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VISION 
The Comprehensive Plan’s purpose is to implement Northern Township’s vision while providing general guidance for 

the public, future development, and neighborhood stability. 
 

 
 

Purpose of the Comprehensive Plan 
This document contains the Comprehensive Plan for 

Northern Township. The purpose of the Comprehensive 

Plan for Northern Township is to provide: 

 An essential legal basis for land use regulation, 

such as zoning growth control; and 

 A picture of Northern Township’s future by 

presenting a unified vision as a result from goals 

and objectives from Northern Township’s 

citizens. 

The Comprehensive Plan establishes specific goals and 

policies to fulfill its vision and will be crucial as challenges 

related to economic vitality, accessible housing, 

community safety, and environmental preservation affect 

the future character of Northern Township. 

Authority to Plan 
The power to create and employ a comprehensive plan 

comes from State Law. Minnesota Statutes (MINN. STAT.), 

Sections 462.351 to 462.364, contain the planning powers 

granted to Minnesota municipalities. Specifically, MINN. 

STAT., Section 462.353, Subd. 1 authorizes the 

municipality to “carry on comprehensive municipal 

planning activities for guiding the future development and 

improvement of the municipality and may prepare, adopt 

and amend a comprehensive municipal plan and 

implement such plan by ordinance or other office 

measure.” 

 
The comprehensive plan is the foundation on which 

regulatory tools, such as zoning ordinances, subdivision 

regulations, and capital improvement programs are 

developed. Once in place, future development and 

redevelopment in a community should be evaluated on 

whether it is consistent with the comprehensive plan. 
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Use of the Comprehensive Plan 
This Comprehensive Plan presents a vision for the future of Northern Township and a clear direction for community action. It 

is based on locally established visions, goals, and policies derived through public participation. The individual chapters outline 

in more specific terms the goals and policies to ensure Northern Township grows in a way that: 

 supports the values of the community, enhances economic vitality; 

 promotes maintenance and enhancement of existing neighborhoods and commercial districts  

 provides affordable housing for all ages and groups; and 

 determines and reinforces approaches for protecting natural resources and open spaces. 
 

The Comprehensive Plan is intended to be a dynamic document used to: 

 Guide local officials and staff to assist with development and infrastructure decisions, acquisition and use of land, 

budget capital improvements, and establish regulatory changes. 

 Guide residents, businesses, and property owners to assist in determining property use, understanding possible 

land use changes in Northern Township, establish reasonable land value expectations, understand future 

infrastructure improvements, and make improvements and investments to their own properties. 

 Guide developers in property acquisitions and coordination of development plans with the goals, policies, and 

regulations outlined in this Comprehensive Plan. 

As the foremost guide for community growth and development within Northern Township, the Comprehensive Plan influences 

many other decisions. It is intended to be a dynamic document that is regularly reviewed and updated. 
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Public Participation 

 

 

The Northern Township Comprehensive Plan was originally created through a public participation process, in conjunction with 

the City of Bemidji for the purposes of shared planning and zoning throughout the Bemidji Area Joint Planning Board 

boundary. The process was designed to offer a range of opportunities for the Northern Township community to provide input 

on issues, opportunities, and any concerns related to future planning. To that end, residents’ ideas, thoughts, and opinions 

are considered throughout the planning process and development of this plan. 

Since the initial start of the Comprehensive Plan in 2012, public input from citizens, subcommittees, township staff, and 

elected officials has been an integral part of the planning process. Between 2012 and 2015, Northern Township staff moved 

forward on selected initial topics, or chapters, to be addressed through the development of, then incorporated into, the 

Comprehensive Plan. Topics were selected, in part, as a result of community discussions, comments from those community 

discussions, planning cases, a community survey, and a general understanding of Northern Township and the City of Bemidji. 

The topics selected were identified as the key challenges facing Northern Township. 

In 2023, dissolution of the GBAJPB was agreed upon by the two entities.  This document has been revised and updated to 

reflect Northern Township, as a standalone entity, at the time of the dissolution at the end of December 2023. 
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In August of 2016, a Steering Committee was appointed to disseminate 

what had been gathered previously, guide the planning process and 

Comprehensive Plan development moving forward, and make 

recommendations. The work of this steering committee has been 

modified to present herein only that portion pertinent to Northern 

Township. 

 
Throughout the course of the Comprehensive Plan development, the 

Steering Committee reviewed and updated Northern Township’s vision, 

created goals and policies, reviewed and recommended chapter content, 

and developed implementation action items. 

 

The Steering Committee sought public engagement through open 

houses, and a public meeting in November of 2018. The Steering 

Committee reviewed past goals and policies from several public input 

meetings and sub-committee meetings to better understand issues 

related to the Comprehensive Plan and to create a document of 

objectives and strategies that can be used to guide future growth and 

development. These goals, objectives, and strategies were developed 

and refined to create this document. 

 

 

 
 

Photo Credit: Northern Township 
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Organization of the Comprehensive Plan 

The Plan has been organized into the following chapters: 

 Chapter 1: Introduction introduces the comprehensive planning process and acknowledgements of those 

instrumental to its development. 

 Chapter 2: Values, Vision, and Present Day provides the core values, vision, and mission of Northern Township with 

a snapshot of present day conditions. 

 Chapter 3: Community Overview provides a summary of the social, economic, and physical features that are 

influencing land use and community development patterns at the time the Comprehensive Plan was developed. 

 Chapter 4: Land Use describes Northern Township’s desires for future land use and development patterns. This 

chapter establishes objectives and strategies related to growth, land use, redevelopment, development trends, and 

economic growth/development. 

 Chapter 5: Community Facilities & Services describes existing and future community needs to accommodate 

demand for new services. Community facilities consist of the structures, infrastructure, facilities, and services 

administered by the public and semi-public organizations that provide for the day-to-day functions of Northern 

Township. 

 Chapter 6: Housing provides a summary of existing housing characteristics, promotes increased housing availability 

and affordability, promotes maintenance and enhancement of existing neighborhoods, and provides objectives and 

strategies for future development relative to needs and demand. 
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 Chapter 7: Transportation describes the current transportation network, including the trail system; evaluates current 

and future transportation needs; and provides objectives and strategies for attaining Northern Township’s 

transportation vision. 

 Chapter 8: Active & Healthy Community summarizes current park and recreation facilities and identifies objectives 

and strategies to expand and improve the system in Northern Township to provide a wide range of recreational 

activities for people of all ages and interests. 

 Chapter 9: Natural Resources identify areas of high environmental and natural resource value. These features will 

often influence what kind of adjacent land use may occur and the intensity of any given use. 

 Chapter 10: Implementation provides guidance and direction to ensure programs, objectives, and strategies 

addressed within the Comprehensive Plan are carried out by the decisions that Northern Township staff make 

daily. 
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VISION 
We respect our differences and what we share, we strive to protect our history and diverse population and seek a sense 

of place. 
 

 

Introduction 
Northern Township is proud of its unique character and 

cultural assets. This section will explore the community’s 

cultural assets. 

 
Photo credit:  
Tony Webster from Minneapolis, Minnesota, United States 
 

Core Values 
The following values are important to residents of Northern 

Township, and, along with the Comprehensive Plan, provide 

a guide for developing implementation strategies: 

Northern Township is an inclusive community valuing 

the culturally rich history of lands first settled by the 

Anishinaabe people; 

Maintaining and enhancing our northwoods 

character is vital to preserving our unique sense of 

place as the community prepares for growth; 

Northern Township will promote a diverse 

opportunity for housing, transportation, employment, 

leisure, and lifestyle choice for all residents; 

Natural Resources are invaluable, so Northern Township 

will promote resource conservation efforts to make 

sure these resources will be used in a way that they remain 

healthy for future generations; 
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There will be equity in planning; the distribution of 

resources, the improvement of infrastructure, and the 

decision-making process will be fair and just for all 

residents; 

As we look to the future, respect of our culture and 

history, respect for our increasing diversity, respect for our 

opportunities, respect for our challenges, and respect for 

all residents of Northern Township will be imperative as 

we prepare for growth; 

The improvement of overall health and wellness of 

Northern Township will be a top priority, the 

improvement of physical health and mental well-being of 

all residents will ensure a vibrant and healthy community; 

and 

Sustainability will be a continuous and ongoing 

endeavor as the community expands. This includes 

promoting healthy economic development, ensuring fair 

land use decisions for all, and enhancing the overall 

wellness of our people and environment to ensure future 

generations receive equal or better opportunities for 

success. 

Vision 
The vision of Northern Township is to be “A Model for 

Resiliency—Upholding Our Northwoods Character—With 

Respect for our Citizens and Environment.” 

 
 

Mission 
The mission of Northern Township is “Responsible Growth 

with Northwoods Character, preserving our history and 

providing diverse opportunities for success.” 

 

Photo credit: Trip Advisor 
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Sustainability and Smart Growth 
This plan has been developed with sustainability and 

smart growth in mind. One of the most often quoted 

definitions of sustainability is from the United Nations 

World Commission on Environment and Development, 

“sustainable development is development that meets the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs.” Sustainability 

can be defined differently by the individual or organization 

choosing to adopt sustainable practices. For this plan, a 

model of sustainability is being followed that includes 

social equity, economic feasibility, personal wellness and 

environmental responsibility. 

As Northern Township is anticipated to continue to grow 

into the future, it is imperative that this plan identifies how 

the community wishes to grow. This plan was developed 

with smart growth principles in mind based on Smart 

Growth America and the American Planning Association 

policy guide for smart growth. Smart growth is an approach 

to development that encourages a mix of building types and 

uses, diverse housing and transportation options, 

development within existing neighborhoods, and 

community engagement. 

 

 

Credit: Bemidji State University Sustainability Office 

Credit: Smart Growth America 
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Present Day Northern Township 
Strengths 
Northern Township is a place people are proud to call 

home due to its unique and vibrant community as well as 

the following strengths: 

 The Area has a strong entrepreneurial culture that 

continues to grow. 

 The Area is a place of opportunity for those looking 

for something new. 

 There are numerous state and federal agencies 

located within the Area as well as offices for all 

Beltrami County services. 

 There is an abundance of parks, including 

Lake Bemidji State Park on the north shore of 

Lake Bemidji.  

 The area is home to the fourth busiest airport in 

the State of Minnesota. 

 

Photo credit: Bemidji Pioneer 



Chapter 2-Values, Vision, and Present-Day Strengths and Challenges 5 

 

Present-Day Northern Township 
Challenges 

 Attracting and retaining talent in the workforce for 

Northern Township. 

 Low wage employment contributes to poverty 

levels. 

 Health issues associated with chemical 

dependency and mental illness is increasing. 

 Identifying and filling gaps within the housing 

spectrum. 

 Reliable and consistent transportation options for all 

residents. 
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VISION 
Embraces a diverse community culture in the arts, natural resources, and heritage. 

 
 

 

Introduction 
This section of the Comprehensive Plan includes 

information and data that provide a foundation for 

understanding the current conditions within the 

Northern Township community. Specifically, the 

overview discusses the community’s location, 

history, and demography. 

 

Location 
Northern Township is in north central Minnesota 

and covers roughly 22.7-square miles of 

geographical area (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Location Maps 

 
Photo Credit: Freeberg & Grund 2023 
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History of Northern Township 
Northern Township was settled by ancestors of the Dakota 

Native Americans, Ojibwe Native Americans, Euro-

Americans, African Americans, and other ethnic groups 

that sought to live in this wonderful place. This rich 

cultural diversity has helped shape Northern Township into 

what is it today. 

How did it start? 
Native Americans were the first settlers of the  

In the 1700’s the Ojibwe people migrated westward, forcing 

the Dakota people to move west and south of Northern 

Township. By the end of the 1700’s, the Ojibwe people 

were established in Northern Township. During this same 

time, Euro- American people migrated into Northern 

Township to capitalize on the fur trade. The Ojibwe people 

played a role in this movement, trading fur, food, and other 

amenities. 

 

In Comes the Railroad, Logging and Sawmills, and Great 
Depression 
By 1900, the railroad served by the Minnesota and International 

Railroad Company connected the area to Brainerd and 

Minneapolis. By 1910, the Soo Line connected the area to Duluth. 

By 1915, five different railroad companies were shipping goods to 

and from the area. 

Opportunities for the logging industry was created in the 

northern region of Minnesota with the advent of railroads. 

John Pillsbury, the cofounder of the Pillsbury Company and 

eighth Governor of Minnesota, owned many large white 

pine stands in the area. In 1903, Crookston Sawmill #1 was 

built by Thomas Shevlin and Elbert Carpenter, and by 1910 

it was labeled the second largest sawmill in the nation. The 

Crookston Lumber Company had thirteen logging camps in 

the area supplying the sawmill. The end of the logging era 

in the area slowed throughout the 1910’s and ended in the 

1920’s due to a series of sawmill fires and the area being 

nearly logged out. 

Beginning in 1929 and into the late 1930’s, the United States 

was affected by the Great Depression. During this time, the 

American economy failed forcing millions of people into 

unemployment. Northern Township was not exempt from  this 
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travesty. In 1933, the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), a 

work relief program as part of the New Deal, put millions of 

young men to work over a nine-year period. Northern Township 

benefitted from the CCC with thousands of young men 

employed to replant and build the infrastructure for the national 

forests we have today. This program was a big step in pulling 

Northern Township out of the Great Depression because local 

businesses thrived off the influx of employees providing goods 

and services. 

Photo Credit: Minnesota Historical Society 



Chapter 3-Community Overview 4 

 

Historic Renovation 
Beltrami County Historical Society 

The Beltrami County Historical Society (BCHS) was 

founded in 1952. The mission of the Beltrami County 

Historical Society is to provide connections to county history 

through public archives, collections, interpretive exhibits, 

and programs that educate, invite dialogue, and inspire self- 

reflection. The National Register of Historic Places (NHRP) 

is the official list of the Nation’s historic places worthy of 

preservation. Table 1 shows NHRP within Northern 

Township. 

Table 1: National Register of Historic Places—Northern Township 
 

 

Name 

Lake Bemidji State Park 

CCC/NYA/Rustic Style 

Historic Resources 

Nation Register Information 

System ID 

89001674 

Year added to the Registry October 25, 1989 

Location Off Co. Hwy. 20 NE of Bemidji 

Historic Significance Entertainment/Recreation/ 

Politics/Government/ 

Architecture 

Architect, Builder, or Engineer Multiple 

Architectural Style Other 

Period of Significance 1925-1949 

Owner Public-State 

Historic Function State Park 

Current Function State Park 
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Events and Activities 

The  Area contributes over 400 lakes within a 25-mile radius as a year-round destination for fishing. 

Outdoor activities available in the Area are as diverse as its seasons.  The Area is recognized for the available facilities, 

trails, and parks as well as its focus on encouraging active living and promoting numerous activities of physical 

recreation for all ages and interests, including: 

 Biking  Snowmobiling 

 Walking and hiking  Snow Tubing 

 Bird watching  Ice Fishing 

 ATV/OHV  Snowshoeing 

 Skateboarding  Winter biking 

 Disc golf  Cross country skiing 

 Golf  Ice skating 

 Hunting/Fishing  Hockey 

 BSU Outdoor Program Center (OPC)  

 Downhill skiing and Snowboarding  
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The following is a sample of facilities, activities, and 

parklands within the Area: 

 Lake Bemidji State Park offers recreational activities 

year-round, including swimming, boating, fishing, 

birdwatching, hiking, camping, biking, picnicking, 

snowmobiling, cross-country skiing, and year-round 

naturalist-led activities. 

 Movil Maze, County and State Lands, hunting, 

fishing, trail networks, restaurants and beaches 

abound, proving physical and recreational activities, 

year-around. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Photo Credit: Bemidji Pioneer 
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Demographics 
A study of demographics is included in the 

Comprehensive Plan and provides information as to 

whether a community is growing, identifies the range of 

age and gender status of the population, and identifies 

trends that can help a community plan for its future. 

Income, as well as workforce statistics, were identified 

in development of the Comprehensive Plan, breaking 

down education attainment, labor force, commuting, 

and employment by industry. 

Northern Township Population Growth 
Northern Township has experienced steady and 

managed growth over the past century. Since 1980, 

Northern Township has experienced steady growth. 

According to the 2010 census, the population for 

Northern Township was 4,657, increasing by 15.8% 

since 2000.   Chart 1 breaks down the population per 

decade for Northern Township. 

 

 

 

 

 

Chart 1: Population of Northern Township, 1960-2020 

 
 

Population Growth 

Table 2 compares population trends of Northern Township to 

Beltrami County, the State of Minnesota and the United States.  

Northern Township experienced a growth increase of 15.8% 

between 2000-2010.  The growth rate increase of Northern 

Township is higher than the growth increase of Beltrami County 

for these time frames.  Conversely, the State of Minnesota’s 

population increase of 7.8% between 2000 and 2010 is 

substantially less.  Between 2010-2020 Northern Township 

experienced a 2.6% decline due to annexation. 
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 Chart 1: Population of Northern Township Area, 1960-2015   
 

Table 2: Northern Township, County, and State Population Comparison, 2000-2020 

 

 
2000 2010 

2000-2010 
2020 

2010-2020 

 Change % Change Change % Change 

Northern Township 4,021 4,657 636 15.8% 4,535 (122) (2.6%) 

Beltrami County 39,650 44,442 4,792 12.1% 46,228 1,786 4.0% 

Minnesota 4,919,479 5,303,925 384,446 7.8% 5,706,494 352,569 6.6% 

United States 281,421,906 308,745,538 27,323,632 8.8% 331,449,281 22,703,743 7.4% 
 

Source: (US Census, Decennia Census, 2020); (Minnesota State Demographic Center) 
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Population Projections 

Population projection statistics can be impacted by 

several factors, including culture, infant mortality, 

quality of health care, life expectancy, and more. 

Future populations can be predicted through several 

methods that may or may not take these components 

into account.  

Chart 2 illustrates population projection for the years 

2030, 2040, and 2050. Between 2010 and 2022 there 

was a decrease in population primarily due to 

annexation by the City of Bemidji. The simple 

compound growth rate calculates a conservative 

population growth estimate for Northern Township. 

Chart 2: Population Projections, Northern Township 

 
 

Source: (US Census, Decennia Census, Minnesota State Demographic Center 2022) 
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Race 
 

Northern Township is centrally located between 

three tribal nations of Anishinaabe Indians. The 

Red Lake Nation is to the north, White Earth is 

located to the southwest, and Leech Lake is 

located to the southeast. As economic 

opportunities, housing, and public services are 

more difficult to come by in each nation, many 

Native Americans choose to move to Northern 

Township in search of employment, housing, or 

other necessary services. 
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 Median Household 

Income 
% of Population with 

Bachelor’s Degree or Higher 
Employment Rate 

Northern Township $98,049 59.8% 63.0% 
Beltrami County $55,910 30.4% 59.6% 
Minnesota $77,720 38.9% 65.0% 
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VISION 
Retain and enhance our community character, diversity of uses, natural and historic resources, and human scale of 

Northern Township. 

 

 

Introduction 
This section examines the existing land use patterns and 

proposes a future land use scenario for Northern 

Township. A primary purpose of land use planning is to 

protect existing conforming properties and future 

development from incompatible uses. This protection 

benefits residents, landowners, developers, and investors 

alike. 

The principles and standards for implementing the Future 

Land Use Plan will need to be specifically defined in the 

Northern Township Area’s land use plan as well as in the 

zoning and subdivision regulations. Land development 

regulations are the foremost means of implementing the 

guidelines in this comprehensive plan and controlling land 

use in Northern Township. 

Current Land Use 
The current land use in the Area reflects past development 

decisions and tells the story of the area’s development 

history and trends. The planning process helps ensure 

coordinated land use decisions enhance the overall quality 

of life of Northern Township by mitigating the impacts of 

undesirable uses next to neighborhoods. This process 

begins with examining the types and locations of existing 

land uses within Northern Township and determining how 

and where new growth and development may best be 

accommodated. 

 
Photo credit: S&J Development 
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An assessment of the current land use in the Area was performed at the beginning of this comprehensive plan study to identify 

existing development patterns. Table 4 and Chart 8 break down the total land use acreage within the Area. 

Table 4: Land Use Acreage as of 2017 
 

Land Use Type Percent 

Single-Family Residential 38.1% 

Multi-Family Residential 0.3% 

Manufactured Home 0.2% 

Residential Unimproved 4.0% 

Commercial 3.6% 

Public/Open Space 36.0% 

Agricultural 10.8% 

Rural Vacant Land 7.0% 

Total Acreage 100% 

Source: MN Department of Revenue (Classification Rates for Assessment Year 2024), Freeberg & Grund 2023 
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Residential 

Residential use is the predominant land use in Northern 

Township, accounting for 42.6% of the total land area. 

Residential uses are classified into the following 

categories: 

 Single-Family Residential (38.1%) 

 Multi-Family Residential (0.3%) 

 Manufactured Homes (0.2%) 

 Residential Unimproved (4.0%) 
 

Existing residential uses have been mapped according 

to the number of residences on a property. Single-family 

residential is based on primarily one home per parcel. 

Multi- family residential includes multiple units per parcel 

such as townhomes, apartments, condominiums, etc. 

Commercial 

Commercial land use makes up 3.6% of the total land 

area in the Area. Commercial land uses offer a wide 

variety of goods and services and are primarily located 

along major transportation corridors, which serve both 

regional and community needs.  

  

Public/Open Space 

Public/Open Space is land owned by the township or 

county for public use, town hall, or other governmental 

centers. Open Space applies to permanent open space 

intended for recreational or resource conservation uses.  

Included are neighborhood, community, and regional 

parks. This category also includes parks & 

rec/forestry/protected open space and quasi-public 

uses such as the hospital, schools, churches, cemeteries, 

and other publicly owned social service providers. 

Public/Open Space makes up 36.0% of the total land 

area in Northern Township.   

         Photo Credit: Ruttger’s Birchmont Lodge Facebook 
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Agricultural 

Agricultural land is used for farming, dairying, pasturage, 

horticulture, silviculture, animal and poultry husbandry, and the 

necessary accessory uses for treating and storing produce. 

Agricultural land in Northern Township covers roughly 10.8% of 

the region. 

 

Rural Vacant Land 

Rural vacant land is developable areas that are not currently 

developed. Roughly 7.0% of the land in Northern Township is 

undeveloped or classified as vacant.
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Figure 2: Northern Township Existing Land Use Map 

 

 
Source: Freeberg & Grund 2023 
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Zoning 
Figure 3 illustrates the current arrangement of zoning districts. An approximate statistical 

breakdown of the amount and proportion of land zoned for various uses is provided in 

the following table. Table 5 provides a description of all zoning districts. 

Figure 3: Northern Township Zoning Map 

 
Source: Freeberg & Grund 2023
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Table 5: Zoning Classifications & Acres 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Source: Freeberg & Grund 2023 

 
Zoning Districts 

Zoning districts are created to promote 

orderly land development within Northern 

Township, including the shoreland of its public 

waters. Northern Township is divided into the 

following zoning districts: 

 Commercial (B-1) 

Provide areas for the placement of commercial 

establishments, including service, retail, and 

wholesale providers as well as uses complimentary 

to such uses in areas where central services are not 

available. 

 Conservation (C) 

Provide areas of low intensity uses and 

development in order to preserve wildlife habitat 

and protect sensitive natural resources. 

 Manufactured Home Park (MH) 

Provide areas for the placement of manufactured 

homes in an approved manufactured home park. 

 Rural (R-1) 

Provide areas of low-density development and low- 

intensity uses to preserve a predominantly rural 

residential character. 

 Suburban Residential (R-2) 

Provide areas for suburban residential development 

and other compatible uses at a density that will 

encourage the provision of centralized sewer or 

water services. 

Zone Description 

% of 
Zoned 
Land Acres 

C Conservation 31.8 4,690 

R-1 Rural 4.9 715 

R-2 Suburban Residential 56.1 8,261 

R-3 High Density Residential 0.2 30 

R-4 Multiple Family 2.8 419 

MH Manufactured Housing Park 0.4 55 

B-1 Commercial 3.8 559 

Total  100 14,729 
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 High Density Residential (R-3) 

Provide areas for residential development and 

compatible uses at a density that promotes an 

efficient delivery of central services. 

 Multiple Family (R-4) 

Provide areas for multiple family residential 

development and compatible uses in both urban 

and suburban settings. 

Overlay District 

 Shoreland Overlay (SH) 

The Shoreland Overlay District will overlay zoning 

districts established by Northern Township so that 

any parcel of land located within shoreland will also 

lie in an established zoning district. 

 Airport Protection Overlay (AP) 

Protects the character of airport operations, airport 

safety, and development in the airport safety zones 

at the ends of the runways. 
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Future Land Use 
Figure 4: Future Land Use Map is a guide for Northern 

Township’s zoning ordinance and map, which is the official 

regulating document for land use. The land use map should 

be used in conjunction with the policies from this chapter. 

Northern Township has developed the Future Land Use Map 

to guide decisions regarding future growth and development. 

The property owner can initiate any land use changes, 

although Northern Township has the ability to rezone 

properties on the land use map to rezone properties as 

appropriate as the part of a zoning ordinance update. 

 

Photo credit: Visit Bemidji 



 

Figure 4: Northern Township Future Land Use Map 
  

 
Source: Freeberg & Grund 2023 
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Land Use Strengths 
 

It is important to identify the current land use strengths of 

Northern Township to ensure that future land use decisions 

are building on these strengths and not hindering them. 

Current land use strengths include: 

 Recent history demonstrates a strong commitment to 

preserving open space and sensitive landscapes as 

well as providing parks and trails. 

 Sense of place and uniqueness built around the 

shores of Lake Bemidji. 

 Increase in cluster style development in rural areas. 

 Nearly ten years of joint planning and zoning efforts 

in Northern Township. 
 

Land Use Challenges 
 Surface water and wetlands comprise 

approximately 36% of land area within Northern 

Township. 

 Lack of land suitable for residential development 

with access to central utility services.  

 Surrounding local government units not 

participating in a cooperative approach to land use 

planning. 

Photo Credit: Bemidji Pioneer 
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 Natural hazards can affect the built environment 

and require additional consideration during land 

use planning. 

Land Use Objectives & Strategies 
Objective 4.1: Preserve the Quality Residential 
Neighborhoods 

Thriving neighborhoods are important to a growing 

community as well as ensuring that existing neighborhoods 

are not consistently replaced with multi-family or 

commercial development that could increase rural sprawl. It 

is also important to allow existing non-conforming 

residential areas to be redeveloped. 

1. Review and update the land use ordinances and 

zoning map on a regular basis. It is important to 

review current land use patterns to ensure 

neighborhoods are being preserved. It is 

anticipated that multi-family and commercial 

development will continue to increase. It is 

imperative to ensure this increase will not impact 

existing neighborhoods with increases in traffic, 

noise, or other factors associated with intensified 

development. 

2. Promote “mixed-use” areas to improve the 

transition of residential land use to other land 

uses. Mixed-use areas can provide an excellent 

transition from residential areas to commercial or 

highly developed areas. Gradually intensifying the 

uses on the fringe of neighborhoods or along high- 

traffic corridors that have been traditionally 

residential will mitigate impact to existing 

neighborhoods. 

3. Identify specific redevelopment opportunities 

and promote revitalization while maintaining 

character. Mapping of existing neighborhoods can 

provide a clearer boundary to ensure preservation. 

This can also aid in the development of form-based 

zoning to allow redevelopment of existing non- 

conforming structures. 

4. Allow flexibility with site design standards to 

ensure high-quality development. Allowing for 

greater flexibility of zoning ordinances or density 

requirements for meeting site development criteria, 

such as increased live landscaping, stormwater 

retention areas, active recreation amenities, or park 

area, can provide a benefit to developers while 
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ensuring a high-quality neighborhood is being 

designed or redeveloped. 

5. Promote pedestrian-scale designs to increase 

sense of place and improve active transportation 

in new developments or redevelopments. It is 

important to ensure high-density residential areas 

are designed with active transportation in mind. 

Pedestrian-scale design of roadways and buildings 

can allow for a safe and inviting walkable 

environment. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photo credit: Justin David; Archinect 

Objective 4.2: Preserve and Promote Commercial 
and Industrial Redevelopment or In-Fill 
Development Where Appropriate 

Providing opportunity for commercial and industrial 

redevelopment is imperative to reduce urban sprawl and 

increase land use densities where appropriate. Land use 

planning can preserve existing developed areas and ensure 

land is available as well as compatible for increased 

development. 

1. Promote flexibility for commercial and industrial 

redevelopment and encourage in-fill 

development. Allowing for in-fill development and 

redevelopment of existing commercial areas will 

ensure the current commercial and industrial areas 

remain vibrant, full, and diverse. In-fill and 

redevelopment will be encouraged before resorting 

to increasing commercial and industrial areas. 

2. Identify areas where commercial and industrial 

uses should be located, specifically adjacent to 

highways with controlled access where noise, 

odor, dust, and glare will have minimal impact. 

When reviewing new commercial and industrial 

land uses, ensuring these areas are appropriate 
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and compatible with opportunity to be successful. 

Piecemeal development of industrial and 

commercial land uses can increase urban sprawl 

and have negative impacts on existing, less intense 

surrounding land uses. 

3. Incorporate multi-modal transportation access 

and aesthetically pleasing site and building 

designs when reviewing commercial 

development and redevelopment. With increasing 

interest in alternative modes of transportation 

ensuring that retail, office, and mixed-use 

developments are designed with multi-modal 

transportation in mind and aesthetically pleasing 

site layout and building designs can increase 

success and promote healthy living. 

4. Utilize overlay zoning districts to address 

emerging issues and increase connections and 

transition of land uses. The creation of overlay 

districts can allow for increased zoning restrictions 

or flexibility in areas that are suitable for 

development or redevelopment. Allowing for a 

decrease in zoning regulation can ensure in-fill 

development in already developed areas, while 

increasing regulation can ensure that already 

developed areas remain healthy. 

Objective 4.3: Promote Land Use Decisions that 
Protect the Natural Environment through Smart 
Growth and Sustainable Practices 

When reviewing increases of land uses through subdivisions 

or large-scale commercial developments, resource 

conservation measures and sustainable land use practices 

will be reviewed. 

1. Utilize guidelines for land use practices 

conserving natural landscapes and allow zoning 

flexibility for implementation. Zoning flexibility can 

be initiated for development to ensure protection 

and conservation of natural landscapes on a site 

such as bluffs, steep slopes, trees, or wetlands, 

lakes, and streams. 

2. Preserve existing natural habitat connections. 

Preserve the existing natural habitat and large 

wetland complex within its boundaries to ensure 

native habitat for animals and an ample amount of 

open space exists. 

3. Promote in-fill development with access to public 

infrastructure. Supporting projects that can use 
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existing public infrastructure as well as increase 

density and intensification of land use when 

appropriate can help limit urban sprawl. However, 

supporting proposals at a density that strain 

existing public transportation or utilities is not 

sustainable and can negatively impact the public. 

4. Support a reduction of off-street parking 

requirements for appropriate land uses to allow 

for increased interior green space. Maximize the 

potential for green space with all development or 

redevelopment of sites when possible, as well as 

for reduced heat island effects of increased 

temperatures within the high-density urban area of 

parking lots. 

5. Allow flexibility for developments that use 

alternative energy sources or land use practices 

that conserve energy. Increased flexibility from 

zoning ordinances for demonstrating an exemplary 

effort for energy conservation will be an incentive 

for developers to be more energy conscious. 

Alternative energy sources can reduce the overall 

carbon footprint of the community. 

6. Use natural hazard and wildfire risk assessment 

information to make informed land use decisions. 

To continue to protect the health of the area, risk to the 

public and properties from natural hazards will be 

taken into consideration when making land use 

decisions. 

 
Photo credit: Minnesota Trails 
























