, particularly the Erie Canal in 1825, early planners saw the potential to de velop 
the corridor as a water highway system. Situated between two of the most navigable water routes in the 
country, the Fox and Wisconsin Rivers would be a direct link between the Great Lakes and the Mississippi, 

making the state an important commercial center and stopping place along the water route through the 

continent. Thus, the state and private companies embarked on a thirty year quest ðto create the first i n-
dustrial water highway of canals, locks, and dams. Not only would this route save time and mo ney, early 
investors believe this system had the potential to revolutionize travel throughout the bourgeoning nation. 
While their plans did not quite come to fruition, this system remains today, a symbol of a transformed e n-
vironment. In an effort of revita lization, this water system continues to be an important part of our young 
nation's quest for prosperity and demonstrates the spirit of ingenuity.  

ƴ Industry of Abundance  

Since the coming of the first white settlers, industry has played an important role in shaping the landscape 
of the Fox and Wisconsin River corridor. Likewise, the rivers have had a significant impact on the industry 
of the region. Its position as a linkage between two of the United States' greatest water routes, its abu n-
dance of natural res ources, and potential for power made this region  a goldmine for potential investors, 
willing to take a gamble in the Wisconsin frontier. Thus, industries began to develop along the water 

route: mining, agriculture, logging, textiles, milling, all taking a dvantage the corridor's natural abundance. 
While some industries rose and fell with changing technology, others, such as the paper industry, made 

this region a production leader world -wide.  

ƴ Currents of Conservation: Theory and Practice  

As the Fox -Wisconsin  River corridor continued to develop throughout the mid to late nineteenth century, a 

concern of the natural world also began to emerge among newly urbanized Americans. These citizens saw 
the frontier landscape as an important spiritual and aesthetic resou rce, to be protected from the destru c-
tion of industrialization. On the fringe of the advancing frontier, Wisconsin became a forum for conserv a-
tionist thought. Throughout the movement, the Wisconsin and Fox River corridor was a source of inspir a-
tion and dis pute for early environmentalists. It was on the banks of these rivers that John Muir began his 
work, Aldo Leopold wrote his essays, and Increase Lapham pushed forward his ideas of settlement and i n-
dustry. As the region developed, the conservation movement had a tremendous impact on the relationship 

between the rivers and industry.  The effort, to balance human uses while protecting the natural world, 
continues today.  

The Fox River State Heritage Parkway revolves around development of the lock sites. Located  in rural areas as 
well as in the heart of urban centers, they can offer potential recreational opportunities ranging from primitive 

camping to urban bicycling, interpretive centers and museums. Within this framework, individual communities 
are looking at complementary ways to better utilize their riverfronts, making them more accessible to ped e-
strians and bicyclists.  

The East Central Regional Planning Commission , in partnership with Friends of the Fox,  has prepared  to su b-
mit an application to the National  Park Service for National Heritage Area status. This application must take 
the form of a feasibility study and will be compl eted and ready to submit by mid -June of 2009.  

 

Focus Fox River: A Master Plan  

While Appleton has completed several plans that address a component of the Fox River, t he most comprehe n-
sive of these is Focus Fox River: A Master Plan. It establishes four initiatives for the corridor, each with several 

strategies.  Comments concerning implementation of plan strategies are noted in ital ics.  

ƴ  Aesthetic, Historic, and Ecological Character Initiative  

This initiative is meant to seek a balance between the man -made and natural aspects of the river corridor, 

and to recognize the role it plays in the region and in the state.  

o Expand on the Riverôs Part in More Regional Plans 

The plan recognizes the role Appleton can play in contributing to state and nationwide perspectives on 
the corridor. Several key features are identified related to these broader initiatives.  

Á Fox River Locks System ï The four locks in Appleton consist of nearly 17 acres of land and are 
part of a broader historical resource.  
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Á Fox River Heritage State Parkway ï The goal of the parkway is to preserve and interpret the cu l-
tural, historical, natural, and recreational resources o f the Fox River corridor.  

Á Fox-Wisconsin Rivers Heritage Corridor Project ï This is a broader effort to recognize and promote 
the importance of the Fox and Wisconsin Rivers, which were an important early trade route.  

Significant progress continues to be mad e on these strategies, with establishment of the Fox River 
Navigational System Authority, rehabilitation of the locks (2006), and continued efforts to secure he r-
itage designation for the corridor.  

o Balance Ecological Needs with Existing and New Development  

Environmental concerns are given a high priority in the plan, with particular attention to the enviro n-
mental contamination caused by decades of industrial use. Assessment of environmental conditions 
will be required as the area continues to transition to n ew uses. Additional concerns include the pr o-

tection of wildlife habitat, aquatic habitat, and water quality.  

Environmental concerns have remained one of the primary focuses of both governmental and private 
stakeholders. Clean -up has occurred at many sites along the riverfront, and there has been continual 
progress on removing PCB - laden sediment from the river. Investigation occurs with each new redev e-
lopment proposal.  The City maintains a strong partnership with the Wisconsin Department of Natural 

Resources  regarding brownfield sites.  

o Enhance the Quality of Development Along the Riverfront Using Such Tools as the City Code and City 
Policies  

The plan notes that a  variety of City policies or codes can help to facilitate appropriate redevelopment 
along the river. This strategy identifies provision of adequate utility services, engineering for shoreline 
development, and zoning strategies that allow a transition from industrial to new uses.  

Appleton has worked with developers to assure adequate utility services and to address unique design 
needs related to shoreline development. Zoning issues have been addressed in a piece -meal fashion 

as each new project is proposed. There has not been a proactive and coordinated approach to zoning 
for the corridor.  

o Preserve the Existing Historical Significance of the Riverfront and Promote Aesthetic Sensitivity for 
New or Improved Developments  

The riverfront area contains many histori c buildings and sites that should be evaluated for preserv a-
tion as redevelopment occurs.   

The history of the Fox River has been a dominant theme in public discussions of the corridorôs future. 

Some of the corridorôs historic buildings have been restored and the City of Appleton has incorporated 
preservation, restoration, and interpretation into some of its riverside park improvements.  

o Promote the Riverfront as a Destination and Give it an Identity through Building on Existing Design 
Elements and Creating Ne w Amenities  

The riverfront lacks a ñsense of placeò that could be enhanced through wayfinding, design guidelines, 
and streetscape enhancements that create a destination.  

These recommendations have not been implemented to any great extent.  The Fox River Na vigational 
Authority and others are working to address these issues.  

ƴ Access Initiative  

The river corridor has traditionally accommodated multiple forms of transportation including trains and 
boats along with motor vehicles, walking, and bicycling.  Some of these are not available elsewhere in the 
community, and should play a prominent role in the future of the corridor.  

o Create  a Wayfinding System for the Riverfront  

Directional signage should be installed to orient visitors to the corridor and its si gnificant attractions.  

Although little physical progress has been made on this initiative, in 2008 the Fox Cities Convention 
and Visitors Bureau completed a comprehensive wayfinding plan for visitor destinations in the entire 
Fox Cities area. Appleton may build on this as a starting point for wayfinding in the corridor.  
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o Promote Modes of Transportation Unique to Appletonôs Riverfront 

This strategy identifies a trolley service and improved boating access as needs within the corridor. The 

trolley is a re -creation of an electric trolley that once served the community. Boating amenities include 
long - term and transient dockage, launch facilities, and the potential for an excursion boat.  

A popular seasonal downtown trolley has been in place since 2007. Its route connects the river to 
downtown. Other than rehabilitation of the locks, there has been no significant change in boating faci l-
ities.  In 2007 a new boat ramp and parking lot was designed to accommodate vehicle and boat trailer 
parking, and new restroom s were constructed  at Lutz Park. A trail system is planned.  

o Improve Street Access to the Riverfront  

Focus Fox River notes the need for a transportation plan for the river. The existing street network is 
aging and was designed for utilitarian (industrial) purposes. As redevelopment occurs a more welco m-

ing atmosphere should be created.  

The new College Avenue Bridge has improved bicycle and pedestrian accommodation and overlooks to 
enjoy views of the river. Lawe Street is scheduled for reconstruction in 2010 and should receive sim i-
lar considerations.  

ƴ Public Ownership of the Riverfront Initiative  

The plan comments that of nearly 400 acres of park land within the City of Appleton, 60 acres front on the 
river while another 46 acres are located nearby or overlook the river. Trails along the river provide add i-
tional access.  

o Increase and Expand on the Multi -Modal Opportunities Around the Riverfront  

Multi -modal transportation should be provided on -street or within the right -of -way of streets, as 
means of providing con nectivity along the river corridor. Additionally, riverwalk segments can provide 
other means of interacting with the river.  

Appleton continues to plan and develop bicycle and pedestrian facilities that provide connectivity and 
improve access to the river.  

o Create Opportunities for Education about the History of the Fox River and the City of Appleton  

The areaôs history can be highlighted through preservation of significant structures and interpretive 
signage.  

Many activities are already in place. Signage is in place in many locations, with additional interpretive 

features planned (for example, in Jones Park and along Water Street ) . 

ƴ Redevelopment and Economic Revitalization I n-
itiative  

Existing industrial uses along the river are fading 
in importance and new u ses are taking their 
place. The Fox River is increasingly becoming an 

amenity contributing to quality of life, rather 
than an asset to support industry. The plan r e-
commends City action to acquire land on the ri v-
er and explore opportunities to stimulate pri vate 
redevelopment.  

o Designate Redevelopment Opportunities 
Along the Riverfront  

Five potential redevelopment sites have 
been identified: the former water treatment 
plant site, the Valmet property, the M - I Dril l-
ing site, the Foremost Dairy, and St. J o-
sephôs School.   

The Valmet site has been redeveloped as 

Trolley Square. Although redevelopment a l-

The abandoned trestle from the Industrial Flats toward 
the Foremost Dairy site  
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ternatives were considered, the Master Plan for Jones Park and the Fox River Properties re-
commends that the riverfront  at the water treatment plant  be redeveloped as a public park  anchored 
by a community building and interactive water feature. Plans have been submitted to redevelop the 

Foremost Dairy and M - I Drilling properties. Eight  single - family homes and new park land will replace 

the Fore most Dairy. A multi -story, mixed -use  building is proposed on the M - I Drilling site. There are 
no plans for the St. Joseph School site. Other redevel opment opportunities have been identified in the 
Downtown Plan .  

o Improve Public Parks as an Integral Part of the Riverfront  

Parks should play a prominent role in redevelopment of the riverfront. Lutz Park, Edison [Vulcan] He r-
itage Park, and Jones Park are singled out for discussion.  

Work has occurred at both Lutz Park and Vulcan Heritage Park. The City adopted plans for Jones Park 

and the former water treatment plant site in 2007, however, it has not yet committed funding to d e-
molish the treatment plant or to install the improvements recommended in the plan.  

 

Physical Character , Ownership , and Land Use  Issue s 

While the Upper Fox River is a relatively level and spreading stream, the Lower Fox River drops about 164 feet 

over a 39 -mile course between Lake Winnebago and Green Bay.  The river is confined in a narrow valley lined 

with steep bluffs that limit development capacity. Within Appleton, the development that has occurred along 
the river has been located on the Industrial Flats or on the few narrow stri ps of relatively flat land on the river 
banks. Some of this land has been created by fill. Because the water level is controlled by several dams, se a-
sonal flooding is not a significant concern. However, there is a continuing need to monitor erosion and the  
stability of man -made structures along the river.  

The steep river valley has posed challenges for access to the river. For the most part, downtown Appleton and 
residential neighborhoods are separated from the river by a significant change in elevation. As  a result, streets 

such as College Avenue, South Oneida Street, and Memorial Avenue, while they bridge the river, provide no 
direct access to riverside development. Olde Oneida Street and Lawe Street are the only streets to bridge the 
river at the level of  adjacent development. Of these, Lawe Street is better tied into the Cityôs street grid. Olde 
Oneida Street and Water Street do not connect directly to the downtown and can be difficult to locate for pe r-
sons unfamiliar with the area. This limited street ne twork will impact redevelopment in two ways: 1) it will 
present challenges to bringing in traffic that may patronize businesses located in the valley; and 2) the limited 
number of access points will not support a high volume of traffic without congestion.  

The sides of the Fox River Valley are now covered in 
most places by a thick deciduous tree canopy. Du r-
ing the early period of settlement, however, the 
landscape would have been more open along much 
of the bluffs. A dditionally, invasive species have r e-
duce d the number of plant species growing on the 

bluffs and helped to create a denser understory. 
Some prior planning, such as the Master Plan for 
Jones Park and the Fox River Properties  reco m-
mends controlling invasive species and restoring n a-
tive vegetation . Some private property owners have 
followed suit. A former industrial property on the 
flats, now owned by Neenah Paper, has been planted 

as a native prairie.  

Because hydropower was so valuable, nearly all of 
the land area in the river valley was originally de-

voted to industrial use. The mills that located in the 
valley tended to represent heavy industry such as 
lumber mills, paper manufacturing, and similar i n-
dustries. Although these have been in decline for 

most of the last two decades, several significant industrial facilities remain. These have a need for continued 
truck and rail shipping, often have multiple shifts, and may produce noise, light, or odors. This was not a co n-



 

Compr ehens ive Plan  
Chapter 13 : Fox River Corridor Plan  

167  

cern when all of the uses in the valley were industrial, but as commercial and resi dential uses replace industry 
the potential for conflict increases. Redevelopment plans will therefore need to address  such concerns.  

Patterns of property ownership in the river valley help to support redevelopment. Land assembly is simplified 
by large redevelopment sites that tend to be held by single owners.  As is often the case with properties deve l-

oped more than a century ago, there are locations in which ownership is unclear. This is particularly true along 
the canal and locks on the south sid e of the river.  

Market Conditions  

Many manufacturing uses remain viable within the Fox River valley , and the City is committed to retaining 
them. Still, there has been  a long - term trend for some of these uses to close or relocate to sites that offer the 
ab ility to develop more modern industrial facilities. Over a period of ten to twenty years, it is expected that 
some  of the remaining industrial uses will relocate, creating an opportunity to redevelop the corridor with a l-

ternative uses.  

While new residential and commercial development is presently slumping, both past history and future pro s-
pects indicate a strong demand for development along the river.  As documented in Chapter 5 (Housing) of the 
Comprehensive Plan , demographic trends suggest a risi ng demand for urban multi - family housing in unique 
mixed -use settings. This is attested to by the continued success of projects like the Fox River Mills Apar t-
ments. There is also expected to be demand for small -scale office, retail, and service uses that e ither serve a 

neighborhood market or incorporate river access into their market strategy . 

 

A Vision for the Fox River Corridor 

Plans for the Fox River Corridor draw upon several public input sessions, including prior work related to the 
Comprehensive Plan . Specific activities conducted during this planning effort included interviews and focus 
group meeting s with area stakeholders , and two public workshops. These produced consensus around a set of 

ideas for future uses and redevelopment along the corridor.  

ƴ Redevelopment should include a mix of open space, residential, and commercial activities.  

ƴ Providing open space and public access to the riverfront, including a network of bicycle and pedestrian 
trails, should be a priority objective within all redevelopmen t areas.  

ƴ Water access should be supported through a water trail, boat launching facilities, and parking facilities.  

ƴ Development phasing will need to be sensitive to the continuing industrial uses in the corridor, particularly 
on the industrial flats.  

ƴ The b luffs and limited transportation network make travel into or through the corridor difficult, and this 

should be factored into planning for reuse.  

ƴ New development should be supported by, and designed to support public transit.  

ƴ Redevelopment should preserve and compliment the heritage of the corridor.  

ƴ In terms of residential building design, participants tended to favor traditional architectural styles and m a-
terials. In addition, there was support for larger buildings that may reflect an ñindustrial loftò character 
that is reminiscent of existing industrial buildings. There was little support for buildings described as ñinsti-
tutional -lookingò, or contemporary styles.  

ƴ Commercial buildings with an urban character were favored by participants.  

ƴ For that section of South Oneida Street from the Skyline Bridge to Seymour Street, in the event that r e-
development activity takes place, there may be an interest in expansion or the redevelopment of existing 

commercial uses along the east and west sides of South Oneida Str eet. Because this area can be seen as 
an area of transition it has the potential for expansion of existing light commercial uses into this area, 
and/or the introduction of multi - family residential uses as part of a redevelopment concept, and/or as a 

potent ial mixed commercial/residential development concept.  

There was also a perceived need to update the vision established though Focus Fox River: A Master Plan , 
which reads:  
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Through increased and improved access, targeted development of taxable properties, an d new public 
park areas, the riverfront will become a centerpiece and community destination promoting public ow n-
ership, access to, and enjoyment of the river. The riverfront provides for the maintenance of existing 

businesses and the encouragement of new o pportunities, while continuing to enhance the aesthetic, 

ecological, natural, and cultural history of the river.  

This plan revises the vision as follows:  

The Fox River is a community destination and one of Appletonôs most recognized assets. As 
the river corridor continues to evolve, Appleton will support opportunities that provide greater 
public access to the river, establish an integrated network of riverfront open spaces, encou r-
age redevelopment resulting in new housing and businesses while maintaining the viability of 
existing uses, improve the environmental quality of the river valley, and enhance its cultural 

and historic resources.  

 

Goals and Strategies 

The following goals and strategies will guide redevelopment of the river corridor.  

ƴ Support state a nd regional efforts to enhance and promote the entire Lower Fox River  Corridor  

Regional branding and development initiatives such as the Fox River State Heritage Parkway and potential 
designation as a National Heritage River will raise the public profile of the entire river corridor, including 
its length within Appleton. These efforts can lead to increased access to funding, a higher prioritization for 
its ecological restoration, and greater visitor traffic to support economic revitalization. The City of A ppleton 
will be an active participant in these regional efforts.  

ƴ Achieve a fair balance between desires for urban development and open greenspace  along the 

riverfront  

Opinions about the appropriate extent of future private development in the river area ran ge from mostly 
private space to none at all. The river is the Cityôs most recognized asset and one that is attractive to 
many people. Any redevelopment will certainly need to provide increased open space and public access 
along its banks. Yet the economic cost of converting all of the riverfront redevelopment sites  to open 

space is overly prohibitive, both in financial terms and in not realizing the potential to create a residential 
and economic center that will be a significant contributor to the Cityôs future economic and social prosper i-
ty. With this in mind, the City will seek to work collaboratively with private landowners and developers to 

plan future development that creates formal and informal greenspaces, plazas, and walkways that form an 
interconnec ted system of public spaces through the river corridor. Where feasible, this system will be l o-
cated along the riverbank.  

ƴ Promote an economically viable mix of existing and redeveloped uses along the riverfront  

The Fox River Corridor has supported an import ant industrial base for more than a century. While some of 
these uses have been discontinued, there are several viable and important industries remaining in the va l-
ley. Market forces are now pushing a transition to less intensive commercial and residential  uses that can 
be in conflict with these industries. In allowing future redevelopment to occur, the City will seek to ensure 
that new uses do not create conflicts that inhibit the continuation of existing industries in the area.  

Most of the new development  occurring within the corridor is expected to be commercial and residential. 
Commercial uses will primarily consist of restaurant and small retail uses serving the neighborhood and 
visitors attracted to the river. Residential uses are expected to include m id-  to high -density rental and 
owner -occupied housing. No specific ratio of these uses is recommended in the plan, however, commercial 
uses will typically be located on the first floor with residential uses above. (Commercial uses may also 

tend to cluster on the frontage of Olde Oneida Street. )  

Commercial uses are critical to achieving the vision of a vibrant urban neighborhood attracting residents 

and visitors to the river. At the same time, commercial uses can create traffic and parking demands that 
can be difficult to address within the existing road network and limited space available in the river valley. 
Additionally, there is a desire that commercial development in the river valley should not be so extensive 
as to create undue competition that has a n egative impact on the downtown district.  These issues should 
be considered as the City reviews future redevelopment proposals.  



 

Compr ehens ive Plan  
Chapter 13 : Fox River Corridor Plan  

169  

ƴ Support ongoing environmental clean - up and enhancement in the river corridor  

More than a century of urban and industrial use has led to the environmental degradation of the river va l-

ley. Mitigating and reversing these conditions (while still allowing private redevelopment) will be a priority 

for the City. To provide financial support for public and private clean -up, the City may see k state or fede r-
al grant assistance for environmental investigation and remediation, or consider the formation of an env i-
ronmental remediation tax incremental financing district. Direct actions that the City may take include re s-
toration and stabilization o f the shoreline and reestablishing native plant communities on public properties 
such as parks and rights -of -way in the river valley.  

ƴ Improve connectivity between the river valley and  adjacent neighborhoods  

Steep river bluffs make access to the river valley difficult for vehicles, and only somewhat easier for ped e-
strians and bicyclists. Lutz Drive, Water Street, Olde Oneida Street, Lawe Street, and South River Street 
are the primary streets offering direct access to the river level.  Because of the slop es and the extent of 
existing development, it is not feasible to consider additional roadways linking the river valley to the 
downtown or to the residential neighborhoods atop the bluffs. Instead, the City will improve access to the 
river through measures such as such as future street reconstruction that includes bicycle and pedestrian 

facilities, and implementation of a wayfinding program in coordination with the Fox Cities Convention and 
Visitors Bureauôs regional wayfinding plan. 

Future transit services should be planned for the river valley. This includes continuation of the downtown 
trolley stops on Lutz Drive and on the industrial flats.  

To improve direct access to the water, the City will work to develop a water trail for canoes and other 
paddled wate rcraft along the south shore of the river. This will include portages around the locks. Add i-

tional marina facilities may be considered, taking demand, costs, traffic, suitable locations, and enviro n-
mental permitting into account.  

A continuous network of pe destrian and bicycle paths and sidewalks will be provided through the entire 
length of the river valley. Some of this network is already in place or under construction, particularly along 
the north side of the river and on the industrial flats. Future piec es include the trestle trails and a path 
through the Foremost Diary site, which is currently being redeveloped. At both the east and west sides of 
the City, the connections may have to include on -street  and sidewalk segments that provide connections 

to tr ail systems in neighboring communities.  

ƴ Ensure that the development of public and private  spaces along the river is held to the highest 
design standards  

The river corridor will be a showplace of the Cityôs development, including both new buildings and prese r-
vation of the best of the existing industrial architecture.  The City will use its regulatory authority to permit 
only high -quality projects that contribute to creating a unique, cohesive, and aesthetically pleasing urban 

environment. A majority of al l redevelopment areas will be dedicated to buildings and open spaces, with 
parking taking up only a small percentage of the area. Large parking lots should be avoided and parking 
should generally be located away from public streets or the river.  

ƴ Green and environmentally - friendly practices are encouraged within the river valley  

While not mandated, the City will encourage adoption of green and sustainable technologies and practices 

in the river valley. This may include green buildings, use of rene wable and green materials, low - impact 
design, and sustainable management practices. The intent of such practices will be to minimize the i m-
pacts of development on the river environment, with particular emphasis on water quality.  

ƴ The City will preserve and interpret historic and natural resources along the river  

The rich history and natural qualities of the river are significant contributors to what makes it a destin a-
tion. As public and private development continues, the City will seek opportunities to preserve, enhance, 

and interpret these features. Examples include preserving and adapting some of the existing industrial 
building on the flats, restoration of native ha bitat on the riverbanks, incorporation of art into the retaining 
walls above Water Street to depict the historic portage rout (see A Master Plan for Jones Park and the 
Waterfront Properties ), and general interpretive signage.  
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Site Assessment and General Plan 

The study area considered in this plan is the 

entire length of the Fox River extending 

through Appleton, and the lands on either side 
of it. Most of the recommendations, however, 
apply in particular to publicly -owned park land 
and to several potentia l redevelopment sites 
that tend to be existing or former industrial 
properties in the immediate vicinity of the ri v-

er. These include the industrial flats, the 
Foremost Dairy site, and the M&I Drilling site. 
Two other sites are considered for redevelo p-
ment due to their proximity to the river. 
These are the Riverview Country Club  and 
properties at the south end of Morrison Street 
overlooking the river. This last site was di s-

cussed in the Downtown Plan .  

Public open space in the river area includes 
Alicia Park , Lutz Park, Pierce Park, Vulcan He r-
itage Park, Jones Park, and Peabody Park on 
the north bank, and Veteranôs Park and Telu-
lah Park on the south bank. The former water 
treatment plant and WE Energies sites on W a-

ter Street will be redeveloped as public open  
space in accordance with the Master Plan for 
Jones Park and the Fox River Properties , 
as funding is available. Additional new park 
land should be provided on properties owned 
by the Fox River Navigational Authority, ass o-

ciated with the river locks. While public access 
is generally not provided, the Cityôs sewage 
treatment plant and the cemeteries on the 
east side of the City do preserve undeveloped 
land along the shore, and some portion of 

these properties may be available for the 
routing of trail systems.  

Lawrence University is one of the largest 
property owners on the river. Some past d e-
velopment of campus facilities blocked access 
to the river. In its campus planning, the Un i-
versity has identified circulation patterns and 
development plans that tie the c ampus into 
surrounding neighborhoods, providing safe 

pedestrian and bicycle routes that integrate 
with the Cityôs plans for circulation. 

  

Far left: Overview of uses in the study area. 

Parks and other open space are shown in 
green. Public uses are shaded purple. P o-
tential redevelopment areas are depicted in 

red. Immediate left: The transportation 
network is shown with streets providing 
access to the river in blue and all other 
streets in black. Existing and potential trails 
are shown in red.  
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Transportation  

As shown in the 

transportation map, 
there are relatively 

few routes that pr o-
vide direct access to 
the river. Major 
streets such as M e-
morial Drive, South 
Oneida Street, and 
College Avenue all 

cross at t he level of 
the top of the adj a-
cent bluffs. To reach 
the river it is nece s-
sary to turn onto co n-
necting streets and in 

some cases, (such as 
Jackman Street) to 

make multiple turns. 
Existing development 
and the steep grades 
make it prohibitively 
expensive to establish 

new streets. A 
planned wayfinding 
program should help 
to raise awareness of 
routes to the river.  

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

The image at right 
provides a more d e-
tailed assessment of 
the core redevelo p-
ment area, showing 
potentially historic 
buildings (orange), 

redevelopment areas 

(red), open space 
(green), the tran s-
portation network, 
and key features of 
the si te that should 

be considered in any 
development plans.  


