Neighborhoods are the backbone of society; besides being a place to live, they also
provide the essential components for a complete life that
includes places to socialize,
stores to buy necessities, and
nearby schools and employment centers. Traditionally,
neighborhoods were organized around an interconnected street network, which allowed easy movement for
both vehicles and pedestrians. These streets and natural features defined the edges
of neighborhood areas, each
with their own unique pockets of community life along
smaller residential streets
and in neighborhood centers.
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13TH AVE E

I-9

SHEYENNE ST

As one moves south toward I-94,
neighborhoods begin to take a different shape, with curvilinear streets
and cul-de-sacs, reducing connectivity throughout the neighborhoods.
The newest neighborhoods south of
I-94, most of which were built in the
last two decades, reinforce this pattern of development. Reduced connectivity in these areas forces vehicular traffic onto a few major arterials.
Despite this lack of connectivity,
most neighborhoods in West Fargo
have parks integrated within them
and most of schools in West Fargo are also neighborhood schools,
allowing easy access for children.

MAIN AVE

9TH ST NW

West Fargo is a city made up of a
series of many neighborhoods. Although their boundaries are not specifically identified other than some
moderate efforts by city staff, many
residents would be able to identify a neighborhood they live in by
name. The oldest and more traditional neighborhoods are found in
the northern part of the city, closer to
Main Avenue and northern Sheyenne
Street. The majority of the housing
in this area is smaller single-family homes with some multifamily
buildings interspersed throughout.
4

32ND AVE W
NNE ST

West Fargo benefits from the presence of very distinct neighborhoods that residents
strongly identify with and have come to appreciate. The large majority of housing in West
Fargo is detached single-family residential.

12TH AVE NW

Neighborhoods

SHEYE

STRENGTHEN
NEIGHBORHOODS
AND EXPAND
HOUSING CHOICE

Map 1: City of West Fargo Neighborhoods

52ND AVE
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Housing

Housing in West Fargo is largely singlefamily units scattered throughout various
neighborhoods, with a few concentrations
of multifamily housing developments. In
fact, over three quarters of the units are
single family (both attached and detached)
at 69.5 percent with only 29.3 percent of
the units being multifamily, compared with
52.4 percent multifamily in Fargo. While
many may perceive that West Fargo has
a disproportionately large percentage of
multifamily units, the data does not bear this

out. Many of the most recently constructed
large format multifamily units fall outside of
the City Limit line of West Fargo giving the
impression that these units fall outside of
the city limit. During the planning process,
residents have expressed concerns about
multifamily development, specifically the
design, location on the lot and scale of
development. Currently, multifamily units

are often part of enclaves of development
that stand out from the rest of the lower
intensity neighborhoods. Multifamily
units could be better integrated
throughout neighborhoods as part of
a variety of housing types provided.

Compared to Fargo and the metro
area, West Fargo’s housing stock
is considerably younger.
The
median year that housing structures
were built in West Fargo is 2002,
compared to 1989 in Fargo and 1988
in the rest of the metro. Reflecting
the population growth of West Fargo,
57% of the West Fargo housing stock
was built between 2000 and 2017.

2017 EST. HOUSING TENURE
Year Housing Was Built
(West Fargo)
100

43%

METRO
HOUSING
TENURE

57%

34%

WEST FARGO
HOUSING
TENURE

RENT
OWN

2010 >

66%

SOURCE: ENVIRONICS

As of 2017, West Fargo is home to an
estimated 13,777 housing units. This
represents a 13 percent share of the
housing units in the metropolitan area.
Of these housing units 66 percent are
owner occupied and 34 percent are renter
occupied. This compares with 46 percent
owner occupied and 54 percent renter
occupied in adjacent Fargo. On the whole,
West Fargo has a higher percentage
of home ownership than the region.

80
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MULTIFAMILY
UNITS

00’-09’

40

90’-99’

2017 EST. HOUSING UNITS BY UNITS IN STRUCTURE

Livability measure
Housing Diversity
(% of more than two units)

80’-89’

51%

1 Unit Detached

16%

1 Unit Attched

70’-79’

0

35%
2 to 4 Units

20

60’-69’
50’-59’
40’-49
< 1939

4%

29%

9%

5 to 19 Units

BENCHMARK
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TARGET
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50 or More Units

4%

Mobile Home or Trailer

4%

SOURCE: ENVIRONICS

12%

20 to 49 Units
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Senior Housing
which is in line with the nationwide
trend of approximately 30 percent.

residential dwellings being constructed.
Even so, with the significant increase
in housing costs, many families simply
cannot afford to own a home. The city
should consider additional options to
assist in the development of affordable
housing for families. West Fargo had
a higher total number of single-family
building permits issued from 2011 to 2015
than Fargo, despite the size difference in
the two cities. Fargo has a significantly
higher number of multifamily building
permits during the same time period.
(Source: 2015 West Fargo Annual Report)

It is important to remember that most
often, a household at the median income
level will be homeowner and
not a renter, so it could be
argued here once again
that
affordability
is
slowly declining with
prices going up.
Several apartment
developments
for families and
seniors
within
the
city
have
used tax credits
to help increase
a ff o r d a b i l i t y.

West Fargo
had a higher total
number of singlefamily building permits
issued from 2011 to
2015 than Fargo

The
National
Association
of
Realtors
ranks
the
Fargo Metro Region
85th in affordability out of
180 metro areas around the
country. While housing prices
have quickly increased in the Fargo
area, it is still much more affordable
than other areas around the country.

As with demographics, the housing
assessment of West Fargo indicates
significant growth, higher housing
values, newer housing stock, and greater
owner occupancy. All told, there are
opportunities to create a more diverse
set of housing options in the community
to satisfy all potential residents.
Furthermore, national trends, as well as
comments received during the planning
process, indicate that the active empty
nester population, alongside young
singles and couples, are seeking housing
types that go beyond the traditional
single-family model. West Fargo has the
opportunity to capitalize on this trend.

Housing studies have
shown that there is an everincreasing need for affordable
family housing in the community.
Currently the city does not have a program
in place to build affordable subsidized
family housing. The city has encouraged
more affordable market rate family
housing by decreasing development
costs through smaller lot sizes and
narrower streets. This has resulted in
a significant number of more affordable

Rental rates vary widely in West Fargo,
starting as low as $470, and ranging all
the way up to $2,000. This represents
an average rent to household income
rate of 28.9 percent (and increasing),

SINGLE FAMILY BUILDING PERMITS

MULTI FAMILY BUILDING PERMITS (UNITS)
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There are several senior housing
facilities in West Fargo including
independent living, assisted living,
nursing homes and memory care
facilities. According to information
provided
by
the
planning
department, there are approximately
650 elderly housing units in the
city, all categories included. With a
population of about 3,500 residents
aged 65 and older as of 2017, there
is a potential shortage of housing
options for this demographic,
although many likely still live in their
homes until much later in life. Section
8 funding, Low-Income Housing Tax
Credits (LIHTC) and a local Payment
In Lieu Of Taxes (PILOT) program
are some of the mechanisms
used to increase affordability
of those units for the elderly.
The city has reviewed market
studies regularly, which demonstrate
that there is continually a need
for more senior housing which is
affordable. The city has recognized
the increased need for subsidized
housing for the elderly and has
supported applications, as well
as provided tax incentives to
stimulate
project
development.
West Fargo faces a complex and
challenging housing conundrum. If
the city is going to capitalize on its
rapid recent growth and continue
to appeal to young families, it must
respond to shifting demographics
that prefer a greater array of housing
choices and more urban living
options. The city has an opportunity
to craft a progressive new housing
policy that redirects resources to
certain areas of the community
and limits the extension of pricey
infrastructure networks for suburban,
single-family home construction.
While housing is provided primarily
by the private sector, strong public
policies are needed to ensure a
healthy balance of mixed-income
housing that is located in the right
place and in conjunction with other
types of uses. Part of this renewed
housing strategy may involve the
city taking a stronger position on the
design of neighborhoods and housing
options to help reduce cost, create
more complete neighborhoods and
take advantage of infill opportunities
in older parts of the community.

65 and older

While, the median value of owneroccupied housing in West Fargo is
$226,300 (City Assessor), which is also
higher than Fargo ($197,906) and the
metro ($195,392), the median sales
price is at $267,943. Considering
that a household living in West
Fargo and making the median
income could afford a
~$200,000
home
to
stay within affordable
housing limits, there
is a definite decline
in
affordability
in
the city and region.

650
ELDERLY
HOUSING
UNITS
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Invest in Older
Neighborhoods
Though it may be hard to imagine,
the older West Fargo neighborhoods
located closer to the downtown area,
can evolve into hip, mixed-income,
desirable places to live. Local leaders
can facilitate this transformation and
enable it to happen faster by taking a
few proactive steps. Rehabilitation of
buildings and infrastructure followed
by consistent and careful maintenance needs to become a priority.
Community members have expressed
this need during the planning process,
identifying improvements to parks as
a key component to quality of life in
these older neighborhoods. Investment from both the public and private
sectors is critical to improve the housing stock as well as city amenities.

Improve Neighborhood
Structure
Neighborhoods should contain a
discernible center and a clear edge.
This is an organizational concept that
provides an identity to the community. While it may be more difficult to
have a well-defined edge surrounding a neighborhood, it is imperative
that its center be well-formed. The
center of the neighborhood should
include a civic open space such as a
park, square, or plaza depending on
its location within the range of contexts, from rural to urban. This center
should have the most urban character in the community, with buildings
pulled up close to the street and a
generous sidewalk in front. In West
Fargo, there are opportunities to
create small nodes of activity within walking distance of nearby residents, while continuing to strengthen
and improve linkages to the existing civic and commercial centers.
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Increase mix of uses
Whenever
possible,
neighborhoods
should include a mix of commercial (i.e.,
retail, restaurants, and offices), residential,
recreational, and civic uses. This mix
should be well-balanced, incorporating both
vertical and horizontal mixed-use within the
neighborhood, the block, and the building.
An example of vertical mixed use is when a
multiple story building contains commercial
activity on the first floor and residential
above. Horizontal mixed use occurs when

Improve Neighborhood and House Design
buildings with different uses are located
next to each other. An ideal mix would allow
residents to meet all of their daily needs
within a short walking distance. When this
occurs, the number of automobile trips per
household is substantially reduced. This
mix of uses is optimized when commercial
establishments have residential dwelling
units above to help promote active streets.

Concentrate Housing within Mixed-Use Areas
Based on the limited amount of land still
available for development within the existing
city limits, new housing development should
be concentrated around mixed-use areas
such as the downtown and other identified
growth areas. To better meet current and
emerging trends, future development should
focus on including, high-quality, multifamily
residences as opposed to the current trend
of building development comprised only of
single-family homes. Making the decision to
shift housing and development policy in this
way will have far reaching implications for both
the city’s and property owner’s pocket book.

Many neighborhoods in West Fargo,
especially the most recently built, are
typified by the presence of “snout houses,”
large streets and a limited amount of
greenery. Snout houses are often singlefamily or duplex dwellings where the
garage juts out past the main body of the
house, visually dominating the lot. If you
look down the street in a development of
similarly styled homes, what stands out
are garage doors, which aren’t nearly
as inviting as the façade of a home. If
on top of it, the development is devoid
of mature trees, the area may look more
like a rental storage unit business than
a suburban neighborhood. The concern
is understandable. Snout houses may
look wonderful inside, and their design
may be perfect for young families who
can’t afford a more conventional home
that sits on a large lot. But, their exterior
design emphasizes what is typically
the least attractive element of a house:
the garage. Clustered together, snout
houses convey the message that cars,
not people, occupy the neighborhood.
As a result, such developments
are less friendly to pedestrians.
Municipal streets are designed with a
“design speed” in mind – a sort of rational
speed that a reasonable person would
want to instinctively drive at, based on the
width and other conditions of the street
design. Transportation experts suggest
that the actual design speed of most
streets is actually higher than the posted
speed limit, leading to an instinctive urge
to drive faster than the speed limit. In
garage-filled neighborhoods, this design
speed challenge is made much worse.
That’s because the width of streets is
based on the assumption of on-street
parking, usually on both sides, or at least
one. So the streets are wide enough to
accommodate very comfortable drive
lanes, plus the on-street parking width,
which often is neither needed nor used.

social. It can sometimes feel like there’s
no house at all, or at best that it’s a
house attached to a garage, rather
than a garage attached to a house.

best option, especially for thin lot widths,
is rear lanes, which allow the home to
be moved closer to the street for better
sociability and safety, while replacing
less usable front yards with
more private rear yards.

Members of the public have
also mentioned the lack of
Garages matter a
a landscape green strip,
Garages aren’t the
great
deal to the deand most importantly
only
issue
and
sign and enjoyment of our
street trees in some
challenge affecting
neighborhoods, well beyond
newer West Fargo
our suburban street
neighborhoods. Add
designs, or even the
that garage door. Perhaps
to these losses the
biggest. Outdated
it’s finally time to reconsider
previously discussed
engineering
whether having garages out
absence
of
onstreet
standards,
front is really more important
street parking, which
designing for fire
than the character of our
can actually play a
truck sizes, snow
valuable role as a buffer
storage expectations
neighborhoods.
separating
pedestrians
in cities like West
from moving cars, and you
Fargo and the underlying
have a significant impact on
disconnectedness of typical
the quality of the walking experience,
subdivision design all play huge roles
the walkability, of the neighborhood.
in our history of car-dependent sprawl. As
When the walking experience is
we strive to build smarter, more walkable
less inviting, more people choose to
neighborhoods,
while
undertaking
drive, with all of the health, expense,
“sprawl repair” on those we’ve already
environmental and social/quality-of-life
built, it’s time think about better design to
implications that come with that choice.
increase quality of life, social connections
and
the
pedestrian
experience.
Some design approaches such as
consolidated “shared” drives between
two lots, or single width driveways at the
curb that then widen to accommodate
wider garages, can improve these
conditions a bit, but not completely. The

In addition to the speeding issues,
multiple garages mean that the house is
set back deeply from the street, usually
at least 20 feet with very small porches
or none at all. This separation of the
house and the street eliminates the
possibility for social interaction between
the sidewalk and the private frontage.
The setback and blocking garages also
mean there are no “eyes on the street,”
which makes the street less safe and
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Support the Growing
Senior Population
The fourth largest cohort in West Fargo today
is the 55 to 64 age group, indicative of families
with children that have left home or are just
about to. In the coming decades, this group
will demand more senior-focused services,
infrastructure, and housing. Currently,
there are a number of suitable age-in-place
housing options for seniors, but the need
will remain. Many seniors prefer to remain in
their homes rather than moving to isolated,
age-restricted developments or assisted

Allow Accessory Dwelling
Units
An accessory unit is a flexible space
that shares ownership, site, and utility
connections with the principal building on
the lot, but has its own entrance. Usually
situated over a garage toward the rear of the
principal house, the outbuilding increases
privacy and enclosure in the backyard by
screening the yard from the house next door.
Accessory units are significantly different
from the “bonus rooms” that are found
in conventional suburban subdivisions
because they are not connected to the
rest of the house. Instead it is much more
private—making it well suited for use as a
home office, guest room, or rental property.
In addition to providing a potential source
of income for the primary mortgage holder,
accessory units provide additional low-cost
housing options within the community. In
West Fargo, permitting accessory units
would be a sustainable and cost-effective
way for the city to encourage affordable
housing that complements the character
of the existing neighborhoods, by putting
the control in the hands of the residents.

living facilities,w which can be unaffordable
to seniors on a fixed income. The city can
help encourage this option by supporting
community assistance programs such as
Valley Senior Services, an organization
that provides transportation services for the
metro region’s at-home seniors who need
assistance getting to doctor’s appointments,
social events, and the grocery store.

4TH
LARGEST

COHORT
55ageTOgroup
64

Diversify Housing Choices
Demographic diversity of people in age,
income level, culture, and race provides
a sense of interest and vitality within
the most loved places in the world. In
order to attract this type of diversity to a
community, the physical form must be
conducive to the varied lifestyles of these
groups. A key component of creating an
environment where diversity thrives is
the provision of a mix of housing options.
There should be many different types,
sizes, and price points intermingled in
close proximity, with a range of living
experiences from rural to denser, so
that there is something for everyone.
The variety of dwelling types should
include: different sizes of detached

Allow Reduced Unit Size
single-family
houses,
rowhouses,
multifamily buildings, and live-work
buildings. In addition, small ancillary
buildings with a living space above the
garage should be permitted within the
rear yard of each principal building for
extended family, tenants, or guests to
stay or live. Residential units should
be available either for leasing or for
ownership. This allows young and old,
singles and families, and residents
having a range of income levels to find
a home that suits their preferences and
lifestyles. An additional benefit of this
mix of housing types is that workers can
live within walking distance of their jobs,
rather than requiring that they commute
to work, worsening traffic on local roads.

Explore Ways to Improve Design while
Keeping Infrastructure and Housing
Costs Down
Working closely with the development community and
Homebuilder Association, the City of West Fargo should
explore ways to decrease infrastructure and housing
costs while improving the design of homes and neighborhoods. Neighborhoods are the building blocks of a community. They are more than subdivisions, and are defined
as much by the sense of community they create for their
residents as by the structures, streets and amenities within their boundaries. Quality neighborhoods offer choices,
provide residents with a sense of identity and connections,
and encourage continuous renewal and reinvestment.

The city should consider updating codes
and ordinances to allow for “microhousing,”
or apartments totaling less than 400
square feet. Smaller units like studio
apartments are ideal for households
without children, young professionals,
and the elderly. This housing type has
been successful in both large and small
cities, and would provide a reasonably
priced option that could help many
households gain financial independence
or those who just want the option for a
lifestyle that scaled-down living provides.

LESS
THAN
400
SQ. FT.

Better designed homes are durable and appropriate
to the character and scale of their neighborhood, while
creating an inviting and walkable environment. Communities around the country have required better design successfully for decades and they have brought
improved quality of life to residents while also providing a better return on investment for developers.
By working together and collaborating on this challenge, the City of West Fargo and development community will surely find opportunities for greater affordability and predictability for the property owners,
reducing the impact of special assessments over time.
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