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Executive Summary 
This is the final report of a year-long community consulting project in collaboration with second-

year students in the Bolz Center for Arts Administration (Bolz Center), the UW-Extension 

Community Vitality and Placemaking team (UW-Extension), and the town of Baileys Harbor. 

The Baileys Harbor Community and Economic Development report will provide context for 

ideas generated during the Baileys Harbor community design charrette led by the UW-Extension 

team in 2015, and expand upon the progress already made making recommendations for further 

implementation. 

This project began in September of 2019 with the intent to support the incredible work already 

completed in Baileys Harbor. The Bolz Team began the process with initial site visits, as well as 

interviews and consultations with community development experts. The resulting feedback from 

these processes defined and shaped our final recommendations and suggested next steps for the 

community.  

The introductory material of this report outlines the context of this project, acknowledging the 

work that has already been accomplished to get Baileys Harbor to this point, and Bolz Center’s 

role in this project. The report then discusses the assumptions of our research and further 

explains our methodology. This includes our initial site visit in the fall of 2019 and Bolz Center 

conducted interviews and consultations with community members, community development 

experts, and UW-Extension subject experts. These interviews helped to refine our research and 

shape our final recommendations and suggested tactics as Baileys Harbor moves forward. 

The report then outlines three areas of focus including strategies for the further cultivation of 

ecotourism in Baileys Harbor, recommendations for an affordable housing development, and 

strategies for the revitalization of downtown public space. Each section of the report outlines 

why we have identified each topic as an area of focus and our research-backed justification for 

recommendations and next steps, including: 

● Develop guiding principles of environmental and social awareness  
● Highlight natural assets and Baileys Harbor’s commitment to nature tourism  
● Develop a more robust silent sports infrastructure 
● Consider housing models that align with community values 
● Look for partners within Door County to develop an affordable housing initiative 
● Focus on public waterfront access in Baileys Harbor 
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● Invest in the “Nelson Public Plaza” on the site of the former Nelson Shopping 
Center  

In addition to the text, this report also contains appendices detailing a list of interviewees and 

subject experts consulted for this project with contact information provided, and the “Front 

Door/Back Door Model” spreadsheet tool that outlines financial projections for the proposed 

pocket neighborhood development. 

Statement of Purpose 

As students of the Bolz Center for Arts Administration at the Wisconsin School of Business, we 

are dedicated to bringing the best parts of both the business and social sectors together. 

Partnering with the community of Baileys Harbor for our capstone consulting project allowed us 

to not only use the tools and frameworks of community development we have learned, but also 

the knowledge acquired in our business curriculum. It was our intention to bring a new and 

different perspective to the work that UW-Extension’s Community Vitality and Placemaking 

Team had undertaken with the community in the past and to help the town implement some of 

the ideas generated in the 2015 Community Design Charrette. By helping Baileys Harbor 

research and evaluate the proposed projects generated during the charrette and plans for 

implementation, we hope to leave a lasting impact on the town and its people. 

Our Thanks and Promise 

We are grateful to the entire Baileys Harbor community, especially those who participated in the 

2015 Design Charrette and those who attended the October community dinner with the Bolz 

Center. Your input and advice have been vital to this project, and we could not have produced 

this final report without it. We appreciate the trust that you have placed in the Bolz Center. 

Although there is no one who truly knows what is best for the future of Baileys Harbor better 

than the residents who live and work there every day, outside eyes and ears can sometimes help 

you to see the bigger picture. We have tried to bring together all of the different ideas and 

dreams for the town into a cohesive narrative and create a plan with which to move forward. We 

hope that our participation in this process can affirm the work that your community has already 

accomplished since the 2015 design charrette, including creating new waterfront parks to 

increase public access to the lakeshore, expanding a community sports complex and establishing 
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a dog park, planning workforce housing, and all of your many additional efforts. The Baileys 

Harbor Town Board is clearly willing to invest in the community by purchasing land for public 

use, and the entire town’s enthusiasm and determined spirit has been evident throughout this 

process.  We hope that this report will help identify the next steps you can take to build on the 

work you have already accomplished and continue to ensure the bright future of Baileys Harbor. 

Why the Bolz Center? 

Todd Johnson, of the UW-Extension Community Vitality and Placemaking Team, originally 

invited the Bolz Center students to work on this project so that we could bring our unique 

combination of business skills and arts and cultural focus to bear in making progress on some of 

the ideas generated during the 2015 Community Design Charrette in Baileys Harbor. A big focus 

of our arts administration coursework over the last two years has been creative placemaking, and 

we expected to bring that knowledge to the table to potentially integrate more arts and cultural 

aspects into Baileys Harbor’s retail and tourism landscape. However, as with any community-

based project, the most important aspect was to discover the needs and desires of the community 

rather than superimpose our own thoughts and ideas. It became clear that Baileys Harbor would 

benefit more from our business knowledge and our network as students of the UW-Madison. 

While we continue to employ a cultural lens to this project, our final areas of focus and 

recommendations for Baileys Harbor center on how many aspects of Baileys Harbor’s culture 

hinge around the natural environment. So, we have used our core business coursework and called 

upon the expertise of professors at the Wisconsin School of Business, UW-Extension educators, 

and many other subject-experts across the state to support this project and address the needs of 

the community. 

Situation Analysis 

This consulting project is a collaboration between the Bolz Center for Arts Administration (Bolz 

Center), the UW-Extension Community Vitality and Placemaking Team (UW-Extension) and 

the town of Baileys Harbor, represented by members of the community, business owners, and 

members of the local government. This project originated out of the 2015 Community Design 

Charrette facilitated by UW-Extension. The goal of the charrette was to create a shared vision for 

the community’s future. Since then, Baileys Harbor has taken action on several of the short-term 
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recommendations generated during the charrette. The Bolz Center students were brought in as 

consultants to help Baileys Harbor sort through the many excellent ideas generated since 2015 

and provide insights that could be leveraged to move a number of these ideas forward. 

Assumptions 

Baileys Harbor has already proven to be a forward-looking and proactive community. The town 

is led by knowledgeable and engaged leaders. We hope to reaffirm the incredible work that is 

already being done in the community and provide recommended actionable steps that are 

justified by data analysis and relevant case studies. We will then identify and offer resources and 

recommendations that will help with the next steps of the projects and initiatives that are already 

underway. There are naturally some assumptions built into or data analysis and models. We are 

working with data sets from a variety of sources, including publicly sourced data, data provided 

by our Baileys Harbor partners, models built by real estate professionals, case studies, and other 

subjective sources. Although all sources are cited and assumptions are noted where relevant, 

please keep in mind that our recommendations are based on the best information we have 

available and we cannot guarantee that they will always be a perfect representation of the reality 

of the situation in Baileys Harbor. This report is intended to provide the town with our best 

estimations and recommendations given the information available to us. 

Methodology 

We began our process with an initial site visit as well as reviewing the reports generated via the 

community charette. We then began the research process by interviewing stakeholders, both in 

Baileys Harbor and at relevant state agencies and UW-Extension. We wanted to draw upon the 

expertise of other professionals and the expertise of local residents and business owners. 

Between January and March 2020, the Bolz Center team interviewed the following people in 

relation to the different needs in the community. 
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Affordable Housing Development: 

● Mariah Goode, local resident, Director of the Door County Land Services 

Department and board member of the non-profit Door County Housing 

Partnership. 

● Julie Felhofer, USDA Rural Development Multifamily Housing Specialist, 

Shawano Area Office 

● Jennifer Engel, USDA Rural Development Community Programs Specialist, 

Shawano Area Office 

● Thomas Landgraf, Real Estate and Urban Land Economics, UW-Madison 

● Mike Parent, Regional Manager, Advanced Turf Solutions 

Nelson Property Development: 

● Ed Freer PLA, Landscape Architect 

○ Ed is a former UW-Extension Educator who is an expert in waterfront 

development projects. We consulted him regarding potential development 

ideas for the Nelson Property and the potential issues with DNR 

regulations. 

● Ian Aley, Madison Public Market MarketReady Program Coordinator 

● Bill Ryan, Community Business Development Specialist, UW-Extension 

Baileys Harbor Tourism 

● Kristin Runge, Community Development Specialist, UW-Extension  

● Kim Roberts, Door County Tourism Zone 

● Brynn Swanson, Events and Marketing Coordinator, Membership Director, 

Baileys Harbor Community Association 

After concluding interviews with community stakeholders and sector experts in early March 

(with some exceptions) we conducted additional background research and continued to expand 

our data analysis for the final report. We identified and analyzed relevant case studies, and 

utilized community development tools in order to help frame and guide the recommendations we 

provide below. 
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Ecotourism in Baileys Harbor 

Ecotourism vs. Nature Tourism 
 
Before discussing Baileys Harbor specifically, it is important to differentiate and define relevant 

terminology. The difference between ecotourism and natural tourism, while difficult to define as 

these terms continue to evolve, is important to discern before setting goals. Ecotourism refers to 

responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment, sustains well-being of the 

local people, and involves educational aspects. Nature tourism, a much broader definition, can 

refer to any travel within a natural area or feature as a destination or focus.  

Door County’s Destination Management Organization's strategy is to manage visitor-related 

development, coordinated with resident interests, to preserve the region’s unique identity. 

Baileys Harbor serves as an essential asset to Door County’s overall plan to expand and 

capitalize on ecotourism opportunities. Amidst the launching of the 2020-2022 “Destination 

Door County Strategic Marketing Plan” Baileys Harbor has a unique opportunity to be a leader 

in protecting the natural assets that attract visitors and improving “green” infrastructure of its 

town’s facilities and additional community programming. Tourism rates for the region continue 

to increase as evidenced by the overall room tax collection growth of 5% throughout Door 

County from 2018 to 2019, and Baileys Harbor specific growth of 5.78%. As the entire county—

and more specifically Baileys Harbor—continues to experience overall growth within the 

tourism sector, it becomes even more important to not only leverage, but to protect Baileys 

Harbor’s natural assets. 

Baileys Harbor already self identifies as a natural tourism destination that offers unique and 

“wild” experiences, and we believe Baileys Harbor is positioned in such a way in that it can be a 

leader in the Door County’s 2020-2022 “Destination Door County Strategic Marketing Plan” as 

it expands beyond nature tourism efforts into an area that offers robust ecotourism opportunity as 

well.  
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Existing Ecotourism Initiatives in Baileys Harbor 

Baileys Harbor rebranded approximately five years ago as it shifted descriptive language from 

the “quiet side” to the “wild side” in order to appeal to a younger generation as well as align with 

industry shifts towards eco-driven tourism. Existing ecotourism initiatives include: 

● Installing water filling stations as well as offering Baileys Harbor branded reusable cups 

for purchase at town hosted events, ultimately reducing the consumption of single-use 

plastics 

● Launching ecotourism-centric branding efforts such as: 

○ “The Ridges Sanctuary: The New Face of Ecotourism.” 

○ “Baileys Harbor: Where Nature and Recreation Unite.” 

○ “Exploration, Adventure, and Nature.” 

● Creating designated green space and a community garden adjacent to Baileys Harbor 

Visitor Center. 

● Renovating the Cook-Albert Fuller Nature Center making it the first LEED (Leadership 

in Energy & Environmental Design) certified commercial building in Door County, as 

well as the additional construction of GeoPave Porous Pavement to reduce water runoff 

from the parking lot and walkways. 

● Preserving the natural landscape, including the Ridges Sanctuary which is composed of 

more than 1,600 acres of protected land. 

● Beginning introductory discussions to qualify as a Green Tier designated community in 

Wisconsin. 

Recommendations for Ecotourism in Baileys Harbor  

Develop guiding principles of environmental and social awareness and accountability 

specific to Baileys Harbor. This will determine the difference between nature-based tourism 

and ecotourism. Baileys Harbor already has incredibly unique natural assets, but it is important 

for the town to consciously consider green infrastructure as Baileys Harbor continues to see 

substantial growth in tourism and year-round resident rates. Now is an opportunity for the 

community to think proactively about the possibilities of progressing beyond nature tourism and 

extend into ecotourism. 
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Continue to update marketing materials to highlight natural assets and explicitly state 

Baileys Harbor’s commitment to nature tourism opportunities and ecotourism initiatives. 

Create a specific guide that highlights nature tourism assets and the opportunities that each 

provides, such as the Ridges Sanctuary guided nature tours, cross country skiing, birding, etc., as 

well as a guide that highlights ecotourism initiatives such as the efficiencies of the Cook-Albert 

Fuller Nature Center. This will not only signal to tourists that Baileys Harbor’s identity aligns 

strongly with environmental conservation, but also erase any friction for tourists who are 

specifically seeking out these unique natural opportunities. Continuing to strengthen the 

destination imagery that creates awareness of Baileys Harbor as an environmental hub will 

appeal to all active geotourism segments. 

Revisit the “Comprehensive Plan for the Town of Baileys Harbor” specifically in reference 

to “Agricultural, Natural, and Cultural Resources” as well as “Land Use.” As mentioned 

before, Baileys Harbor continues to grow, and it is important that the town’s strategic documents 

are properly oriented to ensure positive growth that protects and promotes the town’s natural 

assets.  

Develop a more robust silent sports system and infrastructure. Silent sports describes an 

array of outdoor aerobic activities that rely solely on self-propulsion. The silent-sports movement 

is particularly well established in the upper Midwest. While much of the appeal of silent sports 

derives from remote and tranquil settings where one can be alone with nature, most silent sports 

also seek out sharing active experiences with others. “Silent sporters” regularly come together in 

droves for organized events and social gatherings, creating a community; and further cultivating 

a silent sports culture can have incredible economic impact as the silent sports culture continues 

to grow. This may include further development of hiking trails and marina motorless boat 

rentals. 

Increase concentration of “Travel Green Certificates” within Baileys Harbor. Currently six 

businesses hold certification and 53 in Door County. As “green” tourism continues to grow, it’s 

important to give these individuals opportunities to knowingly support businesses that are doing 

their part to reduce negative environmental impact. Increasing critical mass of sustainable 

infrastructure and businesses will help elevate Baileys Harbor as a leader in ecotourism.  
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Strategic Housing Development 

Housing Context in Baileys Harbor 

During the team visit to Baileys Harbor in October, it became obvious that the community 

identifies the scarcity and high price of housing as a key problem. Tourism in Door County has 

grown since 2010 and the average daily room occupancy rate has risen steeply. Door County 

Tourism Zone data1 shows that the demand for seasonal housing has caused a shift of local 

homeownership to seasonal occupancy. Demand for workforce housing is still unmatched by 

supply, with a structural gap of approximately 470 units in the county. This problem is also 

observed in available housing for seasonal workers, with a structural gap of 450.2 Baileys Harbor 

is not unfamiliar with this issue. Members of the community have expressed their concern about 

the difficulty of finding affordable housing in town and the growing pool of properties that have 

been converted into seasonal rentals to take advantage of revenue from apps such as Airbnb and 

VRBO. A report from the Door County Economic Development Corporation states that the 

workforce will need 100 new units in the next 5 years in the northern part of the county. The 

number grows to 460 when the demand for senior housing is added.3 

Door County has grown its affordable housing pool by building multifamily complexes in 

Sturgeon Bay in the last several years. While Sturgeon Bay has public sewage and water 

systems, Baileys Harbor lacks a public water system, which hinders potential affordable housing 

developments in town. In our recommendations, we propose potential solutions to meet the 

demand for seasonal and year-round housing for Baileys Harbor, in a way that is functional but 

also true to the values and identity of Baileys Harbor as a community. 

 

 

 
1 Door County Tourism Zone Commission Room Tax Collection Annual 2019 Summary by Municipality - Comparative 
Jan-18 Jan-19 Feb-18 F 
2Door County Housing Analysis. Door County Economic Development Corporation. AECOM 
3Door County Housing Analysis. Door County Economic Development Corporation. AECOM 

http://doorcountytourismzone.com/uploads/ckfiles/files/12-19%20COMP%20Collections-Revised%20FINAL.pdf
http://doorcountytourismzone.com/uploads/ckfiles/files/12-19%20COMP%20Collections-Revised%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.wpr.org/sites/default/files/door_county_housing_study_1-25-2019_final.pdf
https://www.wpr.org/sites/default/files/door_county_housing_study_1-25-2019_final.pdf
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Affordable Development on the Town-owned 40-Acres  

We recommend that this newly purchased lot be devoted, at least partially, to new affordable or 

workforce housing. The 40-acre development is a space that we believe provides great 

opportunity for increased density in affordable housing at lower costs. We considered three 

different models: 

Multifamily Development: 

This type of housing model is the most affordable model. A multifamily development saves on 

utility work (sewage, plumbing, electricity). We understand that community members may look 

skeptically at this kind of development due to potential misalignment with the town’s 

aesthetic/feel. 

Tiny Home Community: 

This is a plausible solution for seasonal workers who need a place to stay during the peak season. 

However, its size and high price per square foot are not suitable for families or potential year-

round permanent residents of Baileys Harbor. Moreover, a tiny home community is very difficult 

to finance. We predict that the only way this kind of development could be successful is if 

businesses invest in this development as a collective. This scenario would require that each 

business own a certain number of units that would be rented out to its seasonal employers. 

Pocket Neighborhood Development: 

Pocket neighborhoods are clustered groups of neighboring houses or apartments gathered around 

a shared open space — a garden courtyard or a pedestrian street. These developments are 

common on the west coast of the United States but they are not typically found in the Midwest. 

However, pocket neighborhoods have been recently introduced in Wisconsin by UW-Madison 

Professor Tom Landgraf and implemented by the Dodge County Affordable Housing Authority 

in Horicon, WI.  
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Summary Table: Housing Models Characteristics 

 Land Used Construction Costs 
(per sq.ft.) Pro Con 

Multifamily Low Low Most efficient 
development 

Potential for tenant 
disagreements and  
require significant 

management  

Single Family High Medium Align with Baileys 
Harbor aesthetic 

Least efficient 
development 

Tiny Home Medium High May attract young 
individuals 

Legal grey area and 
most expensive 

investment 

Pocket 
Neighborhood Medium Medium 

Align with Baileys 
Harbor aesthetic, 
more affordable 

than single family 

Not the most 
efficient model 

 

Given the various characteristics of each housing type, the need in Baileys Harbor, and the 

profile, demographics, and feel of the town, we believe that a pocket neighborhood would serve 

as the most cost effective solution to the affordable housing shortage in the community and a 

good use of some of the 40 acres of land owned by the town on Summit Road. 
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Pocket Neighborhoods 

The image below shows the number of units possible on the same acreage in a pocket 

neighborhood vs. traditional single family housing stock. Successful pocket neighborhoods start 

with the central idea of a limited number of dwellings gathered around a shared commons, and 

when the number gets larger than 8 or 12, other clusters form around separate shared commons 

connected by walkways. Multiple clusters can form a larger aggregate community. It is essential 

that cars and traffic do not invade the shared pedestrian space. The active rooms of the homes, 

including front porches, face the commons rather than turning their back to neighbors.  

 

 

In many pocket neighborhoods, residents park their cars away from their homes, having them 

walk through the shared common area on the way to their front doors. This relationship between 

the car door and the front door greatly increases the level of interaction among neighbors and 

strengthens their bonds. For many people, the short walk is not considered a hardship, even in 

snowy or rainy climates. That said, others feel that having an attached garage is an amenity or 

requirement that outweighs the community-building benefits of walking through the commons.   
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The houses themselves will be a mix of studios, one and two-bedroom units. This mix would 

attract a range of individuals, from young, single professionals working in Baileys Harbor to 

families. The units would have to be rented out to people who fit the income restrictions set by 

the Wisconsin Housing and Economic Development Authority (WHEDA) requirements if 

WHEDA tax credits are used to help fund the development (the ideal situation). The proposed 

rental rates would be between $500 and $850 for income-restricted units or $900 if WHEDA 

credits were not used and they were rented at market-rate. 
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Financing: Front Door/Back Door Model 

This model is an adaptation of James A. Graaskamp’s method described in his “Fundamentals of 

Real Estate Development” published in 1981. This book is a comprehensive overview of the 

development process, and the final goal of the Front Door/Back Door model is to assess the 

feasibility of a development. It takes into consideration the construction costs and financing 

terms to determine the minimum required rental rate, and the market rent and financing terms to 

determine the maximum purchase or rent price. In our case, the maximum rental rate is 

determined by WHEDA’s income restrictions. 

 

Table 1: Proposed Rent by Number of Bedrooms and Income Restriction Limitations 

 Sq. Footage 50% CMI Rent 60% CMI Rent 

Studio 500 $450 $525 

One Bedroom 800 $575 $650 

Two Bedroom 975 $675 $750 

Three Bedroom 1350 $775 $850 

Table 1 shows our proposed income restricted rates in comparison to market rate units and the 

suggested rent for these properties. We tried to take into consideration the average rent in Baileys 

Harbor and WHEDA limitations. 

 

Table 2: Projected Revenue 

 Total Number of 
Units Yearly Revenue Square Footage Projected 

Rent/Sq.Ft. 

50% CMI  12 $91,800 11,150 

$0.73 60% CMI 12 $102,600 11,150 

Total 24 $194,400 22,300 

Table 2 shows the potential revenue of the development. These projections will be compared 

with the minimum revenue necessary to make this project feasible. 
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Table 3: Projected Budget 

 Units Cost per Unit Total 

Hard Cost per Square Foot 20,450 sf  $150.00 /sf  $3,345,000 

Appliances / Furniture / 
Equipment   24 units $5,000 /unit  $120,000  

Soft Cost as a percent of 
total Hard Cost  15%  $519,750  

Construction Budget    $3,864,750  

Developer Fee  12%  $463,770  

Total Capital Budget    $4,328,520  

Tax Credit Equity   (3,029,964) 

  Net Costs  $1,298,556  

Table 3 shows a rough budget of what a pocket neighborhood would cost to build. Our budget 

takes into consideration the benefit of affordable housing tax credits, as suggested by UW-

Madison Real Estate Professor Landgraf. We assumed $150 per square foot for hard construction 

costs. 

Table 4: Feasibility Study 

 Financing Operating 

Debt Payments Required per year  $54,253   

Cash Throw Off4 Required per year  $21,816   

Required Payments per year  $76,069   

Required Income   $76,069  

Plus Operating Expenses   $72,000  

Plus Property Taxes   $18,439  

Plus Loss on Vacancy   $9,991  

Total Required Revenue   $166,509  

 Required Rent/sq. ft. $0.66 

 

 
4Similar concept as cash flow 
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Table 4 represents our feasibility study taking into consideration the required payments for 

repaying debt and equity investments. We assumed a 3.25% loan rate and a 30-year loan rate. By 

adding operating expenses, property tax and other expenses, we came to the required rent per 

square foot of $0.66. Comparing our estimate for potential and required revenue, we see that the 

project passes the feasibility test. 

Partnerships 

Large-scale development dominated the development of dedicated affordable housing for 

decades. Beginning in the 1970s, problems associated with this approach became increasingly 

apparent. These massive buildings concentrated low-income families and caused segregation 

between entire neighborhoods. Since the 1990s, there has been a shift toward reducing the 

concentration of affordable housing. This has often meant developing smaller multifamily 

buildings. While there are practical challenges involved, some advocate going even further and 

scattering subsidized units throughout a neighborhood in low-density buildings. 

A scatter site development will benefit from a higher likelihood for financing because developers 

will benefit from economies of scale. Instead of financing the construction of 20 units in Baileys 

Harbor, a lower risk development of 50 units could be assembled with the partnership of 

surrounding communities. There are some challenges inherent in this strategy. It would likely 

only be feasible if each participating municipality owned the land being developed, as Baileys 

Harbor does with the 40 acres. However, the strategy would offer the most good for the most 

people in northern Door County and provide a workaround for the current challenges with 

affordable housing in the northern parts of the county that cause most new units to be 

concentrated in Sturgeon Bay rather than in the communities in which their residents live and 

work. 

Recommendations for Housing Development in Baileys Harbor 

Consider housing models that align with community values. Although multifamily 

developments give the lowest costs per unit, we believe that a pocket neighborhood aligns best 

with Baileys Harbor’s needs and aesthetic. This type of housing is least likely to generate a 

pushback from the community while still requiring significantly less land (and therefore a lower 

cost) than single family housing developments. This housing development would also create an 
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opportunity for Baileys Harbor to embrace sustainable building and infrastructure practices 

which may include LEED certification, net-zero energy solutions such as solar panels, and green 

recreational trail systems for the residents of not only the pocket neighborhood, but for all 

visitors alike throughout the 40 acres. 

Look for partners within Door County to develop a common affordable housing initiative. 

A scattered-site development would satisfy the needs of Baileys Harbor’s housing plans. As we 

stated previously, a pocket neighborhood development would fit Baileys Harbor identity. Being 

realistic, though, a single development of 20 to 24 units is not attractive to developers. 

Developers prefer large-scale multifamily buildings of at least 50 units because they can benefit 

from economies of scale. We believe that Baileys Harbor could benefit from the assembly of 

scattered-site properties by partnering with other communities in Door County. The Door County 

Housing Partnership could act as a partner organization to other municipalities could serve as a 

crucial entity in organizing a cooperative scatter plot distribution with Door County. Bundling 

the units located in neighboring communities into a single developer project will increase the 

chances of financing this venture. 

 
Public Waterfront Development in Baileys Harbor  
 
The town of Baileys Harbor has limited amounts of public waterfront. One of the positive 

outcomes of the 2016 design charrette that eventually led to the Bolz Center’s involvement in 

this project was the identified need for more public access to the waterfront. Since then, the 

community has created three small lakefront parks, Harbor View Park, Bluff End Park, and 

Lakeshore Park, in public easements along the lakeshore. However, there is still limited public 

access to Lake Michigan in the downtown area, especially near the Town Marina and Town Hall. 

By purchasing and developing the site of the former Nelson Shopping Center and revitalizing a 

piece of land that has historically meant so much to the community, Baileys Harbor can continue 

its efforts to expand waterfront access and create public waterfront space at the very heart of its 

downtown for citizens and summer visitors alike. 
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The Nelson Property 

The Nelson Shopping Center, located on the property adjacent to the Baileys Harbor Town 

Marina, was owned and operated by the Nelson Family for 71 years. For many years, it 

represented the primary retail location in the town where citizens got most of their day-to-day 

essentials. In the years leading up to 2016, the family faced several regulatory challenges from 

the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources and the County Board of Adjustment hindering 

proposed improvements and expansions to the site. The Town Board attempted to expand the 

Baileys Harbor commercial district, extending zoning to allow the Nelsons to build a new 

location for the business, but the proposal was voted down. Eventually, the Nelson family made 

the difficult decision to close their Baileys Harbor location and shift its inventory to their Fish 

Creek location. Since then, the property has sat largely empty, with the occupied rental units on 

the property being the only current use. 

 

The Nelson property occupies a strategic location in Baileys Harbor. It is directly adjacent to the 

public marina (see the above image). It sits diagonal to the Town Hall, next to which are a public 

park and the town firehouse. The Nelson property is also across the street from one of the 

popular restaurants in the town, the Cornerstone Pub, which sits next to Lakeshore Adventures, a 

watersport rental business. Additionally, a town-owned plot of land behind the Cornerstone and 

Lakeshore Adventures is currently a multi-use greenspace/parking lot that sees significant 
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activity during the high season. The Nelson property is situated at the nexus of Baileys Harbor’s 

downtown, near where many of its crucial events take place, including the annual 4th of July 

fireworks festival, the fishing derbies, and other town events. 

The Nelson Property as a Public Market 

One of our original ideas for the Nelson property site involved preserving and retrofitting the 

current buildings on site and repurposing them to create a public market or café, as well as 

include workforce housing on the property. A “public market” is a carefully crafted, intentional 

mix of owner-operated shops, stalls, and food vendors, often around a central meeting space with 

communal tables. According to Alfonso Morales’ article, “Public Markets as Community 

Development Tools, these markets “can help achieve a variety of goals including place-making, 

employment, and entrepreneurship.”5 Affordable and workforce housing are identified needs for 

the town, as expressed by numerous citizens at our October site visit and community dinner. The 

idea for the Nelson property would be similar to the Shipwreck Brew Pub in Egg Harbor, which 

until 2017 included the restaurant space with rooms above (there was a fire in 2017 and when the 

building was rebuilt the second story was converted into second-story dining with a water view). 

If the Nelson property were converted into a public market or a small retail space with a café, it 

could fill the retail gap that currently exists in the town, and the addition of workforce housing 

could provide affordable and sustainable living quarters for the workers who would support such 

an endeavor. 

The notion of a public market and more retail space in Baileys Harbor was attractive for several 

reasons; however, there are also several serious potential roadblocks. The same regulatory 

hurdles that forced the Nelson family to close their store would also apply to any attempts at 

creating a public plaza. The building is not handicap accessible, and any remodels would need to 

comply with ADA regulations. It also cannot support public restrooms with its current well, and 

there are regulatory hurdles that may hinder building a new well on the property, which sits close 

to the lakeshore, off a highway, and near power lines and buried cables. As the property is 

located on the waterfront, there may also be as-yet unknown zoning hurdles relating to setbacks 

and the 100-year floodplain that might need to be addressed. In addition to these regulatory 

 
5 https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.library.wisc.edu/doi/pdf/10.1177/0739456X08329471 

https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.library.wisc.edu/doi/pdf/10.1177/0739456X08329471
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issues, there is also a question of whether a public market would be feasible in Baileys Harbor, 

which is largely dependent on seasonal tourism. The town may not be able to sustain the critical 

mass of customers necessary to make such an idea possible. 

The Nelson Property as a Public Plaza  

Rather than preserve and retrofit the existing Nelson Shopping Center buildings, a second 

alternative involves removing the building to create green space and a public plaza. The Nelson 

Property has historical significance to the town, and served the people of Baileys Harbor for over 

70 years. While we recognize the building’s place in the town’s heritage, we also recognize that 

the property might offer greater opportunity for the entire town as the Nelson Family Public 

Plaza rather than a public market or retail space. Other Door County communities have a history 

of purchasing properties and demolishing them to expand public beaches or increase public 

access to the waterfront. Between 2007 and 2008, Sister Bay purchased the Helm’s Four Seasons 

Motel and demolished it the following year to expand their waterfront park. Egg Harbor 

similarly purchased 1.2 acres of prime beachfront property adjacent to the existing Beach Park. 

The property was razed, integrated with the existing park, and Egg Harbor extended its public 

beachfront to 500 total feet. 

There is simply not enough available land in Baileys Harbor to create a similarly sized public 

beachfront, but the Nelson Property represents the town’s best chance to create central, public 

waterfront access as other Door County communities have done. It also represents a chance to 

expand Baileys Harbor’s existing farmers’ market, which takes place outdoors from late spring 

through early autumn on the front lawn of the Town Hall (and in the town hall auditorium 

through the winter months). Creating more green space on the site of the Nelson property would 

allow the farmers’ market to expand and attract more visitors from across Door County. A public 

plaza on the Nelson site could incorporate elements other than just terraced green space. It could 

feature a stage with terraced, green seating to allow for public concerts, plays, or community 

meetings, outdoor seating for food trucks or nearby eateries, and other elements that would serve 

Baileys Harbor and provide both waterfront access and a community gathering space in the 

center of downtown. 
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Case Studies 

Riverfront Development in Neenah, Wisconsin 

The city of Neenah, Wisconsin, located in Winnebago County about 75 miles south of Door 

County, provides an excellent case study for how the Nelson Property might be repurposed as a 

public green space and gathering space to bring together the local community. Neenah is not 

located on Lake Michigan, but it is situated on the banks of Lake Winnebago, Little Lake Buttes 

de Morts, and the Fox River. In the early 2000s, Neenah recognized the need for a cohesive, 

connected, and strategic waterfront development plan to create, connect, and conserve public 

space along the waterfront for future generations. The community understood what an asset 

public waterfront can be, particularly the economic benefit a robust waterfront can have on local 

business and in tourism dollars. Baileys Harbor has significantly less public waterfront land 

available for development than Neenah. Nevertheless, a small cross section of the Neenah 

Waterfront Development Plan is an excellent case study for the development of the Nelson 

Property, specifically the portion of the report outlining planning efforts to augment and improve 

Shattuck Park.6 

Shattuck Park is the anchor for Neenah’s downtown waterfront and the Inner Harbor, located in 

the heart of downtown, with floating docks as primary access points to the water. The park is 1.6 

acres in total, with 400 feet of shoreline. Rather than a permanent building, the park includes 

terraced, grass-covered open space, which is used as a concert lawn, programming and multi-use 

venue space, and to provide sightline access to the water and to connect citizens to the public 

docks and boat ramp. The Shattuck Park plan included public restrooms, benches, tables, 

sculptural elements, a splash pad to attract children during the summer months, and other 

landscaping elements to make it attractive and inviting. If Baileys Harbor were to adopt a similar 

model, a terraced, green, open space connecting the nexus of downtown (including the town hall, 

and popular local businesses) with the waterfront and the Baileys Harbor public marina, the 

space could be used for a variety of programming types and other uses.  

The images below show the layout and features of Shattuck Park in Neenah. They provide an 

idea of the format on which Baileys Harbor could model the Nelson Plaza. Keep in mind that the 

 
6 https://www.ci.neenah.wi.us/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Master-Plan-Waterfront.pdf 

https://www.ci.neenah.wi.us/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Master-Plan-Waterfront.pdf
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scale of Shattuck Park is larger than the footprint of the Nelson Site, but individual elements are 

applicable, particularly the terraced lawn down to the waterfront.  

 

 
  

 

 
© 2020 City of Neenah 
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David Street Station, Casper, WY 

Another example of a vibrant and functioning public plaza that may provide an example for 

Baileys Harbor’s development of the Nelson Property site is the David Street Station in Casper, 

WY. Although this example is not as local as Neenah and is not a waterfront development, some 

of the design ideas and layout, as well as some of the funding details, may be relevant. The 

David Street Station is a public community plaza that enriches the Casper community by offering 

a central gathering place for a wide variety of events and activities, including but not limited to 

concerts, festivals, workshops, movies, markets, fundraisers, rallies, art walks, sporting events, 

tailgates, themed parties and picnics.7 The David Street Station, completed in 2018, includes 

built-in community vendor space, a community stage, terraced green space similar to the Neenah 

Shattuck Park example, and also includes a community splash pad that converts each winter to a 

community ice skating rink and space for a community Christmas tree.  

The David Street Station is an excellent second example to pair alongside the Neenah case study, 

because it occupies a similar footprint but includes more examples of permanent structures than 

the Shattuck Park example, including a permanent community stage and more structure to the 

layout to provide lanes for vendor stalls. However, it offers a similar opportunity to create a 

versatile, multi-use community plaza space that can be used year-round to serve both tourists and 

the local community. Baileys Harbor would be well served to create a terraced, planned, open 

community space on the Nelson Property site, take advantage of lake views and waterfront 

access, and make its downtown and marina a destination in Door County.  

 
       © David Street Station 

 
7 https://davidstreetstation.com/ 

https://davidstreetstation.com/
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    © David Street Station  

 
   © David Street Station 
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© David Street Station 
 

Recommendations for the Nelson Property 

Continue to focus on the importance of public waterfront access in Baileys Harbor. The 

importance of access was clearly one of the takeaways from the 2015 Design Charrette, and the 

town residents have put significant work into developing the waterfront parks in public 

easements to address the issue. However, compared to other waterfront communities in Door 

County, Baileys Harbor still has less public waterfront than many. Continue the forward 

thinking, vigilant attitude about purchasing crucial properties for the town. If a waterfront 

property in the downtown goes on the market and the town has the means and the votes to make 

a purchase, it may be a strategic investment in the community that supports tourism and town 

activities. 

Work with the Nelson Family to safeguard the legacy of the former “Nelson Shopping 

Center” site. As outsiders to the Baileys Harbor community, we do not know the ins and outs of 

relationships in town. However, we read the background materials about the closing of the 

Nelson Shopping Center and the regulatory hurdles they faced from local and state officials. 

There may or may not be tensions regarding a potential sale of the property. We recommend 
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working directly with the Nelson family and gathering their input on potential uses for the 

property. By respecting the legacy of the space and communicating to the family the potential 

benefits of making the property a public site, the town may be able to ease tensions and move 

forward, united. 

Invest in the “Nelson Public Plaza” on the site of the former Nelson Shopping Center. 

Although we shared two potential scenarios for the future of the Nelson property, we recommend 

focusing on creating a public greenspace and plaza on the site. This option avoids many of the 

regulatory hurdles that hampered efforts to renovate the Nelson Shopping Center and led to its 

closure. It still honors the 70-year legacy of the property, but provides public waterfront access 

to the entire community. The Nelson Public Plaza would support local activities and tourism, and 

provide additional outdoor events space for major town events, such as the 4th of July Festival 

and the fishing derbies, and it would provide a space for the farmers’ market, lakefront concerts, 

community picnics, and more. 
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Appendixes 

 

Appendix I: Contact Information for Interviewees and Subject Experts 

Name Position Association Contact Information 

Bill Ryan 
Community Business 

Development Specialist 
UW-Extension william.ryan@wisc.edu 

Mariah Goode Director 
Door County Land Use 

Services and Door County 
Housing Partnership 

mgoode@co.door.wi.us 

Kim Roberts Administrator Tourism Zone Commission info@doorcountytourismzone.com 

Brynn Swanson Membership Director Baileys Harbor info@baileysharbor.com 

Ed Freer Principal Landscape Architect GRAEF Ed.Freer@graef-usa.com 

Kristin Runge 
Community Development 

Specialist 
UW-Extension kristin.runge@wisc.edu 

Julie Felhofer Multifamily Housing Specialist USDA Rural Development  Julie.Felhofer@wi.usda.gov 

Jennifer Engel Community Programs Specialist USDA Rural Development  Jennifer.Engel@usda.gov 

Thomas 
Landgraf 

Real Estate and Urban Land 
Economics 

UW-Madison tom@dimdevllc.com 

Ian Aley Program Manager, Green Fund,  UW-Madison iraley@wisc.edu 

 

Appendix II: Front Door/Back Door Model 

Included in this link you can find an Excel file with the Front Door - Back Door Model described 

in this document. This spreadsheet allows you to easily fill in the data about housing type, 

number of units, and WHEDA tax credits to determine the financing cost for a development 

project. It may be useful for Baileys Harbor if the town moves forward with the proposed pocket 

neighborhood development proposed in the “Strategic Housing Development” section of this 

report. 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=168fGfwjA5glKzTSBD4byj9p5w5-D4Plc
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