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Soldotna Riverfront Options & Opportunities

Soldotna Riverfront 
Today and Future 
Opportunities
Riverfront ground is incredibly 
valuable. For example, look at 
the value of river and lake front 
property in the Kenai Borough 
versus alternative locations. With 
some planning, patience and 
public private partnerships, the 
riverfront property in downtown 
Soldotna might offer much greater 
value to the private owners along 
this stretch of river, and to the 
residents and businesses of the 
community as a whole. 

Background:  
Evolution of Riverfront uses in America
The use of riverfronts in US cities is evolving. In the 
past, in many places, riverfronts were primarily used for 
industry, reflecting river’s vital role as travel corridors 
(and often as sewers). 
 

On the left is a historic photo of Soldotna from 1960. 
What was once a DOT/PF maintenance yard is now a 
well-loved park, a use that takes much greater advantage 
of a downtown riverfront location.

Left photo courtesy Al Hershberger

Purpose of this Report 
Many people have driven though 
Soldotna for years, never realizing the 
river was so close, and so beautiful. 
The goal of this short report is to begin 
exploring options for harnessing the 
value of the riverfront. 

It is critical to emphasize that most of 
the land along the river is in private 
ownership. This report and any future 
plans have to respect the rights of 
private owners to use their land in their 
own interests. In light of that reality, this 
report has the modest goal of starting 
conversations among landowners and 
community leaders:

•	What is the potential value of 
Soldotna’s riverfront?

•	How have other communities taken 
advantage of riverfront locations?

•	What are some conceptual options 
for improvement in Soldotna?

•	What role could the City play 
in helping to support riverfront 
improvements?
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Soldotna riverfront

Soldotna Riverfront 

Soldotna riverfront

Soldotna riverfront

River: Kenai

City/Area Population: 
Soldotna: 4,600 (2015)
Within 10 miles of Soldotna 
City limits: 29,563 (2010)

Character Today: 
•	River: 80 miles long, turquoise 

waters, Alaska’s best known and 
most heavily fished river

•	Average daily vehicles on Sterling 
Hwy in Soldotna: 17,000; highest 
count in the Borough

•	Riverfront area: maps at the end of 
this section cover:

	 -Land Ownership Overview
	 -Project Area Ownership
	 -Topography
	 -100 foot Buffer
	 -Utilities and Zoning

Potential Future Opportunities:
•	Slow down pass through traffic; 

increase spending coming from 
“OMD/OMH” (one more day/hour)

•	Create a clear tangible sense of 
community identity

•	Make it more inviting for residents 
to be active outside

•	Help create a more vital, mixed-
use downtown with expanded 
riverfront commercial frontage

Potential Future Challenges:
•	Working with the needs of private 

landowners/current uses
•	Funding needed improvements 
•	Managing the desire of people to 

fish



3Small Town Riverfront Revitalization
People are drawn to waterfront 
locations. In recent decades many 
towns around the US have partnered 
with landowners to create lively, 
successful riverfront commercial 
settings. The City wants to explore 
options for Soldotna, where better 
access and better connections to 
riverfront parks and other amenities 
open new opportunities for private 
sector development. 

Several informal polls by national 
magazines, TV networks have asked 
people to nominate their favorite 
riverside towns.1 Answers range from 
big cities to small towns, and places 
where swimming and fishing is inviting 
to where the attraction is simply the 
sight of moving water. But despite that 
diversity, places that rank high follow 
several common themes – ideas that 
might apply in a place like Soldotna. 
These include:

•	Provide safe, attractive publicly 
accessible spaces to see and be near 
the water – trails, sidewalks, roads, 
bridges

•	Create a walkable mixed use setting 
near the river, with commercial uses 
like brewpubs, restaurants, hotels 
and shopping that benefit from a 
riverfront location.

•	Provide space for and support events 
in an attractive public setting.

•	All of these towns transformed 
what had been under-developed, 
neglected riverfront land.

Two examples of (hot summer!) 
riverfront success stories are shown 
at right. The pages that follow look 
at four communities that give a sense 
of the different approaches to taking 
advantage of riverfront locations, and 
that might offer some helpful reference 
points for Soldotna.

1 https://www.fodors.com/news/trip-ideas/americas-10-
best-river-towns; https://www.cnn.com/travel/article/
riverfront-towns/index.html ; https://www.outsideonline.
com/1929066/best-river-towns-america

River Walk: Truckee River, Reno NV 

“The Truckee River Walk is just a few blocks from the 
downtown hotels and a wonderful place to spend some 
time. There’s plenty to do at the River Walk. You’ll find bars 
and taverns, restaurants where you can enjoy your meals 
inside or outside and shops to spend your casino winnings”. 
- Visit Reno website 

Photo: http://visitreno.com/parks/river_walk/index.php

River Walk: Blue River, Breckinridge CO

The Breckenridge Riverwalk anchors the heart of  
downtown Breckinridge, offering four season strolling, 
shopping and events.  

https://www.breckenridgeresortmanagers.com/breckenridge   
Photo: https://www.summitexpress.com/2015/06/32nd-annual-july-art-festival-
in-breck/



4Estes Park, Colorado

Estes Park: Looking west, bridge at Rockwell Street

Estes Park: Looking east along 335 Ivy Street Estes Park: Big Thompson River

Estes Park: Commercial corridor along river off E Elkhorn AveRiver: Big Thompson

Population: 6,362 (2016)

Context and Transformations: 
A mountain town 90 minutes 
north of Denver, this community is 
the “Gateway to Rocky Mountain 
National Park”. Over the last 40 
years a series of investments, 
some motivated by flood issues, 
transformed riverfront land and 
the whole town from a glitzy 
commercial center selling gas, 
T-shirts and ice cream cones, to an 
increasingly popular multiday visitor 
and second home destination. 

small town riverfront revitalization



5Corvallis, Oregon

Corvallis: Willamette river Corvallis: Farmer’s Market

Corvallis: Riverfront Commemorative Park

Corvallis: Riverfront Commemorative ParkRiver: Willamette

Population: 57,110 (2016)

Context and Transformations:  
Corvallis is a college town 2 hours 
south of Portland. City investment 
in a river front park, and an 
adjoining street with good parking, 
landscaping, sidewalks and art, has 
triggered phenomenal investment, 
including housing, restaurants and 
brewpubs, and most recently a 
hotel and museum.

small town riverfront revitalization



6Durango, Colorado

Durango: River rafting

Durango: River bridge overlook

Durango: Animas River Trail - “the centerpiece of the city’s 
trail system” - provides easy access to parks, open spaces, the 
public library, downtown Durango, neighborhoods and schools

Photo: www.durangogov.orgDurango: Animas River

small town riverfront revitalization

River: Animas

Population: 18,503 (2016)

Context and Transformations: 
Durango has always been a 
recreation-focused town, but the 
river was not well connected to 
commercial areas and had limited 
riverside pathways. While river-
fronting commercial use is still 
limited, the river is now flanked 
by a series of popular paths and 
bridges, inviting strolling, floating 
and fishing, and helping to give the 
town a popular destination and a 
distinctive character.



7Great Falls, Montana

Great Falls: River’s Edge Trail

Great Falls: River’s Edge Trail

Great Falls: River’s Edge Trail

River: Missouri

Population: 59,178 (2016)

Context and Transformations:  
Great Falls is located east of the 
Rocky Mountains, away from the 
more established destinations and
tourism pathways in Montana. 
The Great Falls riverfront shows 
the pluses and limitations of one 
riverfront improvement strategy. 
The green buffer between the river 
and the town’s commercial areas 
is a well used urban amenity, but 
does little to enhance commercial 
opportunities for local business.  

Great Falls: Missouri River

small town riverfront revitalization



8Soldotna Riverfront: Goals and Benefits
More work is needed with land 
owners and other members of 
the community to consider if 
and how the Soldotna riverfront 
might evolve in the future. Below, 
as a starting point for discussion, 
are some possible future goals.

Overarching Goal: take greater 
advantage of the river, as an 
economic and quality of life asset, 
and to give a stronger identity to 
Soldotna.  

Specific possible goals, for 
discussion: 

•	Provide new economic 
opportunities, for current and 
future businesses, both small 
scale new entrepreneurs and 
larger established businesses 

•	Add value to existing lands and 
developments along the river 

•	Respect the interests and needs 
of existing landowners, existing 
businesses

•	Maintain environmental quality 

•	Provide a valuable, accessible 
amenity for both residents and 
for visitors. 

•	By providing a new destination 
for visitors, work to lessen current 
conflicts with resident life that 
come with tourism

•	Link with existing and future river 
front parks and walkways

Existing riverfront board walk on State and City land

Private walkway open to use by condominium property 
owners and guests

The Kenai River’s powerful draw as a fishing destination is a 
continuing opportunity and challenge.



9Concepts for Soldotna

Sidewalks: both sides of 
street, plus “sidewalk bulbs” to 
shorten cross walk distance, a 
key to supporting pedestrian 
traffic and business success 

Block 
crossing

Diagonal parking: 
convenient for users 
and allows reduction 
of on-site parking for 
buildings facing street

Two-way traffic bulbs at intersections  
and block crossings with textured paving

Special feature: 
art, seating, 
picnic benches, 
interpretive 
signage, climbing 
rock, drinking 
fountain, etc.

Trail in 
front of 
building

*Not to scale
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“Build-to-lines” with 
setbacks for narrow 
planter strip and outdoor 
seating with awnings

Option for 
buildings on river 
side of the street:  
river facing decks

Opening up riverfront 
property could bring 
substantial added 
value for waterfront 
land owners, providing 
new space for 
shopping, dining and 
other commercial uses 
year round.

Steep river bluff: 
retain riparian 
vegetation; consider 
one river access 
point for fishing.  
Do not permit trail 
along water edge



10Concepts for Soldotna

*Not to scale
River

Bluff

TurfSidewalkSidewalk

Outside 
seating

Street

Diagonal 
Parking

The sketches on this and the 
previous page are intended to 
provide “generic” examples of 
possible river edge improvements.  

Key design issues to consider, if there is landowner 
interest in exploring these ideas, include:

•	Options to place a new access road parallel to the 
river, while maintaining current uses 

•	Scale and function of a riverfront road, related 
parking solutions

•	Options for connecting a river edge pathway to 
the city park, and commercial uses in that vicinity, 
such as restaurants, breweries, retail, etc.

Connections: Linking Public Amenities, Private Land, and Controlled Public Access  

Source: City of North Ogden, Utah

Land owners can attract more business through well planned public access across their private 
properties. Retail businesses offering storefront parking and associated walkways is a near universal 
practice. Examples particularly relevant for the Soldotna riverfront are shown above. The streetscape 
photo and associated drawing illustrate an approach used in Ogden Utah, where a relatively narrow 
public ROW has sidewalks on adjoining private land open to public uses like outdoor dining and 
window shopping. Another common option is illustrated by the sign on the right, where a private 
landowner allows public access, but clarifies rules for that activity.   
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Possible Next Steps
As was stated in the introduction, this short report 
is intended to spark thinking and discussion. No 
doubt some people will see things of interest, and 
also ideas that may be way off base.  

If there is interest in further exploring these ideas, 
possible steps could include:

•	Work more closely with individual landowners, 
to better understand their particular needs, 
concerns and interests.  

•	Further investigate examples from other 
locations, and/or learn more about the examples 
shared in this report, including development 
costs and funding sources.

•	Review and refine the goals presented earlier in 
this report.

•	Based on these discussions and research, 
develop a more site-specific, but still conceptual 
set of plan alternatives, addressing issues 
including 

•	Vehicular access
•	Pedestrian access
•	Riverside park/open space 

•	Broaden the discussion to include community 
leaders, residents, other downtown businesses

•	Refine project finances & development 
strategies 

•	Funding options, including an array of 
public-private partnership redevelopment 
tools

•	Order of magnitude costs for improvements
•	Benefits, including likely increases spending 

by visitors and residents 
•	Synthesis – phased development approach, 

with commitments by public and private 
partners 

•	Make and carry out a specific implementation 
and business plan

Conclusions
The proximity of the Kenai River to the Sterling 
Highway and the commercial core of Soldotna 
presents a remarkable opportunity.  We hope the 
ideas in this report including the transformation of 
other riverfront communities might inspire thinking 
about if and how the Soldotna riverfront might 
evolve in the coming years and decades, both to 
benefit landowners and the community as a whole.
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15Kenai River Overlay District
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b
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, c
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si
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nd
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ro
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g
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un
d
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at

er
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 d

is
tr

ic
t 

in
cl

ud
es

 a
ll 

la
nd

s 
w

it
hi
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0
 f

ee
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o
f 

th
e 

o
rd

in
ar

y 
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g
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w
at

er
 m

ar
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o
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th
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K
en

ai
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iv
er

, o
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 f
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 c
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ev
el

o
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en
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an

d
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in
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o
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ng
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en

ai
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iv
er
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ve
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ay

-d
is

tr
ic
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•	

T
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 K
R

O
D

 a
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w
s 

fo
r 

d
ev

el
o

p
m

en
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 t
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 t
yp

e 
o

f 
ac
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vi

ty
/u

se
 d

et
er

m
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 t
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 le

ve
l o

f 
p

er
m

it
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ev
ie

w
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p

ro
je

ct
s 

an
d

 e
le

va
te

d
 li

g
ht

 
p

en
et

ra
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 p
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 c
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 p
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at
es

 a
ll 

us
es

 in
 t

he
 fi

rs
t 

50
’ a

cc
o

rd
in

g
 t
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 C
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th
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P
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 r
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al
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 p
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es
 a

nd
 s

tr
uc
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ey
 a

re
 w

at
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d
en
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 f
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 p
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p
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 p
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ut

io
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 t
ak

en
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si
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co
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 p

ro
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io
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ni
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p
p

o
rt

un
it

ie
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 C
ha

lle
ng

es
•	

T
he

 p
ri

va
te

 la
nd

, a
s 

w
el

l a
s 

th
e 

st
at

e 
w

et
la

nd
 a

re
a 

an
d

 c
it

y 
o

w
ne

d
 v

ac
an

t 
p
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ce

l a
d

jo
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g

 t
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 p
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 a
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ll 
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d

 C
o
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m
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ci

al
. T

hi
s 
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ne

 a
llo
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s 

a 
w

id
e 

ra
ng

e 
o

f 
p

er
m

it
te

d
 c

o
m

m
er

ci
al

 a
ct

iv
it

ie
s 

in
cl

ud
in

g
 r

et
ai

l a
nd

 w
ho

le
sa
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al
es

, f
o

o
d

 a
nd

 d
ri

nk
in

g
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st
ab

lis
hm

en
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lo

d
g

in
g

, l
ig

ht
 in

d
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nd

 p
ub
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 c
o

nd
it
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 p

er
m
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d
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 f
o
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 r
ed

uc
e 

o
n-

si
te

 p
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 c
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