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Downtowns across the West and Midwest, such as Kansas City, St. Louis, 

and Denver, have added thousands of housing units since 2000, 

transforming them into vibrant urban neighborhoods.  This resurgence was 

driven largely by increasing demand by young professionals for walkable, 

urban neighborhoods and the corresponding investment in these elements 

by the cities in which they live.  In other words, the growth of downtowns has 

been driven by market forces and good planning.  Now, data indicates that 

downtowns may be on the cusp of a resurgence in employment and visitation 

as well.     

Though not always at the leading edge of this trend, small and mid-sized 

communities have been investing in, and witnessing a downtown resurgence 

as well.  Cities such as Des Moines and Chattanooga are exemplary, but 

places like Toledo and Akron are also seeing downtown investments yield 

returns.  Downtown Topeka fits the profile of a community that was perhaps 

behind the curve on place-based investment, but has been rapidly gaining 

momentum, with place-based investments on Kansas Avenue, paired with 

private investment in distinctive dining, entertainment, and hospitality leading 

the way, along with organic investments in the NOTO arts district.   

Signs now point to Topeka as a community that is organized and motivated 

to position its downtown as a great place for residents, visitors and 

employers.  As this report demonstrates, it will need to continue to build on 

its assets and momentum to compete for talent and economic growth.  

Downtown plays an outsized role as an employer and contributor to the 

economy, and case studies show that downtown growth is very possible, 

even where regional growth is slow.   

This document, which provides market analysis as a foundation of 

understanding for what development is possible over the next decade, clearly 

demonstrates that there is an opportunity to double the amount of downtown 

housing through market-rate development, add employment and hotel beds, 

and increase the quality (albeit not the quantity) of retail storefronts.  These 

opportunities become the cornerstone of a development strategy for the 

revitalization of Downtown Topeka.   

Strategy, then, is the next step.  While this document validates numerous 

market opportunities, it also demonstrates that there is not enough market 

demand to revitalize the entirety of the urban core.  Sites must be chosen 

selectively, in places that are most catalytic.  Development cannot be 

uniform; different products will be needed to target different demographics 

and different needs.  The market strategy section of this document identifies 

unique products, unit sizes, lease rates, and locations for development in 

ways that target specific demographic groups, and seeks to locate 

development where it will be most impactful, generally in places like Kansas 

Avenue, Van Buren, NOTO, and the edges of Kansas River.    

It is also necessary to underscore that, in many cases, quality development 

will not simply “happen”; this much is clear where other downtown 

revitalization stories are considered.  Incentives will be needed in the early-

going.  Partnerships between the city, philanthropic, private, and 

institutional sectors will be necessary.  Land banking is critically important, 

as are the creation of design guidelines that encourage good urban form.  

Anchors need to be identified, as do catalyst projects.  This document 

presents many ideas, in these areas, that will need to be followed up on, 

explored, vetted, and added to.  Investments in development will only 

achieve their catalytic potential for the community when coupled with all of 

these elements, in a coordinated way.   

Development Strategies was commissioned by Downtown Topeka, Inc., to 

better understand what is possible from a market perspective in Downtown 

Topeka and provide a strategic framework to support and guide future 

development.  The study considers site context, marketability opportunities 

and constraints, socio-economic trends and characteristics in housing, 

office, retail and hospitality sectors; the performance of peer cities, 

competitive supply, and demand and market segmentation in these sectors. 

These analyses result in conclusions about future characteristics of 

residents, workers, and visitors; the products that they will demand, and the 

likely market performance and rate at which the development can occur.  

INTRODUCTION 

m.stubblefield
Sticky Note
Start introduction and summary with a statement specific to Topeka



 

RE GI O NA L OV E RV IEW  

m.stubblefield
Sticky Note
Should the map be updated to show the new comprised area?



 

Determining market support for housing, retail, office and hospitality in 

Topeka’s “Greater Downtown” requires quantitative analysis of many 

interdependent variables—specifically, those relating to demand, competitive 

supply, economic conditions, demographic trends, and site marketability 

opportunities and constraints.   

Equal parts art and science, a full understanding of market potential also 

requires imagination and the ability to conceptualize how different efforts, 

ranging from placemaking to feelings of safety, can change outcomes in 

subtle and dramatic ways.  This is where market strategy comes into focus: it 

is essential to identify the elements that influence positive market outcomes; 

these elements then become the framework for a strategy to create an 

environment in which good development not only happens, but is truly 

catalytic.   

Market analysis can essentially be divided into the study of people, product, 

and place: 

PEOPLE: Demand Analysis (Who) 

Demand analysis is fundamentally about people: who lives in the community 

today?  Where do they live?  What are their needs?  Who is moving into the 

community.  How many?  This requires not only analysis of standard 

demographic data like income, age, and population, but consumer data that 

indicates preferences toward urban walkability, emphasis on K-12 education, 

perceptions relating to safety, and a whole host of variables that guide 

peoples’ needs.  Where there is a mismatch between what people want and 

what is currently supplied, a market opportunity exists.      

PRODUCT: Supply Analysis (What) 

Analysis of existing supply indicates a great deal about what the market will 

support in terms of rents, sale prices, and lease rates.  It indicates 

preferences for specific products or locations.   Sometimes, analysis of the 

competitive market can reveal specific opportunities for developers by 

identifying newer, more competitive types of development that achieve 

product differentiation by focusing on quality, amenity, design, or service 

offerings.  Supply analysis provides critical foundational information for both 

market analysis and market strategy.   

PLACE: Location (Where) 

In real estate, it is commonly understood that market performance and 

development opportunities can vary greatly, depending on the location of a 

site.  This has a number of contributing factors that range from the tangible 

(presence of heavy industry and noise), practical (proximity to schools or 

services), to more tacit, including perception and cultural bias.  Place can 

have a strong influence on real estate location, and includes the design and 

functionality of an area, as well as its perceived value.     

While market analysis helps understand current conditions and opportunity, 

market strategy identifies how to change conditions and capitalize on 

opportunity.   

› Demand identifies potential market support for new and existing 

development, strategy asks, “How do we get them here?” to live, work, 

shop, visit, and recreate.   

› Supply analysis evaluates what is currently in the market, and (often) 

what development products are successful in other places.  Market 

strategy asks what should be built, and where? 

› Place and location analysis evaluates what a place is today.  Strategy 

seeks to improve the quality of place to create better market outcomes.   
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Understanding the market potential for new development Downtown requires 

an understanding of its existing assets and how they can be best leveraged 

to maximize opportunity.  Though the foundation of any market analysis 

relies heavily on demographic, socioeconomic, and real estate survey data, 

understanding variations in land use, density, streets, amenities, and 

pedestrian activity, helps inform how the market can leverage these 

characteristics to enhance value and experience.  Marketability analysis 

seeks to understand the area in the context of its assets—strengths that can 

be built upon to create new opportunities and challenges such as barriers to 

new development, connectivity issues and market weaknesses. 

Though the purpose of the following report is to identify market opportunity 

for new residential, retail, hospitality, and office development, understanding 

the dynamics of Downtown's broader economic, cultural, and institutional 

ecosystem is critical.  Different parts of Downtown attract different types of 

people for a host of reasons.  For example, office workers have a different 

set of needs than new residents. Likewise, visitors to the NOTO arts district 

may have different retail and entertainment needs than visitors to Kansas 

Avenue. Yet there are factors that make Downtown and NOTO marketable to 

each of these groups, and more experiences can be cultivated over time with 

a strategic approach. 

Conducting a marketability analysis allows us to identify assets and 

opportunities, as well as strengths and weaknesses in Downtown and NOTO; 

clarify which assets can be leveraged immediately and what weaknesses 

need to be addressed over time; and inform the strategic framework aimed at 

making Downtown and NOTO a thriving place. 

MARKETABILITY ANALYSIS 

The existing condition of a district can provide a sound understanding of its 

potential. Downtown Topeka and NOTO have many assets: a strong 

employment base and stable office market, local retail stores and 

restaurants, and residential momentum.  

Downtown Topeka is home to approximately 900 housing units and 176 are 

planned or under construction. These units house about 2,000 residents 

today. A significant number of existing units are contained within subsidized 

properties. The current market is largely affordable and new market-rate 

development is needed to establish an equilibrium, or a more balanced 

market. Downtown contains nearly 7.1 million square feet of office space, 

which houses many of its 23,000 jobs. Occupancy is relatively high at 94 

percent, and most quality space is leased, with the State of Kansas being a 

major tenant. Downtown also contains a substantial amount to retail space 

and approximately $137 million of annual retail sales occur in the area. 

Overall, Downtown and NOTO have a strong base to build upon, with various 

assets and amenities already in place.  
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Downtown Topeka has a number of institutional, cultural and economic 

assets that are key contributors to the economy and quality of life in the 

region, as shown on map. With over 23,000 jobs in state and local 

government, banks and other service sectors, Downtown has the highest 

concentration of employment in the region.  The study area includes major 

cultural destinations, entertainment options, and unique shops and 

restaurants including the NOTO arts district, Topeka Performing Arts Center, 

Cyrus Hotel, The Pennant, and Iron Rail Brewery. With the recent 

streetscaping project on Kansas Avenue, the proposed plaza under 

development, community events and wayfinding projects, Downtown is 

poised for a revival in the years to come. 

Downtown Topeka benefits from a well-connected street system. I-70 travels 

through the downtown and provides easy access to local and regional 

destinations. Direct links to adjacent neighborhoods are provided by Kansas 

Avenue and Topeka Boulevard (which serve as the main north-south 

thoroughfares) as well as Fourth, Sixth, Eighth, and Tenth Avenues (which 

are the major east-west routes). Two bridges cross the Kansas River and tie 

North Topeka and NOTO to Downtown. Although vehicles have access to 

good facilities, in most cases, pedestrians do not. Basic infrastructure that 

provides safe and pleasant places to walk is lacking throughout the study 

area. 

In its current state, the Kansas River acts as a barrier, rather than the asset it 

can become in the future. And while the interstate, industrial district, and 

railroad provide benefits in terms of transportation and economic 

opportunities, they also separate Downtown Topeka from neighborhoods to 

the east. Significant efforts must be made to overcome these obstacles and 

connecting downtown to the surrounding community. 

MARKETABILITY ANALYSIS 

CONNECTIVITY 

BARRIERS 
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MARKETABILITY ANALYSIS 

Downtown Topeka possesses key assets and opportunities for housing 

developments in the coming years. Local developers have had success in 

rehabbing older buildings into loft apartments by making use of Historic Tax 

Credits. Many lofts have rented quickly, and occupancy is high.  

› Recent streetscape improvements, new restaurants and shops on 

Kansas Avenue, coupled with historic buildings create a more inviting 

environment for prospective residents.  

› The Van Buren corridor, which connects the Capitol to the river, shows 

promise for new construction multi-family in targeted areas due to a great 

deal of underutilized land.  

› The area near the water tower has potential to be developed as an urban 

village with for-sale and rental townhomes adjacent to the main office 

and retail concentrations in Downtown. 

› Buildings near the intersection of Kansas Avenue and 1st Avenue lend 

themselves to industrial loft conversions.  

Recent investments by the city in streetscaping and urban amenities on 

Kansas Avenue and the growing art and cultural scene at NOTO are great 

assets to build upon to spark further retail developments linearly along 

Kansas Avenue. Dining could invigorate a new Riverfront district, while 

neighborhood retail could occupy the ground floor of some new buildings 

along a re-imagined Van Buren Street.   

HOUSING 

RETAIL



 

 

As the employment center of the region and the capital city of the state, 

Downtown Topeka has several major employers in federal, state, and local 

government, as well as banks, BNSF, and Westar Energy. There is strong 

occupancy in office spaces Downtown, and with the national trend of key 

growing sectors needing a downtown presence, Downtown Topeka could be 

well-positioned for some growth in office space. These changing national 

office preferences present an opportunity to convert existing warehouse 

spaces to co-working and creative spaces. In addition to speculative office 

development, the Police Department/County Sheriff office site offers an 

appealing location for a corporate office or a new office concentration. 

As the state capital and major employment center, Downtown Topeka has a 

steady flow of business travelers. The proximity of the Kansas ExpoCentre 

could make Downtown more of a destination conventioneers as well. Further 

investments in revitalizing Downtown, the riverfront and NOTO can generate 

a greater flow of visitors to support additional growth in this sector. A 

riverfront hotel and conference center is worthy of exploration as part of a 

broader revitalization effort along the waterfront.  
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TRENDS 

The national population is growing and shifting demographically, implying 

that the types of housing offered will have to be altered to meet changing 

needs. Major trends include: 

› More seniors: The population is aging—there will be 52 million more 

Americans over the age of 65 by 2060.
1
 

› Smaller households: American families are having fewer children, and 

over one-quarter of households have just one person—a proportion that 

has been steadily rising since 1960.
1
 

› Rental Demand is Up: Over 35 percent of U.S households were renter-

occupied in 2015—the largest share since the 1960s.
1
 

Consumer preference surveys show a shift in housing and community 

preferences that align with these demographic shifts.  

› Community amenities: Nearly 50 percent of homebuyers surveyed in 

2016 purchased a home in a community that offered shared amenities, 

such as playgrounds and pools.
2
 

› Walkability: Nearly 90 percent of Americans surveyed indicated that it 

was important to live within walking distance of places in their 

community, such as retail and parks.
2
 

These shifts can be seen not just on a national scale, but regionally and 

locally as well, and will have far-reaching and significant impacts on what 

types of new real estate development will be successful downtown.  Given 

growing preferences for a mixed-use, walkable, urban environment, the 

study area could be better positioned to become a thriving neighborhood 

with residents, workers, and visitors alike.    



 

A key trend regarding downtowns is that in they are growing in most cities 

across the country.  In fact, 75 of the 100 most populous cities gained 

population in their downtowns from 2000 to 2010.  Mid-sized cities, or those 

with 50,000 to 250,000 showed impressive growth in their downtowns over 

the past several years. 

Downtown growth does not occur in a vacuum.  Rather, it relies on an 

alignment of a multitude of factors, including private market leadership, 

partnerships with institutions of higher education, establishment of attractions 

like microbreweries, and event programming and festivals.   

Many of these ideas and trends are succinctly summarized by John Karras in 

Top 10 Trends Impacting Downtown Revitalization, and supported by a wide 

range of studies and qualitative observations from successful downtowns. 

 

 

Smart Growth America commissioned a survey, Core Values:  Why 

Companies are Moving Downtown, in 2016 to better understand what types 

of companies are intentionally opening facilities in downtowns and why they 

are doing so.   

According to the survey, half of the companies surveyed moved from 

suburban locations to downtowns.  An additional 20 percent opened new 

offices in downtown locations, while the remainder expanded their existing 

footprint in downtowns. 

Most companies surveyed indicated that talent recruitment was a top 

reason for establishing or expanding a downtown location.  Company 

identity and moving to an environment that fosters more collaboration 

among employees and peer firms were also key reasons. 

The downtown environment is attractive to prospective employees, which 

makes it attractive to companies. Cities that create a dynamic downtown 

can foster a competitive advantage in terms of attracting and retaining 

talent. 

COMPANIES ARE INTENTIONALLY  
MOVING DOWNTOWN 

DOWNTOWNS ARE GROWING 



 

  

Data from KS Commercial and CoStar shows that approximately 60 percent 

of the office space in the Topeka MSA is located in Downtown. With relatively 

low vacancy, this indicates that Downtown remains the primary job center in 

the region. In fact, Downtown Topeka is home to approximately 23,000 jobs. 

This creates great market potential if Downtown also contains amenities and 

services used by those workers.  

Downtown Topeka is so job dense, that it contains 24 percent of the city's 

jobs in less than two percent of the city's land area. This adds to the point 

that there is significant opportunity to capture additional spending from that 

market.  

Downtown Topeka's jobs are higher paying on average compared to those 

outside of the district; average wages are 18 percent higher at downtown 

companies than in the rest of the region.  

There is substantial opportunity to leverage the density of high-paying jobs 

located Downtown into additional market potential and; therefore, new 

development. 

TRENDS 

City of  
Topeka 

EMPLOYMENT TRENDS 
Downtown Topeka  



 

DOWNTOWN RESIDENTS 

Demographic data from growing downtown populations in Kansas City, St. 

Louis, and Nashville help paint a clearer picture of potential downtown 

residents.  

Roughly half of new  residents are young (under 35) and very few have 

children.  This implies the greatest demand is for mid-priced housing with an 

emphasis on rental housing.  However, mid-career professionals and empty 

nesters also comprise a sizable market and generally can afford higher-end 

housing, including for-sale housing.  Households are evenly split between 

singles (47 percent) and couples or roommates (51 percent), meaning 

smaller units (studios, one-bedroom, and two-bedroom) will be in greatest 

demand, though some (particularly homeowner couples) will prefer three-

bedroom units.      

Downtown residents are well-educated, with an impressive 84 percent 

holding college degrees.  This not only informs housing development 

decisions, but illustrates how providing downtown housing is an important 

part of the city’s business development strategy in attracting and retaining a 

talented workforce.  This is further underscored by the fact that 33 percent of 

residents are from out-of-town.   

Survey data reveals a number of other interesting and relevant facts about 

the type of people that are moving to downtowns.  Just over half do not work 

downtown.  Therefore, while living close to work is certainly a lifestyle 

decision that appeals to many, it is clearly not the only reason people move 

downtown.  The fact that over half of new residents do not work downtown 

indicates that the appeal of living in a downtown neighborhood, regardless of 

place of employment, is important to many.  At the same time, employment 

growth downtown can also stimulate residential demand.   



 

While previously a strategy to attract residents, investment in walkable, urban 

locations is now a key selling point for many businesses.  A Downtown office 

offers better transit connectivity and cultural amenities that are crucial to 

attracting talent, and a visible Downtown presence promotes business 

development and the brand image for many companies—particularly those 

needing to project creativity and collaboration.  

The top sectors driving office leasing activity at the national level are moving 

to and expanding Downtown at similarly quick rates.  Technology and finance 

and insurance are positioned near the top of both categories, and accounted 

for more than one-third of all office leasing activity nationwide in the past 

year.  A recent Smart Growth America survey of about 500 companies that 

relocated Downtown between 2010 and 2015, indicated that nearly half of 

relocations were from suburban areas of the same metro, while one-in-five 

were a new Downtown location or branch.     

Retail trends in smaller and mid-size Downtown markets are mixed.  Though 

regional retail continues to expand, Downtown markets have grown more 

slowly or contracted.  Thriving Downtowns need to focus on unique dining 

and cultural experiences to create an environment that is enhanced by high-

quality retail.  As retail shopping increasingly shifts online, a holistic approach 

should leverage quality retail as part of a mix of uses that attracts people to 

Downtown as a destination with distinctive experiences.   

DOWNTOWN VS MSA: RETAIL 
Percent Change in Retail Square Footage, 2009-2019 
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In slow-growth markets, Downtown population growth is driven primarily by 

an influx of younger, educated households relocating from within, or to, the 

region.  They often move to be near employment and cultural amenities, and 

are representative of a wider shift in preferences towards more active urban 

environments.  This residential population is critical for transforming 

downtowns from hubs of economic and administrative activity to a collection 

of neighborhoods that support unique and vibrant retail, commercial, and 

entertainment opportunities.  In this way, downtowns can experience growth 

in regions that otherwise are not increasing in population.      

Providing attractive residential products that can accommodate these groups 

is key.  Though urban-minded groups are present throughout Topeka, nearly 

all of them currently live outside Downtown given the lack of competitive 

rental and for-sale options in  the area.  The success of the small number of 

loft conversions along Kansas Avenue in recent years is indicative of pent-up 

demand, and continuing to offer distinct residential products downtown will 

be an important effort in capturing these households and  facilitating 

population growth.   

The impact of Downtown growth is evident across the Midwest.  In cities as 

diverse in scale as Kansas City, Chattanooga, Wichita, and Grand Rapids, 

downtown populations grew at two-to-five times the pace of the population 

overall.  Focusing on young professionals yields trends that are even more 

salient.  Downtown St. Louis experienced substantial growth of nearly 90 

percent in those aged 25 to 34 with a college degree between 2005 and 

2015, while the overall metro rate remained stable.  Though less eye-

catching, similar trends emerged in slow-growth cities across the region 

including Cincinnati, Akron, and Des Moines.   

POPULATION GROWTH OF  
YOUNG PROFESSIONALS 

POPULATION GROWTH RATE 
Downtown vs. Metro, 2010-2018 



 

 

Statistics for several cities were collected to provide a comparison to—and 

understanding about the general position of—Topeka.  Some of the cities, 

such as Des Moines, Grand Rapids, and Chattanooga, are considered to be 

aspirational.  That is, they are cities that leaders from Topeka have visited 

and are understood to be success stories for downtown development and 

growth.  Another are truly peer cities, or those relatively similar in size, like 

Lincoln, and Fargo. The final two, Kansas City and Wichita, are intended to 

provide a regional context.  Wichita has many similarities to Topeka—it is a 

slow growth region with a more recent emphasis on the Downtown core than 

many of the other cities. 

The table below demonstrate that Topeka lags in many categories, 

particularly in the number of housing units and square footage of retail 

downtown.  For instance, Fargo has a similarly-sized region, yet has 2,200 

more units of housing and 350,000 more square feet in its downtown than 

Topeka.  Conversely, Topeka has substantially more office space. In fact, 

Downtown Topeka has a higher concentration of office than any of the other 

areas.   

The comparisons do not necessarily translate into demand for residential 

and retail uses in Topeka; however, they point to the fact that most 

downtowns have a more balanced mix of residential, retail, and office uses.  

Retail uses depend on residential uses, so supporting residential 

development that meets demand should be a priority. 

PEER CITIES  

TRENDS 



 

Housing values and rents in all of the peer regions are lower than the 

national average, which is expected from non-coastal communities.  Rapidly 

growing regions tend to have higher property values given increasing 

demand and competition from higher-income households.  Though 

successful downtown areas can be a key contributor, high-level shifts in 

home values can be mostly attributed to strong regional economic 

development.  Regional housing markets can also predict downtown growth.  

So while growth in downtown housing is possible in low-growth regions, it is 

accelerated in high-growth and high value areas.   

Zillow’s Housing Value Index (ZHVI) takes into account recent sales and tax 

assessments as well as host of additional real estate data, including the size, 

age, and location of a home, to determine the median housing value in an 

area.  The estimated median value in Topeka was $112,000 as of March 

2018, which is similar to Wichita ($128,000), but below more aspirational 

peer cities such as Des Moines, Chattanooga, and Grand Rapids, which 

generally range from about $140,000 to $160,000.  The Rent Index follows a 

similar pattern, and highlights the lack of recent multifamily development 

across Topeka.  All this means that Topeka will likely require public-private 

partnerships to spur growth in the early going.         

 

REGIONAL HOUSING VALUE INDEX  

 

REGIONAL RENT INDEX  



 

Analysis of peer cities shows that those with sustained investments in 

downtown placemaking have made significant gains in office development in 

their central cores.  

Downtown Chattanooga has captured more than half of 1.8 million square 

feet of new office construction over the past decade, far outpacing other peer 

cities.  This is due in part to geography, as ridges and hills hem in the 

Downtown area, but also represents a successful downtown revitalization 

strategy that has been implemented since the early 2000s.  There has been 

considerable office development in Lincoln and Des Moines as well, with 15 

to 24 percent contained within the downtown area. 

In contrast, very little office construction has occurred in downtown Wichita or 

Springfield, Illinois, with the bulk of new development occurring within office 

parks around the suburban periphery.  Though only a nominal volume of new 

office space was added to the Topeka market since 2009, the success of 

peer cities such as Lincoln and Des Moines suggest that a significant portion 

of future development could be captured downtown with an attractive mix of 

amenities and uses, while the success of downtown Chattanooga highlights 

the important of a holistic redevelopment plan that incorporates investment in 

infrastructure as well as real estate.   

OFFICE NEW CONSTRUCTION  
 Change in Retail Square Footage, 2009 - 2018 
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Population Change 

Although there has been some population growth for the Downtown region, 

the pace has slowed down significantly since 2010 in comparison to the 

previous decade. Since 2010, with the exception of the downtown and the 

neighborhoods to its east, most areas within the city have experienced 

disinvestment and population loss. However, many neighboring communities 

outside the city limits, particularly to the southwest, have captured much of 

the regional growth for more than a decade.   

 

Income Density 

Most new development and growth in Topeka over the past 20 years 

occurred on the outskirts of the city.  This includes newer retail development 

along Wanamaker, office development in west Topeka, and new residential 

subdivisions outside of I-470.  However, an interesting trend is evident when 

income density is considered:  a substantial amount of income and/or wealth 

is concentrated in Topeka's older, close-in neighborhoods, particularly in the 

neighborhoods around Washburn University.  These households are very 

close to Downtown and are a potential market that could be attracted to 

spend more and support businesses and restaurants.  

POPULATION CHANGE, 2010-2018

INCOME DENSITY, 2018
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Housing Values 

The distribution of housing values follows similar patterns as median 

household income with some of the highest housing values in the region in 

the communities southwest of the city limits.  Property values are the highest 

in the neighborhoods west and southwest of the city. The success of the 

Downtown is very much aligned with the success of adjacent neighborhoods. 

Neighborhoods surrounding the Hospital district and Washburn University 

enhances downtown marketability and presents potential opportunities for 

new investment. Additionally, targeted investments in the downtown has the 

potential to encourage demand in the economically distressed areas to its 

east, and thereby lead to much-needed growth in the housing values in those 

neighborhoods.   

MEDIAN HOUSING VALUE 



 

As the state capital, Topeka was relatively insulated from the most significant 

impacts of the recent recession.  While other Midwest cities experienced 

overall employment decline as high as six percent, Shawnee County saw a 

decrease of just 1,500 jobs—slightly more than one percent—between 2007 

and 2010.  However, recent growth has been mixed, and offset to a degree 

by sharp declines in government employment.   

While data from the Bureau of Economic Analysis shows a decrease of more 

than 1,600 positions in state and local government offices between 2010 and 

2016, a portion of these employees have been re-hired in other sectors, such 

as management or administrative support.  At the same time, the regional 

economy continues to diversify with relatively strong growth in service-based 

industries, which presents opportunities for new development in Downtown, 

since many of these sectors are supported by a talented workforce seeking 

walkable living and working environments.   

Overall employment trends for the state, MSA, and county have been similar, 

with relatively modest recession declines followed by slow growth that 

continues to lag behind the national average.  However,  there are several 

target industries where job growth has been more promising.  Topeka’s 

already strong Finance and Insurance sector has grown about 12 percent 

since 2010,  adding more than 900 jobs, while more modest, but still 

encouraging growth in Educational Services and Health Care range from 

about 300 to 500 positions. The local economy is somewhat unique in a 

regional context in that manufacturing sector has grown slightly, while 

construction continues to expand despite nominal population growth.  

However, national and global trends indicate a continued shift towards a 

knowledge-based economy, and improving the competitive positioning of 

Downtown will be even more critical for providing the amenities, office space, 

and residential opportunities that support these industries. 

TRENDS 

RELATIVE EMPLOYMENT CHANGE, 2007-2016 
Index: 2007=100 



 

The importance of Downtown is apparent when viewed within the context of 

an employment concentration map of the city.  With more than 26,000 jobs 

per-square-mile, Downtown supports significantly more economic activity 

than the areas surrounding Stormont Vail Hospital (6,000), the Goodyear 

manufacturing facility (4,700), and Security Benefit (4,000).     

Downtown’s employment mix highlights its status as the state capital, with 

more than half of all workers in the area employed in public administration.  

Proportions of healthcare and blue collar workers are largely representative 

of the region as a whole, while the absence of retail options Downtown is 

equally evident within the low employment counts in the sector.   

As the economy continues to shift away from industries requiring large 

facilities on expansive tracts of land, downtown areas now primarily 

positioned for knowledge-based industries, government services, and retail 

and hospitality.  The future of housing development in Downtown Topeka is 

also tired to the success of these sectors, as they tend to attract a talented 

and highly-mobile workforce that gravitates towards urban environments.  

Additionally, the appeal of downtown living is contingent upon access to 

these jobs, amenities, and services.  

EMPLOYMENT CONCENTRATION DISTRIBUTION OF JOBS BY SECTOR

54% 18% 

8% 8% 

5% 16% 

16% 16% 

4% 19% 

13% 23% 



 



 



 

 

The national for-sale housing market collapsed following a flurry of building 

activity from the late 1990s to 2006. Most cities in Kansas experienced 

modest declines in home values—this impact was far less significant than in 

areas in the south and on the coasts. Due to national migration patterns prior 

to the Great Recession, property values in the major Kansas population 

centers did not appreciate at the same rapid pace as the national average, 

which lessened the impacts on statewide housing markets. 

As the state capitol, the Topeka for-sale market has remained stable, though 

home values remain slightly below Wichita and well below Lawrence, which 

is buoyed by the presence of the University of Kansas. In contrast, the 

Kansas City, Kansas market has been more volatile and was significantly 

impacted by the foreclosure crisis caused by the recession. Home values 

only recently surpassed pre-recession levels, as home buyers continue to 

show a preference for Johnson County. 

The Topeka single-family market remains strong due to a lack of new 

construction and the existing supply of mid-range and entry-level homes 

cannot keep pace with demand. Though the relatively swift home value 

appreciation of the last several years has begun to slow at the national level, 

values will likely continue to increase locally given the limited inventory. 

HOME VALUE INDEX 
March 2006 - March 2018 
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Affluent Households increasingly Choose to Rent: From 2009 to 2017, 

the proportion of households earning more than $50,000 that rent increased 

by more than 25 percent both in Topeka and at the national level. 

Rents Continue to Rise, but Slowly: Average rents increased about three 

percent in 2018—the ninth consecutive year—but could slow further this 

year as a significant number of additional units are added to the market. 

Strong Rental Demand Remains for Midscale Products: While the 

national vacancy rate for Class A multifamily properties increased to about 

seven percent in 2018, average vacancy for Class B and C properties 

remains below five percent. 

Interest Rate Trends Are Uneven: Mortgage rates rose steadily through 

2018—widening the affordability gap between homeownership and 

renting—but reversed course in early 2019. This, combined, with a lack of 

supply of quality entry-level, or starter, homes, will sustain strong demand 

for rental housing. 

Homeownership Remains Down: Homeownership rates fell across all age 

groups following the recession, but the biggest drop has been among those 

aged 25 to 34. Today, only 39 percent of households in this group own a 

home, compared to nearly 60 percent in the previous decade. Although the 

homeownership rate for this age cohort is recovering, they it is projected to 

remain well below the pre-recession level. 

NATIONAL COMPLETIONS VS. VACANCY  



 

Topeka has a relatively tight band of close-in urban residential 

neighborhoods and development becoming increasingly suburban in 

character near the interstate. 

Immediately west of downtown, the Potwin neighborhood is anchored by 

grid of brick boulevards and roundabouts and has large Victorian homes 

set back on deep lots. Though the largest homes generally sell for 

$300,000 or more, there is also a significant supply of more modest 

properties priced in the $150,000 to $200,000 range in the adjacent Ward 

Meade and Greater Auburndale areas. Built in the early 1900s, these 

homes require additional maintenance and upkeep due to their age, but are 

marketable historic properties, offering excellent access to city amenities 

and services. 

Further southwest, the Westboro area includes a more diverse mix of mid-

century homes situated in large residential neighborhoods on either side of 

Gage Boulevard. Properties in this area have equally good access to newer 

retail development along Wannamaker Road and Downtown, while Gage 

Park is a popular 160-acre urban green space. Homes in the gated 

Westboro Place generally sell for $250,000 or more, while more affordable 

options in the $150,000 range are scattered throughout neighborhoods to 

the west and south. 

South Topeka is a densely-developed residential area typified by a large 

supply of affordable single-family ranch and split-level homes built in the 

1960s and 1970s. Older, lower-midscale multifamily properties are 

scattered along main thoroughfares, while retail in the area is generally 

older, and lower-quality. However, the area is within a ten-minute drive of 

downtown, and an abundance of recent sales have been in the low 

$100,000 to $150,000 range. 
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Recent single-family development has occurred almost entirely outside of 

the Interstate 470 belt. Though the city has a very limited number of homes 

priced in the $350,000 to $400,000 range, a large share are located near 

Sherwood Lake. Homes constructed in the early-to-mid 2000s are located 

along South Wannamaker Road, with most recent sales in the low-to-mid 

$200,000 range. Here, new or recent construction is particularly marketable 

compared to older, close-in homes, as even suburban location at the edge 

of the city limits is within a 15-minute drive of Downtown. 

This has strong implications for the study area. Since these competitive 

neighborhoods are more evolved, new housing products Downtown must 

be attractive enough to target households that would be willing to spend 

more for a unique housing product in an urban environment. Given the 

relative affordability of for-sale housing in these neighborhoods, the 

Downtown rental market has more potential by offering a high-quality urban 

product that is otherwise unavailable in the region. 



 

CO MPET IT I VE  NE I GHBO R HOO DS:  HO US ING  
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Sticky Note
North Topeka is a growing market. It would be interesting to recognized it's impact also on how we develop downtown



 

The overall supply of multifamily units in the study area is limited. Currently, 

just over 500 units are contained within a handful of small properties, mainly 

concentrated along the Topeka Boulevard corridor. Overall vacancy in the 

study area is approximately ten percent and rent growth has been nominal, 

at less than one percent over the past year. These trends are largely 

representative of Topeka as a whole, which has not added any many 

multifamily units during the past twelve months. The study area inventory 

represents less than four percent of Topeka’s city-wide multifamily supply of 

about 13,000 units, which has a slightly lower overall vacancy of about eight 

percent and modest rent growth. 

Though the overall numbers remain small, continued investment in 

commercial properties, particularly along Kansas Avenue, have made 

Downtown increasingly attractive for residential development. Scattered loft 

properties have been completed above first-floor retail, while a small 

number of larger warehouse or industrial properties have been targeted for 

conversion to the north near the riverfront. Additional investment in public 

spaces, such as the Evergy Plaza near 6th Street, will help sustain this 

momentum. 

Single-family trends are mixed. While the for-sale market has been very 

active, new construction has been limited. Only a handful of homes have 

been constructed in the past year, nearly all of which have been in southern 

Topeka beyond Interstate 470. Homes to the southeast are relatively 

affordably in the range of $200,000 to $250,000, while larger homes to the 

southwest near Sherwood Lake are positioned in the $300,000 to $400,000 

range. 

The overall quality of the existing housing stock in NOTO has been a barrier 

to wide-scale residential development in the area. Though the North Kansas 

Avenue corridor has been increasingly active, significant vacancy and long-

term neglect of the wood-frame homes in the adjacent neighborhoods limit 

the area’s marketability. There are essentially no quality multifamily 

properties, and the vast majority of single-family homes sell for less than 

$50,000. However, this affordability may be an opportunity for the growing 

arts district, as targeted incremental interventions could help stabilize the 

neighborhood, making it more attractive for redevelopment in the long-term. 
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Rental properties across Topeka were surveyed to determine rents and 

occupancies in the market, as well as to gain an understanding of 

achievable rents relative to a property’s age, location, and level of finish. 

The following is an analysis of the most relevant properties: 

Upscale Loft Rehabs: Most rental units added in and around Downtown 

over the past decade are contained within rehabbed residential spaces 

above first-floor retail. Though none of these units are truly “luxury”, they 

generally include upscale finishes, materials, and details that are superior to 

older garden-style apartment communities common outside of Downtown. 

Unit layouts are spacious, though community amenities are generally 

limited given the mixed-use nature of the buildings. Rents at these 

properties generally range from $0.85 to $1.20 per square foot, depending 

on unit size and layout. 

Contemporary Suburban: A small number of properties are located along 

Topeka’s northern and western periphery and were constructed during the 

past 15 years. Though generally suburban in character, most are finished 

with a mix of vinyl siding and masonry veneer, and set back along large 

surface parking lots—they offer large units with contemporary finishes and 

generous development amenities. These properties are positioned near the 

top of the local rental market, with average rents ranging from $1.00 to 

$1.30 per-square-foot. 

 

 

 

 

Midscale Apartments: Most of the existing multifamily supply falls in this 

category. Midscale properties generally consist of large garden-style 

apartment communities built in the 1980s or early 1990s, and also include 

older properties that have been periodically renovated and well-maintained. 

Many of these units are located near the Interstate 70 and Interstate 470 

corridors to the west of the Downtown core. Though these locations are 

almost entirely car-dependent, they offer good access to retail and daily 

services. Rents for Midscale properties generally range from $0.70 to $1.15 

per-square-foot. 

Lower Midscale: Properties in this category are similar in terms of 

character, scale, and design to Midscale communities, but are older, and 

not adequately maintained. Lower Midscale properties remain competitive 

due in large part to their affordability—rents generally range from $0.65 to 

$0.85 per-square-foot—particularly among younger renters. In Topeka, 

these properties are clustered south of Downtown near the intersection of 

Interstate 470 and Burlingame Road, Topeka Boulevard, and Kansas 

Avenue. 

Affordable Housing: Affordable properties are generally those that target 

households earning 30 to 60 percent of area median income. Apartment 

development is facilitated with tax credits through the Low Income Housing 

Tax Credit (LIHTC) program. Limits are set on household earnings for 

qualifying tenants and rents that can be charged. 

Luxury Apartments: These property types include new construction 

apartment properties developed at medium to high densities with high-end 

finishes and amenities in prime Downtown locations. This product type is 

currently absent from the Topeka market, though demand could grow in the 

future as market conditions improve. 
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The redevelopment of several commercial buildings along Kansas Avenue 

has provided some momentum for residential uses Downtown. These 

developments were undertaken by a small number of individual developers, 

and are not yet representative of a broad trend. These units make up a very 

small portion of the overall rental supply in Topeka, which includes a mix of 

garden-style multifamily communities built over the past 50 years. Though 

they vary widely in terms of condition and age, the overall design and 

construction of these properties are similar. They are located on large 

development sites outside of the urban core, and most consist of 10 to 20 

two- and three-story buildings situated around ample surface parking with 

centralized community amenities. 

Overall, the correlation between the age and quality of existing market rate 

rentals is clear, as the current supply of Upscale units in the market is 

comprised entirely of units built or rehabbed since 2000. These apartments 

are generally very large—one-bedroom layouts average more than 800 

square feet, while two-bedroom layouts average 1,100 square feet—while 

loft units leverage open layouts and large windows to maximize natural light 

and highlight the building’s architectural character. Garden communities are 

more traditional in terms of design and layouts, but offer similarly spacious 

units, and a greater range of unit types, including three-bedroom layouts. 

Amenity packages are generous and include stainless steel appliances, in-

unit laundry, and granite countertops. Average rents for upscale units range 

from $0.85 to $1.30 per square foot with overall occupancy rates above 95 

percent. The limited supply of Downtown historic rehabs have performed 

particularly well. Units are often pre-leased or leased immediately upon 

completion, suggesting additional unmet demand. 

Student housing near Washburn University includes a mix of contemporary 

properties with older, lower-cost alternatives, while affordable and 

subsidized rental options are also prominent, However, each caters to a 

unique submarket that will be assessed separately in this report. 



 

The primary difference between Topeka’s upscale and midscale supply is 

age. The garden-style construction of midscale properties is similar to 

properties built in the early-to-mid 2000s, but communities in this category 

are 30 or more years old. While many amenities are similar, finishes are 

dated. Typically, the development of new and upscale multifamily properties 

puts downward pressure on the midscale supply, but due to the lack of new 

construction in the market, Midscale properties have maintained rental rates 

around $1.00 per square foot despite their condition and age. 

Salient differences in achievable rents are more dramatic among Lower 

Midscale properties. These properties are older and have not been 

maintained to a similar standard. Rents among Lower Midscale properties 

are about 25 percent below comparable Midscale units, but occupancy 

rates remain relatively high due to their overall affordability and generally 

marketable locations. 

Overall, the Downtown market has shown a steady appetite for new units 

despite limited development volume, building on shifts in demographics and 

consumer preferences while leveraging previous investment in public 

spaces and infrastructure. However, current achievable rents are relatively 

low compared to peer cities despite a competitive Downtown rental product. 

Targeting development efforts towards key Downtown sites to create a 

diverse urban neighborhood around these products will be key to attracting 

and retaining renters. 
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For-sale activity in the study area over the past twelve months has been 

limited to a total of 13 transactions, the majority of which consisted of 

vacant, dilapidated single-family properties near NOTO. A small number of 

stabilized homes in the neighborhood sold for about $50,000, while a single 

condo sold along Kansas Avenue Downtown in mid-2018. 

The broader Topeka for-sale market consists primarily of single-family 

homes, though some older condo and duplex units are clustered around the 

city’s southern periphery. Over the past decade, new single-family 

construction emerged to the southwest near Sherwood Lake, with a smaller 

cluster emerging in the Elmont area of northern Shawnee County. 

Because opportunities for development, redevelopment, and renovation 

vary greatly depending on site-specific opportunities, this study surveyed 

several different property types. No one property type is relevant to every 

site, but each the property types surveyed have relevance for some part of 

the study area. The properties surveyed can be roughly broken down into 

the following typologies, although there is overlap between categories: 

Rehabbed Condos: This typology does not currently exist in the market, 

but would consist of historic commercial or industrial properties that are 

rehabilitated into for-sale condominiums. They would be very similar to the 

loft apartments that have been developed along Kansas Avenue and are 

most relevant in Downtown. They can be positioned anywhere on a scale 

from mid to luxury, depending on location and level of finish, but are limited 

by the availability of appropriate building stock for renovation and /or 

conversion. 

Luxury Condos: This is a relatively limited product type and is risky to 

develop in today’s economic/financial climate, though conditions have 

improved over the past several years. Luxury condos can consist of either 

new construction or historic rehab, and are generally developed in prime 

locations Downtown, or, in the long-term, near the riverfront. 

Infill and Townhouse Development: Essentially no infill development has 

occurred in the study area due to the constraints of urban land economics. 

However, townhomes are marketable and would succeed where land costs 

are low. 

Single-family Rehab: While there is currently insufficient market pressure 

to support widespread rehabs, continued commercial momentum in NOTO 

could lead to additional opportunities to stabilize and renovate nearby 

single-family homes. Though much of the existing housing stock is 

distressed, it remains very affordable for the growing creative community. 

Rehab opportunities may be limited by the age and condition of many 

homes, as their wood-frame construction is less favorable for renovation 

than all-masonry homes. 
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Affordable housing is a useful component of a larger strategy to ensure 

demographic, economic, and housing diversity in the Downtown area. 

Modern affordable models are a distinct departure from the subsidized high 

rises common in the 1960s and 1970s, and offer attractive mid-rise 

construction and increasingly robust amenities that are similar to other 

contemporary apartment communities. While a variety of affordable housing 

programs are available, LIHTC communities—affordable communities 

financed with Low-Income Housing Tax Credits—Section 8 communities, 

and public housing are most common. Each targets households with 

incomes below the area median, but there are key differences in how they 

operate and the tenants they serve. 

LIHTCs provide an incentive for private developers to build housing for that 

would not otherwise generate a sufficient profit to warrant investment. 

These credits allow the developer to offer units at below-market rents to low

-to-moderate-income households. Unlike Section 8 or public housing, 

LIHTC units are not subsidized. In practical terms, this creates a minimum 

income requirement for tenants, as they must be able to pay the full 

monthly rent without additional assistance. This minimum income 

differentiates LIHTC properties from many other affordable housing options 

as it targets households that may be overburdened by current market rents, 

but often have incomes too high to qualify for traditional public housing or 

Section 8 options. 

In contrast to LIHTC properties, traditional public housing and Section 8 

properties provide project-based rental assistance to fill the payment gap 

between a unit’s monthly rent and the ability of a tenant to pay. In most 

instances, tenants allocate 30 percent of their monthly income towards rent 

and utilities, with the balance covered through HUD or another housing 

entity. 

In practice, combining one or more of these sources with unrestricted 

market rate units can create truly mixed-income communities that can 

MARKET ANALYSIS 

accommodate seniors on a fixed budget, working class families, and young 

professionals. 

Topeka has a total supply of about 5,400 public housing, LIHTC, and 

Section 8 units, of which about 1,100 are located in or around the study 

area. This Downtown supply varies significant in age and condition. Only 

about 150 units have been built or significantly renovated in the past 

decade, while more than half—625 units—are contained within dated 

subsidized towers or older properties built in the 1980s. The most recently-

developed properties have largely targeted senior residents, including the 

Tennessee Town duplexes completed in 2011, and the rehab and 

conversion of the historic Santa Fe Railroad office building into Pioneer 

Motive Place Apartments in 2012. 
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Demand Analysis 

Determining market demand is complicated. For instance, conventional 

market analysis looks specifically at income variables in the market area, 

without consideration of consumer preferences, while target market 

analysis utilizes consumer preferences, but relies on national averages. 

Other types of analyses measure demand from very specific populations. 

Ultimately, several methods have been used in this study, and are then 

reconciled at the end of this chapter:  In market analysis, a Primary Market Area (PMA) is typically defined as the 

smallest geographic area from which a high percentage (often 75 percent) 

of support for a project will be drawn. In some cases, particularly in large 

metropolitan regions, a Secondary Market Area (SMA) is identified as the 

origin for most of the remaining support, to focus the analysis on the most 

relevant geographies for a project. Market boundaries are sometimes 

defined by hard boundaries, such as rivers, highways and other major 

thoroughfares, railroads, etc. Often, market areas are defined by soft 

boundaries—that is, marked changes in socio-economic condition, such as 

income, density, ethnicity, and educational attainment. Additionally, this 

study relied partly on geo-demographic segmentation analysis, which 

considers not only conventional demographic variables like age and 

income, but also neighborhood preferences (i.e. geographic characteristics) 

and culture, values, and buying habits (psychographic variables). As a 

result, the market boundaries are not only defined by hard and soft 

boundaries, but by clusters of households with similar lifestyle preferences. 

For Downtown Topeka, the PMA extends primarily to the south and west, 

and includes close-in residential neighborhoods inside the Interstate 70 and 

Interstate 470 loop. Railroad tracks form the eastern boundary—

neighborhoods in these areas are generally lower income and the quality of 

housing stock declines considerably—while NOTO forms the boundary to 

the north. The market area incorporates a mix of demographics, 

affordability levels, and housing typologies, but given urban conditions and 

proximity, households living in this area would be the most likely support 

new housing downtown. The SMA extends to the north, east and west, and 

captures new suburban growth outside of Topeka’s core, ending at the 

metro development boundary. Though housing density is lower, Downtown 

could also appeal to renter households living in garden-style apartments or 

smaller rental units seeking more walkability.              

Assesses income variables within the defined market areas to determine 
the amount and types of units that are affordable to existing residents in 
the region. 

Considers consumer profiles of residents within the market area to 
determine desirable housing products. 

Affordable housing analysis uses conventional market demand 
methodology to validate a hypothetical new affordable housing development. 

Using data from the American Community survey and target market analysis, 
estimates the number of residents moving to the city that would be attracted to 
new development near Downtown. 

Understand the capture rates of downtown housing compared to citywide 
and regional housing development in peer cities can help inform realistic 
development goals for Downtown Topeka.  

Considers enrollment trends and housing supply at the Washburn 
University to determine future student housing demand  
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Just as market segmentation is used to determine tendencies to buy 

different types of consumer products—including products as diverse as 

cars, computers, and dish soap—data on market segments can be used to 

identify demand for different types of housing products at a particular 

location.  The segments present in Topeka are identified using ESRI’s 

Community Tapestry
TM

 data, which uses algorithms to link demographic, 

geographic, and psychographic data to create 65 unique geodemographic 

segments.  In other words, these “segments” are essentially 65 household 

groupings, each with their own unique combination of demographic 

(income, age, etc.), geographic, and psychographic (values, culture, etc.) 

characteristics.    

Collectively, “Displaced Urbanites” refers to a group of these segments that, 

through different combinations of variables, have shown a preference for 

residential products in close-in, dense urban areas.  The most affluent of 

these households can afford the most expensive for-sale housing products, 

whereas the least affluent are likely to rent the least-expensive rental units.   

The maps on the facing page show how where these groups located in 

relation to Downtown Topeka and the broader region. 
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URBAN PROFESSIONALS DISPLACED URBANITES 



 

The Young and Restless group is young, transient, single, and well-

educated—an ideal market for Downtown Topeka. However, given the lack 

of supply, this group lives in older, garden-style properties outside of the 

urban core to the south near Interstate 470. This group would be attracted to 

new rental apartments and would be willing to live in smaller units if the rent 

was affordable. 

The In Style group is older and more likely to have children, but consists 

primarily of professional couples or single-person households. These 

households are mid-career and relatively affluent, with a median household 

income of more than $70,000. They currently reside in two distinct areas of 

Topeka: the close-in urban neighborhoods of Potwin and Greater 

Auburndale, and the newer single-family subdivisions to the southwest near 

Wanamaker Road. The In Style group would be attracted by a larger, higher-

quality (and higher-priced) rental product than most Tapestry groups, as well 

as for-sale condo or attached townhome products. 

Over 40 percent of households in the Set to Impress group are single-

person. While these households have moderate incomes, they are well-

educated, and generally in the early stages of their career, or finishing 

college or doing temporary work while seeking long-term employment. They 

are primarily concentrated in the College Hill/Tennessee Town area just west 

of Downtown, as well as Quenton Heights. 

 

 

 

 

 

MARKET ANALYSIS 

CENTRAL KANSAS CITY

Comfortable Empty Nesters are a large and growing segment of older 

couples no longer living with children. Though they primarily reside in 

suburban areas—in Topeka they are relatively evenly distributed outside 

Interstate 470 to the south and Highway 24 to the north—a small number 

may be interested in downsizing to an urban townhome or condo. 

The College Towns group includes a mix of older students and recent 

graduates, as well as some on-campus staff. They are clustered in 

apartment communities surrounding Washburn University and have 

relatively low incomes, though a portion of their housing costs may be offset 

by parents. Similar to the Young and Restless group, College Towns may 

be able to afford a smaller newly-constructed unit at a relatively affordable 

price point. 



 

By applying a mathematical model to ESRI Tapestry
TM

 data on market 

segmentation, demand analysis of target market households indicated 

demand from approximately 820 households for housing in the study area. 

Because the majority of demand is derived from the Young and Restless 

and In Style groups, support is generally stronger for rental products than 

for-sale options.  However, supplementary demand for townhomes and 

condominiums will be driven by retirees looking to downsize and mid-career 

professionals who prefer urban environments to suburban single-family 

homes.    

TARGET MARKET SEGMENT METHODOLOGY— 
IMPLIED PRODUCT PRICING 

Estimated Market Demand 

MARKET SEGMENTATION—CAPTURE  



 

Conventional market demand analysis utilizes household income data to 

determine for-sale and rental housing price points that will be in highest 

demand in the primary and secondary market areas. While target market 

analysis provides a nuanced look at how consumer preferences in the 

market align with specific housing products, conventional analysis offers an 

additional level of understanding of local market conditions and depth of 

demand. The conventional analysis of the Topeka market areas is 

illustrated in the graphs to the right. 

The greatest support in the market for for-sale products is at a price point 

around $275,000, which is generally consistent with recent housing sales in 

the market areas. There is also significant support—about 3,000 

households—for homes priced from $300,000 to $350,000, which would 

represent an upscale newly-constructed condo unit or townhome in this 

market. The demand for housing products priced $400,000 and higher is 

modest, including about 1,400 households, or just over ten percent of all 

homeowners in the market area. 

A similar analysis was conducted for rental housing. Renters tend to be 

lower income overall and about 25 percent of all renter households cannot 

afford a monthly rate above $500. Given the average rents and 

occupancies of units in the market areas, the large majority of the existing 

supply is targeted towards to the middle of the market, where a deep renter 

pool of more than 5,000 households falls in the affordability range of about 

$875 to $1,250 per month. The potential luxury rental market is more 

modest, with only about 2,500 households able to afford rents of $1,500 or 

more. 

While a relatively higher proportion of households in the market areas could 

be captured by housing in Downtown —as much as 20 percent—even a 

modest capture rate of five percent indicates potential support for 300 to 

400 upscale apartment units and approximately 200 townhomes or condos. 

FOR-SALE DEMAND BY PRODUCT PRICING 
Residential PMA 

MARKET ANALYSIS 

RENTAL DEMAND BY PRODUCT PRICING 
Residential PMA 



 

 

Data from the 2015 American Community Survey data indicates that 

Shawnee County had a net positive migration of around 900 people. In 

general, while the region is gaining more people from rural counties than 

losing, the region is losing more people to other urban counties than gaining. 

Of all people that moved to Shawnee County, around 52 percent of them 

came from other parts of Kansas. 

The outflow of people from Shawnee county is predominantly to other 

counties of Kansas with stronger urban centers such as Douglas, Wyandotte 

and Johnson counties. This trend is reflected in the flow of 25 to 34-year-old 

people as well. Although Topeka is successful in attracting young people 

from rural areas in line with national trends, much of this cohort is moving to 

other, more successful urban centers within Kansas. Studies suggest that 

people moving into a new city, particularly those coming from another urban 

county, are more inclined to live in a downtown environment than the typical 

resident. Investments within Downtown Topeka presents an opportunity to 

likely reverse this trend and retain talent within the region. 

A cursory review suggests that more than 5,000 people moved to Shawnee 

County from other urban counties; the most were from Douglas and 

Sedgwick counties. Though many of these new residents would not prefer 

urban living, a portion of these residents would likely prefer Downtown 

Topeka if the right housing products were available when they move to the 

region. Downtown holds the potential to serve as the gateway to the region, 

providing a competitive alternative to Downtown Lawrence and other urban 

centers within Kansas. Assuming migrants have similar household sizes as 

the county average of 2.4 and a capture of ten percent, there would be 

demand to support approximately 150 to 200 housing units. 

TOTAL NET MIGRATION FLOWS  
for Shawnee County, Kansas, 2015 

8,700 

52% 

5,000 



 

 

Compared to demand for market rate housing, which must target specific 

demographics who are looking for an urban lifestyle and are willing to pay 

more for less space to locate in those environments, demand analysis for 

affordable housing is less complex, as the need for quality affordable 

housing typically exceeds supply by a large margin. If a quality product is 

offered at below-market rents, substantial demand is likely to exist.  

Therefore, affordable demand analysis relies quantifying the number of 

eligible and qualified residents in the market areas based on income, 

household size, and tenure.  

To determine market demand, the number of households earning up to 60 

percent of area median income (AMI) was calculated—a typical guideline 

for households living in properties developed with Low-Income Housing Tax 

Credits (LIHTC).  Rental rates in this type of affordable housing are capped 

by HUD and are typically below market rates. Potential rents for this 

analysis were based on HUD guidelines for Shawnee County, and range 

from $770 per month for a one-bedroom units to $1,070 per month for a 

three-bedroom unit.  The income limits for households eligible to live in 

these units, based on household size, include households earning up to 

$28,860 for a household of one, $32,940 for a households of two, $37,080 

for households of three, and $41,160 for a household of four.  

About 24 percent of households in the PMA earn between 30 percent and 

60 percent of AMI for a family of four and would therefore qualify for 

affordable housing, while an additional 20 percent of households earn 

below 30 percent of AMI and would require subsidized housing, with rent 

support provided through Section 8 vouchers or similar programs.  

AFFORDABLE HOUSING SUMMARY EXISTING AFFORDABLE SUPPLY & 
POTENTIAL DEMAND 
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The spectrum of affordable housing development can address the needs of 

a broad group of households types including singles, families, and seniors 

across a number of income levels ranging from working families to those 

requiring deeper subsidy.   

Based on maximum allowable income levels and minimum income 

requirement based on achievable rents, our analysis highlights potential 

support from about 3,700 households in Topeka that would qualify to live at 

a LIHTC affordable property after accounting for household size and 

housing tenure.   

There is also a very deep supplemental demand pool of about 10,000 low-

income households that cannot afford LIHTC rents and would require 

additional rental subsidies.  Many of these households currently living in 

Section 8 or public housing properties or utilize Section 8 vouchers, while a 

general lack of affordable housing supply forces many into substandard 

housing options.   

Though a considerable amount of subsidized housing is currently location in 

and around Downtown Topeka, this supply may never fully meet demand.  

There will be a continual need to provide deeply subsidized housing in 

some capacity in the study area and throughout the region.   

The current supply of off-campus housing meets the demand of students at 

Washburn University, indicating a market equilibrium. The university has 

been active in recent years in adding on-campus capacity and local 

developers have met remaining demand through recently added upscale 

units, and older affordable, midscale properties further from Downtown. The 

demand for off-campus student housing is minimal – around 30 to 40 units 

for undergraduates and 10-20 units for graduate students, and is insufficient 

to support new products targeted towards students in the market. 

STUDENT DEMAND  

Excluded Populations: 
On-campus housing (52) 
Non-degree Seeking (0) 

Excluded Populations: 
Non-degree Seeking, College Credit (955) 
Traditional Residence Halls (952) 
Greek Village (406) 

Excluded Populations: 
Lower-quality off-
campus demand 
     (400, or 50 percent) 

 

 

(5% Capture Rate) 
 
115 undergraduate  
     (2272*0.05) beds 
30 and 40 undergraduate units  
     (usually 3 or 4 BR units) 

 (5% Capture Rate) 

 
20 graduate beds       
     (400*0.05)  
     for the corridor 
10-20 units  
     (usually 1 and 2 BR  
     units) 
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Downtowns in a range of peer and aspirational cities, including capitol cities 

like Springfield, Illinois, Lincoln, Nebraska, and Jefferson City, Missouri; and, 

larger cities like Chattanooga, Tennessee and Des Moines, Iowa, showed a 

wide range in terms of how much of new housing unit construction was 

captured in their downtowns. 

Some cities, like Jefferson City and Springfield, experienced a reduction in 

housing units downtown while modest regional growth occurred. Others, like 

Des Moines and Chattanooga, captured 1.7 to 2.0 percent of regional 

housing unit construction. 

Downtown Topeka actually captured 1.6 percent of regional housing unit 

construction; however, the number of units (140) significantly lagged faster-

growing markets like Lincoln, Des Moines, and Chattanooga (450, 1,300, and 

900 units, respectively). Wichita, which has similar growth patterns as 

Topeka, gained 700 new Downtown Units. 

A strong downtown with diverse housing options can help fuel regional 

growth. Given the relative size of these Markets, Topeka would not likely 

keep pace with Des Moines and Chattanooga, but this analysis suggests a 

target of 450 to 700 units is reasonable over the next 10 years. 

Based on the demand analyses described above, a mix of residential 

products in the study area would be successful and could fit the needs of a 

variety of demographic groups in the metro area. Using reasonable capture 

rates for the existing market as well as additional demand from in-migration, 

there is likely support for up to 300 for-sale housing products over the next 

ten years, split between attached townhomes and condominiums. 

Additionally, there is support for approximately 550 to 600 upscale rental 

apartments.  Market conditions suggest that these products would be 

absorbed over approximately ten years. 



 

› Because much of the demand for downtown residential development is 
driven by young professionals, there is greater support for rental units than for-
sale options.  Supplementary demand will be derived from downsizing retirees 
and mid-career professionals.   

› Young professionals currently reside in older midscale apartment communities 
outside Downtown, while the In Style and Comfortable Empty Nesters groups 
are concentrated close-in urban neighborhoods to the west and new single-
family construction southwest of the interstate. 

› Target market analysis yields potential support for about 540 rental units and 
270 for-sale units in the study area. 

› About 5,000 renter households fall in the middle-to-upper range of the 
affordability distribution, which translates to monthly rates of about $875 to 
$1,250.  Though market support diminishes fairly quickly at price points above 
$1,500, very little of the existing rental supply targets these households.   

› The greatest support in the market for for-sale products is at a price point 
around $275,000; however, there is also significant support of about 3,000 
households for homes priced from $300,000 to $350,000.  

› Applying reasonable capture rates for downtown indicates market support for 
up to 450 upscale rental units and 250 townhomes and condominiums.  

› Approximately 14,000 households in Topeka are income-eligible for 
affordable housing, far outpacing the existing supply of about 5,400 units. In 
order to sufficiently serve the housing needs of very low-income residents, 
some additional combination of subsidies/incentives will be needed.   

› Based on development patterns in peer cities and regions, Downtown Topeka 
should capture 1.6 percent to 2.0 percent of net housing growth in the MSA, if 
not more given the relative lack of new development over the past several 
years. 

› Topeka is not likely to keep pace with Chattanooga and Des Moines, should be 
able to leverage recent momentum for a target of 450 to 700 units over the 
next 10 years. 

› University has been active in recent years to add on-campus housing. 
› Remaining demand is met by recently added upscale units, as well as older, 

more affordable properties further from Downtown. 
› While there is marginal demand for off-campus housing – at around 30 to40 

units for undergraduates and 10 to 20 units for graduate students – the demand 
is insufficient to support new products targeted towards students in the market. 

› New residents to Shawnee County from other urban counties could support up 
to 200 new housing units in Downtown. 

› Shawnee county is gaining more people from rural counties than losing, but, 
losing more people to other urban counties than gaining.   

› If Downtown Topeka could provide competitive housing products and 
amenities, it could provide a competitive alternative to Downtown Lawrence 
and other urban centers within Kansas. 



 

Downtown Topeka contains approximately 7.1 million square feet of office 

space, or nearly 60 percent of the total office supply in the Topeka MSA. 

Nearly 23,000 jobs are located in Downtown and NOTO, making it a job 

center and hub of economic activity that supports the city and its residents. 

The Downtown vacancy rate of 6.2 percent indicates a stable market. 

Five office districts, shown on the map to the right, were identified to analyze 

the competitive market in Topeka. 

Downtown contains both historic and more modern space. State offices 

occupy a considerable amount of space—both state-owned and privately 

owned. Other major office users Downtown include the U.S. Coast Guard 

and other federal agencies, Westar, BNSF Railroad, and several banks. The 

average lease rate Downtown of more than $16 per square foot is near the 

high end of the competitive districts. 

The Hospital District is located west of Downtown and is anchored by 

Stormont Vail Hospital and the University of Kansas Health System. These 

major facilities are supported by complementary medical office space that is 

leasing at an average of $11 per square foot with full occupancy. 

West Topeka is the home of the suburban corporate campuses of Security 

Benefit and the Federal Home Loan Bank of Topeka and has the highest 

overall lease rates in the city. 

Southwest Topeka is typified by suburban style 1 to 3 story professional 

offices that are generally of newer construction, with lease rates comparable 

to Downtown. 

South Topeka is home to an older stock of suburban-style office spaces, and 

has lower lease and occupancy rates than most of the other office districts. 
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an engineer would. The U.S. Government’s General Services Administration 

maintains a handbook with guidelines of space needs per office worker. 

Based on the job projections, there will be demand for approximately 2.6 

million square feet of new or rehabbed office space in Northeast Kansas 

region, with 43 percent expected to be high-quality class A space, 29 percent 

class B space, 22 percent medical office space and a small amount of civic 

space. A reasonable capture rate must be applied to these estimates to 

determine office market potential for Downtown Topeka. Demand for office space is driven by jobs. An increase in the number of jobs 

in sectors like finance and insurance, technology, and professional services 

will trigger the need for additional office space, but the quantity and quality of 

space needed varies based on industry. Employment projections from 

Kansas Labor Information Center  forecast growth of about 45,000 jobs in the 

17-county Northeast Kansas Region over the 10-year period from 2016 to 

2026. 

Job projections are converted into office square footage demand by 

estimating the square footage needs per employee and the percentage of 

jobs in a given occupational sector that require office space. For instance, a 

service technician would not typically have dedicated office space, whereas 

CLASS A CONVENTIONAL 

1.12M SF 

CLASS B CONVENTIONAL 

760K SF 

MEDICAL 

560K SF 
CIVIC 

140K SF 

PROJECTED TEN-YEAR OFFICE DEMAND BY PRODUCT CATEGORY  
Northeast Kansas Region 
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A key national trend is that of companies moving or expanding Downtown 

because of the importance of place for talent recruitment, company image, 

and broad collaboration. The Downtown Topeka office market is currently 

strong, but has opportunity to improve as the district becomes gains more 

amenities. Sectors like finance/insurance and technology show a preference 

for downtown locations and employment in these sectors is projected to 

increase in Topeka’s region. Therefore, these sectors should be recruited, 

along with architects and engineers, and other professional sectors, to 

establish or grow a presence in Downtown Topeka. 

An explanation of why downtowns attract creative and technology workers is 

included to the right. These employees are younger, much more likely to be 

renters, and a high percentage would consider moving to a downtown 

environment. Not only will these workers bring additional spending power 

and vitality to the downtown, they are also prime targets for residential 

products that will be built and rehabbed downtown. 

ARCHITECTS 

& ENGINEERS 

ART &  

DESIGN

 

FINANCE & INSURANCE 

 

IT / TECH 

CREATIVE AND TECH 
INDUSTRY WORKER  

TRENDS 

OFFICE DEMAND FOR SELECT INDUSTRIES 



 

Determining future demand for office development involves evaluating a 

complex set of variables. This includes the desirability of the location, 

availability (and price) of land, existing industry clusters, and potential 

changes in consumer preferences and industry growth. 

A somewhat simpler method involves looking to: 1.) past office performance: 

what regional share of office growth did downtown capture over the past 

decade; and 2.) future job growth: how many jobs are office related industries 

projected to add over the next decade? 

Over the next 10 years, the Northeast Kansas Region is expected to add 2.6 

million square feet of office space.  Using data provided by CoStar, it was 

determined that Shawnee County captured approximately 30 percent of the 

Northeast Kansas regional office growth over the past decade and most of 

this growth was captured in suburban locations. If Shawnee County captured 

30 percent of the projected Northeast Kansas regional growth, that would 

amount to 780,000 square feet of office space. Downtown can position itself 

to capture a larger share of this growth, building upon its current strength as 

a job center. Given increases in consumer preferences toward urban places 

to live and work, Downtown has an opportunity to position itself in such a way 

as to exceed its past performance. This will be particularly true if investments 

are made in entrepreneurship and placemaking, and institutions collaborate 

with targeted investments.  

Based on historical trends, ‘conservative’, ‘moderate’ and ‘enhanced’ capture 

rates of five percent, ten percent, and 15 percent were applied respectively to 

the regional growth projection of 2.6 million square feet to estimate 

reasonable demand potential for Downtown Topeka. This would amount to 

demand approximately 250,000 to 350,000 square feet of new office space 

Downtown over the next ten years. A similar approach was used to project 

Downtown office demand by product as shown in graphic.  

MARKET ANALYSIS 

DOWNTOWN PROJECTED 10-YEAR OFFICE DEMAND  
Employment Growth-Driven Space Needs 



 

Projected office demand can be accommodated in two primary locations: 

improving and/or renovating existing buildings or building new on a suitable 

site. The quality of the historic building stock lends itself to reuse and unique 

spaces could be particularly appealing to creative and start-up companies. 

The Post Office property is a prime target for this type of redevelopment, and 

office would be one of a mix of uses that could occupy that building. Smaller 

buildings along Kansas Avenue and elsewhere in the district are also suitable 

for office uses. These changes will not only improve the aesthetics of 

downtown, but also add more workers, who may become downtown 

residents as well. 

If a major company in the Topeka region is looking for new office space or 

wants to relocate to the region, Downtown will be a very viable option as 

conditions improve. There are several locations that could be appropriate for 

new office construction—the current police and sheriff site could be 

particularly catalytic if a new law enforcement center is built in a different 

location. This site encompasses nearly an entire block, is city-owned, and 

would provide the opportunity to reintroduce urban form on a block that could 

bridge the gap between the Kansas Avenue District and Innovation District. 

Large surface parking lots along Kansas Avenue and Van Buren (closer to 

the capitol building) are also good candidates for new office construction. 
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DOWNTOWN 
TOPEKA   

HOTEL SUPPLY  

STATE OF KANSAS BUSINESS TRAVELERS

HEALTHCARE CIVIC, CULTURAL, & 
ENTERTAINMENT 
ANCHORS

Approximately 15 percent of all hotel rooms in Shawnee County are located 

in Downtown Topeka, or 373 out of the county’s 2,551 rooms. Until Cyrus 

Hotel, which has 109 rooms, was built, no new hotel rooms were added to 

the Downtown market for decades. Most new construction, particularly of 

hotels that cater to business travelers, occurred on the outskirts of Topeka 

near I-470 interchanges. 

Other hotels located Downtown include Ramada Hotel and Convention 

Center, and Senate Luxury Suites. In terms of quality, Cyrus Hotel is far 

superior to the other properties, which have not been renovated for many 

years. The addition of the Cyrus Hotel in the heart of Downtown should 

support business travelers, bring more people to the area, and is an 

important part a larger economic development strategy. 

According to GoTopeka!, the region attracts nearly 960,000 visitors per 

year that generate 500,000 room nights in hotel demand. These numbers 

include business travelers; leisure travelers visiting civic, cultural, and 

entertainment attractions; and convention attendees. Downtown and 

surrounding neighborhoods are home to a number of major employers 

that create demand for hotel room nights because they support business 

travel. These include state and federal agencies, financial institutions, 

utilities, and Stormont-Vail Medical Center. A segment of these visitors 

seeks out downtown hotels because of the walkable environment and 

amenities frequently located in downtown districts. Adding amenities like 

the plaza and supporting businesses like Norsemen Brewing Company, 

Bradley’s Corner Café, and the many retail and arts-oriented businesses 

in NOTO; and the Iron Rail, the Pennant, Lupitas, and retailers and 

restaurants along Kansas Avenue, will make Downtown more inviting for 

visitors and support demand for Downtown hotels. 



 

DOWNTOWN SHARE OF REGIONAL 
HOTEL ROOMS 

Downtown Topeka currently has 15 percent of all hotel rooms in the region—

a percent share less than each of the listed in the graphic below. Wichita and 

Lawrence also have relatively low share; however, the aspirational and peer 

cities have Downtowns with 24 to 36 percent of regional hotel rooms. As 

stated previously, Downtown Topeka has a high proportion of regional jobs, 

which should make it an anchor for business travelers—Downtown should be 

able to capture a higher percentage of regional hotel rooms.  

If Downtown Topeka were to increase its share of regional hotel rooms to 20 

percent, this would result in 150 to 250 additional rooms in the district. This is 

a reasonable target given the performance of most of the peer and 

aspirational cities.  



 

There is no single, definitive source to determine the amount of retail square 

footage and vacancy in the downtown Topeka study area and it is highly 

recommended that a detailed survey be conducted by Downtown Topeka, 

Inc. and its partners so that current statistics are available and potential 

opportunities can be identified. However, a reasonable estimate of 850,000 

square feet was made by adjusting and combining available resources. 

Most new retail construction has occurred on the edges of the community, 

but several renovated properties along Kansas Avenue have added to the 

vitality of the downtown core and NOTO Arts District. The asking rent for 

these renovated 1st floor commercial spaces ranges from about $12 to $18 

per square foot, although a windshield survey suggests that overall vacancy 

in the study area is rather high, estimated to be 20 to 30 percent. Tenants 

include unique, locally-owned businesses such as The Pennant, Iron Rail 

Brewing, and Norsemen Brewing Company. The study area is one of the few 

locations in Topeka where a historic, mixed-use, pedestrian-friendly district 

exists, an amenity that should be leveraged to support tourism, economic 

development, and talent recruitment and retention. 

Most of the major retail centers are around the edge of the community, near 

the interstate. The largest concentration of retail space is around West Ridge 

Mall on Wanamaker Road. The mall contains more than 1 million square feet 

of leasable space and is anchored by JC Penny and Dillard’s. The mall is 

surrounded by a large selection of regional anchors, including Target and 

Bed Bath and Beyond. 
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Customers for downtown retail will come from two market areas. The Urban 

Market Area (UMA) represents the majority of the residential support 

because of its proximity to Downtown. The UMA is approximately 16 square 

miles and is home to more than 51,900 people with a median household 

income of $36,700. The median household income is relatively low compared 

to the MSA, but the density of the area and pockets of high-income 

households creates significant income density and buying power. Additional 

demand will come from the larger Regional Market Area because the study 

area will offer unique restaurants, shops, and experiences that cannot be 

found elsewhere in Topeka. Customers are willing to travel farther distances 

to reach these types of destinations.  

MARKET ANALYSIS 
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Demand gap analysis makes a direct comparison between retail sales and 

consumer spending by industry and measures the gap between supply and 

demand. This analysis helps target types of retail that are undersupplied in a 

market area. Some of these opportunities may be in sectors that are not 

currently growing their brick and mortar presence (often due to the increasing 

prevalence of online shopping) and some of these opportunities are typically 

supplied in big-box store formats that are unlikely to relocate to Downtown 

Topeka. Even so, the products provided by these types of stores can often 

be supplied in smaller formats that would meet resident’s needs. For 

example, a store such as Dollar General could be used to help fill the gap in 

supply for general merchandise stores in the UMA. Retail gaps were also 

identified in home furnishings, apparel, restaurants & bars, and grocery 

stores. In a downtown environment such as Downtown Topeka, these stores 

would likely be independent, local businesses with the exception of a grocery 

store, which could be smaller format version of an existing chain.  
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As shown in the graphic to the right, residents are the main source of support 

for downtown businesses. However, downtown retail also serves individuals 

who come to the area for work and play that are not accounted for in gap 

analysis, which is based on where people live. Understanding potential 

spending from these other groups can further inform how much retail can be 

supported downtown.  

Workers 

Spending by office workers can support a significant amount of retail space, 

particularly in a place like Downtown Topeka, where the concentration of jobs 

is high. According to research conducted by the International Council of 

Shopping Centers (ICSC), excluding transportation expenses and online 

purchases, office workers spend about $129 on average each week on 

purchases near their office building during the workweek. A significant 

portion of this spending ($26) is at restaurants, with workers patronizing 

quick-service establishments (such as delis) more frequently than full-service 

restaurants. The average office worker spends $20 weekly at grocery stores 

near work, showing that the large daytime population of Downtown Topeka 

can supplement residential support for this type of establishment. Office 

workers also patronize many other types of establishments that are well-

suited for a downtown environment, such as personal care shops, drug 

stores, and entertainment. Assuming office workers in Downtown Topeka 

spent $10 per day, or $50 per work week and about 75 percent of this 

spending occurred at Downtown and NOTO establishments, it would result in 

demand for nearly 130,000 square feet of retail and restaurant space.  

 

 

Convention 

Even though the Kansas Expocentre is about one mile from Downtown 

Topeka, the study area can benefit from the estimated 357,000 attendees 

who visit this facility every year. According to a study by the Kansas 

Department of Wildlife, Parks, and Tourism, the average visitor spends $191 

per day, which includes overnight visitors w ($355) and daytime visitors 

($80). Of this spending, over 50 percent is estimated to be on food and 

restaurants and 20 percent is retail. If even half of this activity could be 

captured by Downtown Topeka, these visitors could support 97,000 square 

feet of retail space.  

Destinations 

Topeka destinations such as the Kansas History Museum attract many 

visitors to the city each year. The Topeka Zoo, for example, has an estimated 

attendance of 200,000 people. In addition, Downtown and NOTO events and 

festivals currently bring an estimated 100,000 visitors to the area each year. 

The Economic Impact of Travel in Kansas, 2017 indicates that daytime 

visitors spend, on average, $80 each day. Realistically, Downtown and 

NOTO would not capture all of this spending because a number of the 

visitors would be residents. Therefore, an estimated capture rate of 30 

percent is applied to the $24 million in spending that daytime visitors would 

generate. This would create demand for approximately 21,000 square feet of 

retail downtown.  

Cultural 

The Topeka Performing Arts Center is a cultural institution that draws an 

estimated 75,000 visitors every year. Theater-goers tend to spend money on 

food and drinks before or after a show. With the relatively small number of 

visitors, this amount of spending supports a modest 5,000 square feet of 

space. However, these institutions and their visitors serve an important role 

for downtown. From a retail standpoint, they provide evening activity, which 

is particularly important to restaurants which often need to have at least two 

meal services a day to survive. Their patronage during dinner, when office 

workers are gone, can help fill that need.  
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The final step in determining retail demand involves looking at the future. As 

Downtown Topeka begins implementing its plan and conditions improve, new 

residents, workers, and visitors will spend more retail dollars Downtown and 

in NOTO. If the Expocentre follows the facility improvement 

recommendations in its master plan, annual attendance is expected to 

increase by 193,000, with an accompanying demand for 150 more hotel 

rooms. This increased activity in the future will support another 53,000 

square feet of retail space. If 250,000 to 350,000 square feet of office is 

added to the Downtown market, 900 to 1,200 new jobs would be 

accommodated, increasing retail demand by 5,000 to 7,000 square feet. The 

approximate 1,620 new residents who would occupy the new residential units 

would support approximately 22,000 square feet of retail space.  
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MARKET CONCLUSIONS 

Market analysis revealed the strongest opportunities are for downtown 

housing, with approximately 850-900 new units supported over the next ten 

years. Early on, a majority of these will be rental apartments, but as the 

downtown progresses, lower-density for-sale products like townhomes may 

become viable. 

Overall, nearly 700,000 square feet of retail is considered to be supportable 

and this number includes existing space. The quality of retail tenants and 

spaces will continue to improve as new residents and workers move 

downtown, but new construction will be relatively limited. 

 

Topeka can also expect to capture an increasing share of local companies 

that are looking to relocate or expand. Up to 300,000 square feet of new or 

rehabbed space will be needed to accommodate this growth. With 

anticipated improvements, the downtown will become a more attractive 

destination for business travelers and tourists, generating demand for 

approximately 200 more rooms. 



 

 

Demand for new residential products is finite—850 to 950 units of multifamily 

and townhome construction would require approximately 25 acres of land, or 

four percent of the land in the study area. There is not enough demand to fill 

every corridor with new residents. Therefore, it is essential to decide where it 

will be most strategic to direct this development. Scattered development 

would make it difficult to create cohesive districts, lessen the overall impact 

of the development, and limit its ability to support or catalyze additional retail 

and neighborhood service development. 

One of the key goals expressed by stakeholders involved in this study is to 

connect the Capitol to the river—create a place along the Van Buren 

Corridor. There are currently several surface parking lots and underutilized 

properties in this corridor that have potential for new multifamily and mixed-

use development. Townhomes are more appropriate on the edge of 

Downtown, perhaps in the neighborhood around the water tower where there 

is significant vacant land. New development here would meet a market need 

while stabilizing those blocks, which are within walking distance of most 

Downtown amenities and services. 

Retail demand is also finite. This is one reason an inventory of retail space is 

important—vacancies in targeted retail districts (Kansas Avenue and NOTO) 

can be identified and marketed. The graphics on the next page illustrate the 

scale of retail demand. The market analysis concluded support for 

approximately 690,000 square feet of retail in the study area. Kansas 

Avenue, between 6th Street and 10th Street, could support up to 285,000 

square feet of retail space. This excludes buildings where the design limits 

retail potential and banks. NOTO has approximately 150,000 square feet of 

ground floor space. Combined, these districts potentially contain more than 

60 percent of supportable retail space. As with residential uses, it is critical to 

be strategic about what locations are targeted for retail. 
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Market analysis conducted for this plan, when combined with a high-level 

physical capacity analysis, reveals that development opportunities will need 

to be focused in target areas.  In other words, there is not enough 

development opportunity to reinvent all areas of downtown that need 

reinvestment today, so areas for future investment must be chosen 

carefully.  Strategically.   

The following strategy provides three frameworks:  

› Development: what kinds of development projects should be 

concentrated where 

› Districts and Branding: how can new development be combined with 

other investments to create identifiable and coherent districts 

› Implementation: who and what resources need to be aligned in order to 

realize success? 

MARKET STRATEGY 

A critical element of a market strategy involves aligning opportunities in 

ways that are synergistic, while separating necessary components of a 

downtown that may have incompatibilities.  Housing that targets singles 

may do well adjacent to an entertainment district; housing targeting couples 

and mid-career professionals will do better above or beside quieter dining 

experiences.  Visitor experiences are going to be closely tied to hotels and 

entertainment; local residents may prefer to be separated from these 

experiences.   



 

The implementation framework provides guidance 

on steps that need to be taken to unlock the 

market potential of Downtown. It provides for lead 

actors and support actors; and actions that range 

from partnering, to funding, to specific areas for 

focused investment.  It provides guidance to the 

private, philanthropic, institutional, and public 

sector to direct investment and ensure 

coordination of efforts. 

An implementation strategy focuses the energy of 

the community on a clear vision for the future. By 

leveraging the assets of each district and allowing 

for complementary efforts, Topeka will be able to 

create a unified downtown that is greater than the 

sum of its individual parts.  These strategies—

some long-term, others short-term—will enable 

the city to transform the downtown into a thriving 

urban district that attracts more residents, 

commercial activity, and visitors. 

Vibrant downtowns are diverse in both people and 

offerings.  They are employment centers, 

residential neighborhoods, visitor destinations, 

and shopping districts—and are the only places 

where such an array of experiences and uses can 

typically occur together.  It is what makes them 

special.  The character of downtowns can and 

needs to change over space and time in order to 

provide such richness and, as a result, we 

typically think of downtowns as being composed 

of districts.  

A district and branding framework for Topeka 

builds upon the assets of Downtown today—the 

Capitol, Kansas Avenue, the Topeka Arts 

Center—with real market opportunities that can 

be leveraged enhance Downtown in the future.  A 

district strategy provides the essential link 

between what a place is, and what it can be, 

because it shapes a coherent investment strategy 

that targets the right people with the right 

products in the right places.  This leads to a set of 

branded districts that are unique and distinctive.  

By leveraging investments in place and the public 

realm, sound urban design and architecture, 

anchors to drive traffic, and coordination of 

complementary uses, districts can be created that 

are greater than the sum of their parts.   

A Development Framework provides the who, 

what and where of a strategy to encourage the 

development of housing, retail, office, and 

hospitality.  That is, who to target, what the 

product needs to look like, and where it needs to 

be located.  It ensures that the right product is in 

the right location. For example, housing for young 

professionals may do well in an entertainment 

district whereas housing targeting couples and 

mid-career professionals will be more successful 

in an area slightly more removed from activity 

centers.  

The product must also be targeted.  Singles might 

prefer smaller, but optimally-located units that 

keep rents down and put them where the activity 

is.  Mature couples might want larger units, and 

be able to afford them.  Entertainment and dining 

that targets families might need to be separate 

from entertainment that targets adults.  Hotels 

may need to be close to office if they serve 

business travels; landmarks and attractions if they 

serve visitors.  This framework explores 

opportunities for housing, retail, office, and 

hospitality. 



 

Market analysis indicates that the downtown Topeka study area can support 

about 850-950 new or rehabbed housing units over the next 10 years. The 

target markets for these products can be divided into three general groups: 

young professionals, mid-career & empty nesters, and students.  

Young Professionals 

The strongest support for housing in downtown is expected to come from 

young professionals. This group is attracted to urban environments and is 

willing to move to up and coming areas like Downtown Topeka. These 

people are generally well-educated, but just starting out in their careers 

(and have salaries in the range of $35,000-$45,000). A large majority are 

renters and would be living alone or with a roommate. Young professionals 

will add a lot of vitality and help support night life that keep downtown active 

after hours. 

Mid-Career & Empty Nesters 

Once Downtown Topeka has well-established walkable amenities, attractive 

streets, and improved buildings, it will be able to attract moderate support 

from a more mature target group. This group is more affluent and generally 

prefers homeownership, requiring a different kind of product than young 

professionals. They often enjoy being close to, but not within, high activity 

areas and will place a high value on cultural amenities. 

Students 

Given the distance to Washburn University, support from students is 

expected to be relatively low. However, some may be willing to increase 

their commute to campus to be close to a quality urban environment. 

Unsurprisingly, students are almost exclusively renters. They generally 

have low incomes, although the data can be somewhat misleading as 

parents often provide additional financial support. They tend to prefer 

inexpensive fast-casual restaurants and will seek out social activities late in 

the evening. 

MARKET STRATEGY 



 

There are four housing typologies that will serve the diverse needs of 

potential downtown residents: 

New Construction 

Newly constructed apartments will be an important part of the downtown 

renaissance, as many people simply prefer the quality and amenities they 

afford. Consequently, this product will be able to achieve the highest lease 

rate per square foot. Monthly rents are expected to be in the range of $850 

to $1,200. Of the total of 850-950 units expected downtown, almost 40% 

are expected to be new construction. 

Rehabbed Apartments 

Rehabbed apartment units will be scattered throughout the study area and 

are important to the fabric of Downtown. The historic feel and unique space 

is attractive to many tenants and the locations are often in the heart of high 

activity areas. Overall rents will be somewhat comparable to new 

construction, but the per square foot rent is generally lower as the 

apartments are often larger in size. 

Townhomes 

For those wanting a larger space and more privacy, rental townhomes are 

likely to be an attractive option. Early efforts should focus on higher-density 

uses, but this product type will help attract a more affluent and mature 

target audience. Average monthly rents are expected to be in the range of 

$1,000-$1,650. 

For-Sale 

For-sale products will likely not be a viable option, in large numbers, until 

the downtown is more established. The target market for these units will be 

slightly older couples who are more established in their careers and want to 

be within walking distance to activity centers. The minimum purchase price 

will be about $200,000 and could go above $350,000, depending on the 

quality of the unit and the improved marketability of Downtown Topeka. 

± 

± 

± 

± 



 

 

The housing strategy that emerged focuses new construction along Van 

Buren, while upper-story historic apartment rehabs can continue to be 

clustered along the south end of Kansas Avenue, as part of a mixed-use 

district. Continued reinvestment in these historic properties will increase 

curb appeal and help commercial spaces thrive. To the north, it is possible 

to introduce residential uses into historic brick industrial buildings that are 

underutilized. These loft products will offer an edgier feel that fits the 

transitional nature of the area which, in some cases, has active industrial 

uses. 

New construction along Van Buren can be used to help transform this key 

area into a beautiful residential neighborhood. With stunning views of the 

capitol at one terminus, and the riverfront and future activity as the other, 

Van Buren is the logical place to direct future growth, with its underutilized 

sites and great catalytic potential.   

There is potential for high-end rental units close to the river, as the area 

improves and the riverfront becomes a more active and attractive reactional 

amenity, and potentially, entertainment district. These products are likely to 

happen later in the evolution of Downtown Topeka. 

In the future, as for-sale products become more viable, the area around the 

water tower could be a good location for an urban village, containing 

medium density housing options such as townhomes and small apartment 

buildings. This neighborhood is close to the amenities of downtown, but 

separated enough to be more attractive to those seeking more privacy and 

larger home. The large amount of vacant and underutilized land in this area 

make new construction more feasible.  
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Residents 

Residents will be a major source of support for downtown retail. The first 

residents of Downtown Topeka will be young professionals, people early on 

in their careers who prefer an active urban environment with opportunities 

to socialize. As the downtown progresses, it will also be able to attract a 

more mature audience that has higher disposable income. Both of these 

groups will be most active on weekday evenings and weekends and will 

want restaurants and nightlife, fitness and personal care establishments, 

and everyday shopping needs such as a grocery store or pharmacy. 

Workers 

The high concentration of office workers in Downtown Topeka provides 

substantial support for retail. A significant portion of their weekly spending is 

at restaurants, but they will also patronize personal care establishments, 

grocery stores, drug stores, and entertainment venues. Workers fill an 

important gap in the retail landscape as they’re most active during the day, 

when residents may be elsewhere working. 

Visitors 

Whether in town for leisure or businesses, many visitors will want to see 

Downtown Topeka, not only for the Capitol building, urban experience, and 

unique establishments. Most of their spending will be on food, but boutique 

retailers may also be able to draw enough customer support to succeed.  

Students 

While students are not expected to be a major component of the population 

living downtown, they will likely be part of the customer base. Students tend 

to prefer more affordable, fast-casual dining options and will embrace 

opportunities to socialize later in the evening. 
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Most retail growth in Downtown Topeka will occur through the rehabbing 

and upgrading of existing space. With increased demand from residents, 

workers, visitors, and students, rents are expected to increase to $16-$20 

per square foot in prime space on South Kansas Avenue, and $12-$16 per 

square foot in NOTO. These higher rents will enable landlords to invest in 

upgrades to the interior and exterior of buildings, greatly improving the 

aesthetics of downtown and helping to continue the positive momentum 

already underway. 

There is limited demand for new retail space. Some of this demand can 

potentially be concentrated into an entertainment district near the south 

edge of the river and some will occur as a small part of larger multi-family 

developments, which the housing strategy suggests concentrating along 

Van Buren. Due to the cost of construction, rents will be in the range of $18-

$24 per square foot. While corner shops will rely heavily on traffic from 

neighborhood residents, the entertainment district will be able to attract a 

wider array of customers. 



 

  

Through major investments in the street and quality of place, Topeka has 

successfully induced private investment in the historic buildings along South 

Kansas Avenue. As the downtown matures, these four blocks will likely 

continue to be the center for prime retail activity for the district. Vacancies 

will decline, retail spaces will see major investment, and the quality of the 

tenants will continue to improve. Outdoor dining and street activity will be 

critical components of maintaining the vibrancy of this key area. 

The other prime retail hub for downtown Topeka is along the south 

riverfront. This area has the potential to be a unique entertainment district if 

it can leverage proximity to the river, attract the appropriate tenants, and 

gain momentum. Great efforts will need to be made to connect this 

development across the river to NOTO, to the future residential corridor 

along Van Buren, and to the growth already occurring along South Kansas 

Avenue. 

Although support from nearby residents and workers is not as strong, 

NOTO has created a unique niche for itself as the designated arts district in 

Topeka. The area has tons of personality, which is reflected in the unique 

shops, murals, and public events. Tenant spaces are more likely to be 

modestly rehabbed, which will help sustain lower rents that enable a wide 

variety of businesses to get started. Retailers and restauranteurs are 

expected to be relatively eclectic, with greater potential for art space and 

small performance venues. 

There will not be enough retail demand to line all of Kansas Avenue and 

Van Buren with commercial space. However, maintaining retail momentum 

along these long stretches of road is an important part of an active, urban 

street. Therefore, remaining retail demand should be concentrated at key 

intersections along both streets, keeping retail options within close reach of 

all residents and workers. 
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Between tourists who come to Topeka for attractions like the zoo and 

business travelers who come for meetings and conferences, the City draws 

hundreds of thousands of visitors each year, many of which will need 

overnight accommodations. Tourists are more likely to be present on the 

weekends, whereas business travelers will need accommodations primarily 

on weekdays. In addition to hotel rooms, these visitors will help drive 

demand for restaurants, cultural experiences, and potentially nightlife. 

 

Different types of products are needed to fit the needs of these diverse 

target markets. Families on a budget often seek out a midscale hotel chain, 

whereas business travelers and more affluent tourists may prefer higher 

quality lodging in the form of a boutique hotel or four-star property. Even 

with the addition of the Cyrus Hotel, Downtown Topeka doesn’t have 

enough high quality rooms to meet the needs of these visitors. New 

products are likely to take the form of a boutique hotel, or business select 

hotel, potentially with a conference center. Average daily rents are expected 

to be in the range of $130 to $150. 

The two most likely locations for a hotel are along South Kansas Avenue, or 

along the south riverfront if the City can start building momentum in that 

area. By the river, new construction would most certainly be required, 

whereas on Kansas Avenue a hotel could potentially rehab a historic 

structure. A hotel in either location would greatly increase the supply of 

quality space and help draw more visitors who will also support retail and 

entertainment in the downtown.  
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The demand for downtown office space will come from a broad spectrum of 

industries. Many of these companies will employ people who specialize in 

more traditional fields such as business, law, or finance. Some of these 

companies will be staffed by those who have backgrounds in creative/

technology fields such as computer programming, website design, graphic 

design, or marketing. The presence of these workers will help create an 

active downtown during the day and will drive demand for other uses such 

as restaurant and retail.  

New and renovated office development downtown should be focused on 

accommodating a variety of needs and affordability, in order to draw a 

diversity of companies to the area. Creative and start-up companies are 

initially going to be looking for affordable space and co-working 

opportunities, particularly in existing buildings that have unique character. 

As these companies mature, they may expand into higher quality buildings 

that feature open floor plans and on-site amenities. Conventional industries 

are looking for traditional workspaces that will likely have rents in the range 

of $18-$24 per square foot, depending on the quality of finishes and 

services provided. 

The industrial area near Kansas Avenue & 1
st
 Street is a great opportunity 

to introduce unique office space for start-ups and creative businesses. 

Adaptive reuse of a few historic buildings will help provide a good transition 

between the downtown core, the river, and the nearby industrial users. 

Firms seeking traditional office space will find Kansas Avenue very 

appealing, as well as space surrounding the capitol building. 
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A districting strategy differentiates areas of downtown based on their 

functions, amenities, and opportunities. A districting strategy also provides a 

framework for guiding the densities, uses, and character of new 

development and public realm investments. This helps people orient 

themselves, sets user expectations, and assists with marketing, all of which 

are good for business. Nine unique districts have been identified for 

Downtown Topeka. Each has their own distinct personality, yet complement 

each other in service of a larger, unified Downtown.  

NOTO 

Local entrepreneurs have brought new life to the one-, two-, and 3-story 

historic buildings along North Kanas Avenue. Anchored by the NOTO Arts 

Center, this district has quickly become the center of art in Topeka. 

Buildings are filled with unique shops and restaurants, and the exteriors 

often feature colorful murals that add charm and character. Connecting this 

area to the river and the activity on South Kansas will drive continued 

investment and help create a unified downtown. 

River North 

Great Overland Station is the highlight of the River North District. Planned 

park improvements surrounding the property would make better use of this 

asset and provide connections to the Kansas River. Several nearby 

industrial properties offer opportunities to infuse art into this district, more 

strongly linking it with NOTO. 

River South 

Along the south riverfront, City ownership of several key parcels will make it 

easier to assemble enough land for a major new construction project which, 

will anchor a larger entertainment district. Improved parks, trails, and public 

gathering spaces will be needed for these new retail and residential users to 

be able to take advantage of their proximity to the river. 

  

Capitol to River 

The future of this district is primarily residential. With amazing views of the 

capitol building and proximity to the shops and amenities along Kansas 

Avenue, this area will be very attractive for new residential construction, a 

product which is needed to draw a wider variety of people to live downtown. 

Capitol District 

Government users dominate the Capitol District, with the potential for some 

office infill in the future. The green space around the capitol building could 

be leveraged to function as a neighborhood park, bringing life and activity to 

this important area.  

Kansas Avenue 

The renovated streetscape along Kansas Avenue has helped spur 

investment in the historic buildings that line this street. This area will 

continue to be the hub for retail and restaurant space downtown, with an 

active street, outdoor dining, and gathering. 

Office & Catalyst 

Traditional office users will be attracted to both new and rehabbed space 

within this district. Employees will be pleased to be within walking distance 

of the commercial core on Kansas Avenue and will help contribute to an 

active daytime environment downtown.  

Warehouse & Innovation 

While traditional office users are expected to occupy properties to the south, 

start-ups and creative firms could be interested in rehabbed industrial space 

in this district. With a mix of industrial users, unique office space, and 

residential lofts, this area could have a gritty urban edge and modest rents 

that will set it apart from other areas in Topeka. 

Tower District 

An abundance of vacant and underutilized land around the water tower can 

be transformed into an urban village. Medium density products such as 

townhomes, duplexes and small apartment buildings will provide more 

space and privacy, while keeping residents within walking distance of the 

activity on Kansas Avenue. 
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NOTO 

NOTO has already successfully positioned 

itself as the arts district in Topeka. This area 

has a charming, local, entrepreneurial spirit 

that distinguishes it from other areas of the 

city. A strategy which focuses on increasing 

the amount of public art will draw more visitors 

to the area. The existing mural program 

should continue to be encouraged.  Street art 

could provide a funky and unique alternative 

to more traditional public art. Rotating outdoor 

displays could be used to encourage people 

to continually revisit the area. This increased 

traffic will help support retail and restaurant 

spaces which will help activate the district. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
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RIVER NORTH 

Great Overland Station is a beautiful, historic 

asset that cannot reach its fullest potential 

without major improvements to the 

surrounding area. The planned Topeka 

Riverfront Park would make the area more 

appealing and provide another destination to 

bolster visitation. These improvements should 

include opportunities to meaningfully connect 

with the river and to cross it by walking, 

biking, boating, and perhaps even zip lines 

right over the water. Several nearby industrial 

properties should be adapted to infuse art into 

the district through major mural projects, 

decorative lighting, and potentially an 

immersive indoor art experience that could act 

as another anchor for the district. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
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RIVER SOUTH 

New construction along the river could lead to 

the development of a mixed-use 

entertainment district. This area will need a 

significant anchor, whether that is a minor 

league athletic facility, hotel and conference 

center, or high-quality park space that has 

regular programming and unique public art. In 

this area, upscale apartments might also be 

an attractive option if the public realm can be 

improved and better connected to adjacent 

districts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
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CAPITOL TO RIVER  

Van Buren will act as the spine for a new 

residential neighborhood with retail nodes at 

key corners. Numerous underutilized 

properties and parking lots provide great sites 

for new upscale apartments. These high 

quality buildings will “raise the bar” for 

downtown housing and provide amenities and 

quality that cannot be found elsewhere in the 

city. Young professionals will value being in 

an active urban environment, close to the 

shops and amenities along Kansas Avenue. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
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CAPITOL DISTRICT  

The Capitol building is the heart of this district, 

which is dominated by government uses. This 

area will remain as one of the major 

employment centers downtown and would be 

a great place for a new museum or cultural 

destination. In an area with little other green 

space, the Capitol Grounds can act as an 

oasis for downtown residents—a great place 

to read a book under a tree, meet with friends, 

or eat lunch outside. 
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 

 

 

 

 
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KANSAS AVENUE 

The stock of historic commercial buildings on 

South Kansas Avenue is unparalleled in the 

City of Topeka and this burgeoning mixed-use 

district that will continue to evolve as the 

centerpiece of Downtown. As more residents 

and workers are drawn to the area, the quality 

of the commercial spaces will continue to 

improve. Independent shops and restaurants 

will benefit from being clustered together in 

this special district, which will be the prime 

spot for people watching and outdoor dining. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
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OFFICE & CATALYST  

While government-related users are likely to 

cluster around the Capitol building, this district 

has a lot of potential for growth moving 

forward. Many office users are straying away 

from sterile office parks and are seeking out 

active places where employees can be within 

walking distance to shops and amenities. 

Therefore, Downtown Topeka is expected to 

be a competitive location for firms looking to 

expand or relocate within the City. Traditional 

office users will be looking for both new and 

rehabbed space and the employees they 

bring will increase daytime activity and 

support retail activity in the Downtown.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

MARKET STRATEGY 



 

WAREHOUSE & 

INNOVATION 

Start-ups and creative firms are likely to be 

attracted to rehabbed industrial buildings in 

the Warehouse & Innovation District. These 

users are looking for unique space at 

affordable prices and will enjoying being close 

to other progressive businesses. Residents 

who are looking for an urban loft experience 

will be able to find it here. A mix of active 

industrial users, creative businesses, and new 

residents will bring new life to this area and 

create a good transition between more 

traditional space on Kansas Avenue and the 

riverfront. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
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TOWER DISTRICT  

As Downtown Topeka progresses, it will be 

able to attract more mature residents who are 

looking for different types of housing than 

young professionals. This new neighborhood 

could include a signature park space that will 

be surrounded by new homes in the form of 

townhomes, duplexes, and small-scale 

apartment buildings. Residents will appreciate 

being within walking distance of the activity on 

Kansas Avenue, while maintaining a little 

more space, privacy, and quiet. 

Redevelopment in this district can be used to 

help build a better connection to heritage sites 

farther to the south. 

 

 

 

 
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FEASIBILITY TESTING 

A critical component to a development plan is proper vetting through a 

number of criteria, including site capacity, market analysis, economic 

viability, and political support.  The vetting of potential projects through 

these different lenses is often referred to as feasibility testing, as in: 

› Site Feasibility: Tests how much development product (typically 

expressed in housing units or commercial square footage) can be 

reasonably fit onto a site 

› Market Feasibility: Determines the likely revenues (expressed in rents, 

lease rates, and sale prices) and depth of demand that exist for different 

development products 

› Economic Feasibility: Compares revenues (typically in the form of 

rents or sale prices) with construction and operation costs, to determine 

whether a project is economically viable 

› Political Feasibility: Assesses whether a project is not only legally 

permissible, but also gauges level of public support or opposition 

The Capitol to River district, and specifically the Van Buren corridor was 

identified as an appropriate location for new market-rate multifamily and 

mixed-use construction.  As an example, the State of Kansas-owned 

parking lot at the northwest corner of 7th Street and Van Buren Avenue was 

selected for feasibility testing. This is done to understand what it would take 

to make a catalytic development happen in this district; however, significant 

work would need to be done to determine if the State would sell or lease the 

land and relocate the parking that the lot provides.  Nonetheless, a mixed-

use development at this location would begin to change the character of the 

corridor, beginning the process of connecting the Capitol to the river.   

Testing political feasibility is outside the scope of this study.  

Economic feasibility 

Economic, or financial, feasibility analysis evaluates and tests the financial 

viability of potential development products by determining their prospective 

development value and weighing it against their development (i.e., 

construction, acquisition, etc.) and operational.  Where development value 

is equal to or exceeds development costs, a project is likely to be viable and 

attractive to private investment.  Where development value is less than 

development cost, a financial “gap” will exist and public or institutional funds 

will be needed to make a project feasible.   



 

Three development scenarios are summarized in the graphics on the 

following pages:  100 percent residential development at two densities; 

mixed-use residential properties and two densities with 6,000 square feet of 

ground-level retail; and, a final scenario with the same buildings as the 

second one that assumes a long-term ground lease that than site 

acquisition. 

Scenario 1 

The first scenario compares the feasibility of a four-story medium-density 

multifamily building with 180 units to a high-density six-story product with 

300 units.  The latter would require structured parking to accommodate 

parking demands on the example site.  The latter option typically garners 

higher rents; however, the cost of adding structured parking significantly 

impacts economic feasibility. 

Scenario 2 

The second scenario adds 6,000 square feet of ground-floor retail to the 

mix to support neighborhood retail uses discussed in the market strategy.  

Adding retail has minimal impact on project feasibility. 

Scenario 3 

Scenario Three assumes that the State would not sell the underlying site, 

but would consider a long-term ground lease.  A developer would not have 

to purchase the site, but would have an annual lease payment to the state 

and what is assumed to be a market rate. This assumption was applied to 

the same building products as Scenario 2—multifamily with ground level 

retail, and the feasibility of both the medium-density and higher-density/

structured parking options increased.  Therefore, a long-term land lease 

with the state is worth exploring to help fill the feasibility gap of new 

construction in Downtown Topeka. 
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SCENARIO 1: MULTIFAMILY



 

FEASIBILITY TESTING 

SCENARIO 2: MULTIFAMILY WITH GROUND LEVEL RETAIL



 

SCENARIO 3: MULTIFAMILY WITH GROUND LEVEL RETAIL/LAND LEASE
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