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t started the way many good things
start—with a little serendipity and a
little crisis. The serendipity was one
of timing: a River Alliance of

Wisconsin board member and newly elected
State Representative took a long walk along
his home river, the Root River in Racine. He
saw a city struggling to rebuild itself in the
post-industrial age that had an underutilized
treasure flowing through the heart of it. The
crisis emerged with the public unveiling of a
development project at the mouth of the
river that would have cut off all public access
to the riverfront where it met Lake Michigan.
After being approached by local citizens and
the City, the developer modified the plan to
protect public access to the riverfront
(eventually, the development was shelved
altogether). 

The crisis was
averted but interest
in the river had been
rekindled. While the
City adopted several

The Root River in Racine, Wisconsin:

Planning for Riverfront Revitalization
plans for the management and
redevelopment of city areas that touch on
portions of the Root River, no
comprehensive plan existed that tied
together all the separate efforts to
rejuvenate and promote the river within the
City of Racine. And despite major
improvements in the water quality of the
river over the last 30 years, many still
perceive the Root River as “dirty, industrial
and contaminated,” as one resident stated.

Local residents and businesspeople came
together in a series of “conversations” to
talk about their hopes and visions for the
Root River. Eventually, the group evolved
into the Root River Council.1 In partnership
with the River Alliance of Wisconsin, the
Council identified the need to have a more
formalized vision for what riverfront

redevelopment should look like to avoid
having to “react” to proposals that have
already been developed and brought before
the public. 

In 2006, the Root River Council embarked
on a public outreach effort to develop
recommendations for redevelopment of the
Root River waterfront based on four
guiding principles: 2

1) Reorient the city to its river; 

2) Prompt robust, innovative
development and growth with a mix
of residential, retail and recreational
projects; 

3) Improve habitat and water quality
along the river; and 

4) Promote the participation of citizens
and good public process in decisions
affecting redevelopment of the
waterfront. 

by Helen Sarakinos

River Alliance of Wisconsin

www.wisconsinrivers.org I
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““JJuusstt  wwaaiitt  tt ii ll ll   wwee  sshhooww  yyoouu  oouurr  rriivveerr!!””   

RRoooott  RRiivveerr  CCoouunnccii ll   mmeemmbbeerr  CChhuucckk  SSnnyyddeerr

Melissa Warner
facilitating a group

planning session
during a “Root River

Conversations”
charette. Ph
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TThhiinnkk  uurrbbaann  rr iivveerr  ppllaannss  aarree  oonnllyy  aacchhiieevvaabbllee  iinn  ssmmaallll   cciittiieess??  TThhiinnkk  AAggaaiinn..

TThhee  LLooss  AAnnggeelleess  RRiivveerr  iiss  oonnee  ooff  tthhee  mmoosstt  cchhaannnneell iizzeedd  rr iivveerrss  iinn  tthhee  ccoouunnttrryy,,  ii ttss   cceemmeenntt

wwaall llss  iinntteennddeedd  ttoo  pprroovviiddee  tthhee  qquuiicckkeesstt  ccoonndduuiitt   ffoorr  wwaatteerr  ttoo  ffllooww  tthhrroouugghh  tthhee  cciittyy  iinnttoo

tthhee  oocceeaann..  RRiivveerr  aaddvvooccaatteess,,   llaanndd  oowwnneerrss,,  ssttaattee  aanndd  llooccaall   ooffffiicc iiaallss  aanndd  tthhee  NNaattiioonnaall

PPaarrkkss  SSeerrvviiccee’’ss   RRiivveerrss,,  TTrraaiillss   &&  CCoonnsseerrvvaattiioonn  AAssssiissttaannccee  PPrrooggrraamm  ssuucccceeeeddeedd,,

hhoowweevveerr,,   wwhheenn  iinn  tthhee  mmiidd  9900ss,,  tthhee  LLooss  AAnnggeelleess  RRiivveerr  MMaasstteerr  PPllaann  wwaass  ddeevveellooppeedd..  TThhee

ggooaallss  ooff  tthhee  LLAA  RRiivveerr  MMaasstteerr  PPllaann  aarree  ttoo::66

••      EEnnssuurree  fflloooodd  ccoonnttrrooll   aanndd  ppuubbll iicc  ssaaffeettyy  nneeeeddss  aarree  mmeett..

••      IImmpprroovvee  tthhee  aappppeeaarraannccee  ooff  tthhee  rr iivveerr  aanndd  tthhee  pprriiddee  ooff  llooccaall   ccoommmmuunniitt iieess  iinn  ii tt..

••      PPrroommoottee  tthhee  rr iivveerr  aass  aann  eeccoonnoommiicc  aasssseett  ttoo  tthhee  ssuurrrroouunnddiinngg  ccoommmmuunniittiieess..

••      PPrreesseerrvvee,,  eennhhaannccee  aanndd  rreessttoorree  eennvviirroonnmmeennttaall   rreessoouurrcceess  iinn  aanndd  aalloonngg  tthhee  rr iivveerr..

••      CCoonnssiiddeerr  ssttoorrmmwwaatteerr  mmaannaaggeemmeenntt  aalltteerrnnaattiivveess..

••      EEnnssuurree  ppuubbll iicc  iinnvvoollvveemmeenntt  aanndd  ccoooorrddiinnaattee  MMaasstteerr  PPllaann  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  aanndd

iimmpplleemmeennttaattiioonn  aammoonngg  jjuurriissddiiccttiioonnss..

••      PPrroovviiddee  aa  ssaaffee  eennvviirroonnmmeenntt  aanndd  aa  vvaarriieettyy  ooff  rreeccrreeaattiioonnaall   ooppppoorrttuunniitt iieess  aalloonngg

tthhee  rr iivveerr..

••      EEnnssuurree  ssaaffee  aacccceessss  ttoo  aanndd  ccoommppaattiibbii ll ii ttyy  bbeettwweeeenn  tthhee  rr iivveerr  aanndd  ootthheerr  aaccttiivviittyy

cceenntteerrss..

LLooss  AAnnggeelleess  iiss  mmaakkiinngg  pprrooggrreessss..   AAss  ooff  FFeebbrruuaarryy  22000077,,   tthhee  LLooss  AAnnggeelleess  RRiivveerr

RReevviittaall iizzaattiioonn  MMaasstteerr  PPllaann  ccoonnssiisstteedd  ooff  223399  pprroojjeeccttss,,   iinncclluuddiinngg  tthhee  eessttaabbll iisshhmmeenntt  ooff

ppaarrkkss,,  ooppeenn  ssppaaccee,,  ppeeddeessttrriiaann  aanndd  bbiiccyyccllee  ppaatthhss,,  bbrriiddggeess  aanndd  cchhaannnneell   mmooddiiffiiccaattiioonn

pprroojjeeccttss,,   aanndd  ccrreeaattiioonn  ooff  aa  fflloooodd  ccoonnttrrooll   cchhaannnneell..77
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The Root River planning process aimed to
meaningfully engage residents in a public
dialogue about the role of the Root River in
a revitalized urban center. The Root River
Council worked directly with different
stakeholders who have an interest in the
river: neighborhood associations and
churches, local businesses, developers,
recreational, fishing and environmental
groups, local schools, Root-Pike Watershed
Initiative Network, Downtown Racine
Corporation, members of Common Council

whose districts incorporate the Root River
and staff from the City Departments of
Public Works, Parks, City Development and
the Mayor’s office.

Both one-on-one interviews and facilitated
group meetings were used to receive public
input. Interviews were designed to
determine how stakeholders perceive and
use the river and what they believe is
needed to make the river a more central
resource for the city. The public visioning

cont. on page 22



22 River Network • RIVER VOICES • Volume 19, Number 1

process for the Root River Plan was carried
out in three public charettes held in the fall
of 2007 and facilitated by UW-Milwaukee’s
Community Design Solutions.3 These
working meetings were designed for small
group discussions that enabled residents to
learn about the current condition of the
Root River and share their opinions about its
future. Additionally, the Root River Council
distributed surveys to Racine area residents.
The survey responses and meeting

discussions shaped the recommendations in
the final plan. Melissa Warner, a charette
facilitator and Root River Council Member,
was impressed with the level of
participation: “People came with interest,
imagination and purpose. They contributed
ideas on how the riverfront activities would
enhance life in Racine, with businesses,
residences and entertainment in the urban
sector, and recreational amenities and
natural enhancements on the upriver sector.
The plan that emerged is one that has an
exciting and attainable vision for the future.” 

City Administration (specifically the Mayor’s
Office and Departments of City
Development, Parks and Public Works) as
well as key aldermen and business interests
were kept up-to-date on the Root River
Council’s activities. It was helpful to know
that the Mayor and the City Planner saw the
value of revitalizing the riverfront; both
endorsed and supported the public process.

The final plan, “Back to the Root: An Urban
River Revitalization Plan”4 was published in

Planning for Riverfront Revitialization, cont.

cont. from page 21 July 2008 and unanimously adopted in
concept by Common Council. The Plan’s
recommendations included a mix of both
policy changes that continue to be
developed, as well as a series of items that
were immediately “actionable”—from the
placement of canoe launches to working
with City Parks Administration on placing
vegetated buffers along riverfront parks—
that groups of citizens could undertake
right away. 

While the vision may take many years to be
fully realized, new initiatives have already
begun on the Root River. University of
Wisconsin-Parkside opened an
environmental education and community
center that offers recreation and education
on the Root River, just west of downtown
Racine.5 The City completed a
comprehensive water quality study of the
river in 2007 and, in partnership with the
River Alliance of Wisconsin and the
business community, is preparing zoning
language to formalize and guide
development of the river district. But most
importantly, residents of Racine are
rediscovering their riverfront one boat ride,
bike ride and walk at a time, and are
beginning to see this namesake river as the
source of beauty and inspiration it can be.

““TThhrroouugghh  aann  eessttaabblliisshheedd  nneettwwoorrkk  ooff  ccoommmmuunniittyy
ssttaakkeehhoollddeerrss  aanndd  cciittyy  aaddmmiinniissttrraattiioonn,,  tthhee

ppllaannnniinngg  pprroocceessss  ssuucccceessssffuullllyy  ddeevveellooppeedd  aa  cclleeaarr,,
ccoonncciissee  aanndd  ccoommmmuunniittyy  ddrr iivveenn  ppllaann..””   

BBoonnnniiee  PPrroocchhaasskkaa,,  RRoooott  RRiivveerr  CCoouunncciill   MMeemmbbeerr

1 www.backtotheroot.org
2 This outreach campaign was made possible with funding from the Wisconsin Coastal Management

Program, the Racine Community Foundation and the CS Mott Foundation (by way of the River Alliance’s
participation).

3 www4.uwm.edu/cds
4 The final plan and related news articles are available at www.backtotheroot.org.
5 www.uwp.edu/departments/community.partnerships/environmentalcentersrec.cfm
6 ladpw.org/wmd/watershed/LA/larmp_mission.cfm
7 www.lariverrmp.org/Media/documents/RiverPlanCNS.doc


