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PREFACE
Project Vision 
Envision the 5th Avenue North corridor as a non-traditional motorized and 
non-motorized corridor connecting to the existing transportation system in the 
area and enhancing the surrounding community. 

Project Goals 
•	 Provide a comprehensive analysis of the opportunities to develop 

transportation connections to, from and within the corridor for multi-
modal uses 

•	 Identify connective opportunities to the existing transportation system 

•	 Incorporate, as appropriate, elements from adopted plans and studies 

•	 Provide broad opportunities for community involvement to help 
inform the study 

•	 Develop a vision for the corridor that incorporates transportation 
elements and considers adjacent land uses 

•	 Develop implementation priorities, including phasing and funding 
opportunities 
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INTRODUCTION
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the 5th Avenue North Corridor Feasibility Study (the Study) is 
to investigate the feasibility of creating a non-traditional motorized and non-
motorized transportation corridor within the 5th Avenue North alignment 
through Downtown Billings and the East Billings Urban Renewal District. This 
document outlines the analyses and conclusions of the planning effort which 
was initiated in June 2020 by the Billings Metropolitan Planning Organization. 
The Study reflects a comprehensive effort in which the consultants, Sanderson 
Stewart and Collaborative Design Architects, worked closely with the City 
of Billings, and additional stakeholders to evaluate opportunities within the 
corridor. The Study provides a broad framework for furthering the community 
building potential within the corridor and includes recommendations for 
designing and implementing corridor improvements.	

Study Area Description 
The study area (shown below outlined in blue) is the 5th Avenue North railroad 
corridor, bounded by Main Street/Highway 312 on the east, North 32nd Street 
on the west, 4th Avenue North to the south, and 6th Avenue North to the north. 
The Study also includes the north-south spur connecting this corridor to the 
main rail line adjacent to Montana Avenue. The Study includes the corridor 
alignment and properties adjacent to the corridor.

A rail spur running north from the Montana Rail Link (MRL) Main Line to the 
5th Avenue North corridor services properties along the eastern portion of 5th 
Avenue North. The active spur occupies approximately 75 percent of the overall 
corridor within the study area. The activeley used railroad is located within the 
existing right-of-way owned by BNSF Railway Co. and leased by MRL. Portions 
of the corridor no longer have active railroad right-of-way. Over the years, the 
right-of-way has been deeded back to the adjacent properties.
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BACKGROUND
Relevant Planning Documents
The completed analysis and proposed recommendations of this Study align 
with the community’s shared vision and established priorities articulated in 
numerous existing plans.

2020 Billings Area Wayfinding Signage Plan

The 2020 Wayfinding Signage Plan identifies several general benefits of 
wayfinding that directly correlate to the goals of the 5th Avenue North 
Corridor Study. Most notably, the Wayfinding Plan states, “Moving 
forward, wayfinding elements should be considered part of the complete 
implementation of any future bikeways”. 

2019 Downtown Traffic Study

The 2019 Downtown Traffic Study (supplemented by the 2021 Alternative 
Prioritization & Public Preference Plan) investigated issues related to 
the transportation network and identified alternatives to enhance that 
network. According to the traffic study, the Project Advisory Committee 
identified several actions that could improve downtown transportation. 
One of those actions includes using the 5th Avenue North corridor as a 
green space for pedestrian and bicycle facilities. This action would help 
improve the connectivity to and from downtown.

2015-2019 Billings City Council Strategic 
Plan

It is critical that all sub-area plans and secondary studies support the City’s 
Strategic Plan. Several of the City Council strategies and objectives would 
be bolstered by the 5th Avenue North Corridor Study.

•	 Strategy 3: Transportation - Objective 1: Improve transportation in 
Billings - Action 2: Continue adding to the City’s network of trails and 
sidewalks to improve pedestrian access.

•	 Strategy 4: Sustainable Economic Development - Objective 5: Enhance 
economic growth by ensuring infrastructure availability - Action 4: 
Continue to develop the transportation system to accommodate both 
commercial and commuter needs.

•	 Strategy 7: Quality of Life - Objective 2: Plan for adequate parks, 
open space and trails infrastructure city wide - Objective 6: Promote, 
encourage and develop city wide landscaping and tree planting to 
make the community more attractive.

1BILLINGS WAYFINDING SIGNAGE PLAN

FEBRUARY 2020

BILLINGS AREA

Wayfinding 
Signage Plan

DOWNTOWN 
TRAFFIC 
STUDY
Billings, Montana

August 2019
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2018 Billings Urban Area Long Range 
Transportation Plan

The Transportation Plan does not include any specific recommendations 
for 5th Avenue North but does identify the need to add bike and pedestrian 
facilities.

•	 Pedestrians and Bicyclists – Create a transportation system that 
supports the practical and efficient use of active transportation such 
as walking and bicycling. Objectives: Increase number of shared-use 
trail miles by 10% between 2018 and 2023; Incorporate bicycle or 
pedestrian facilities on 75% of projects between 2018 and 2023.

2017 Billings Area Bikeway and Trails Master 
Plan

The 5th Avenue North Corridor Study aligns with the Bikeway and 
Trails Plan which recommends developing more off-street multi-use 
trails and shows 5th Avenue as a visionary long range bikeway. Multi-
modal improvements to 5th Avenue North would support several general 
recommendations of the Bikeway and Trails Plan:

•	 Provide a bicycle, pedestrian, and trail network that is safe and 
attractive and meets the needs of all ages and abilities.

•	 Providing adequate, and a variety of bikeway connections to downtown 
can positively impact daily bicycle use in the City.  Bikeway facilities 
that provide direct or secondary connectivity to downtown will qualify 
for this criterion.

2016 City of Billings Growth Policy

The Growth Policy provides the high-level framework that all other plans 
and studies must support. The 5th Avenue North Study aligns with several 
of the defined growth guidelines established in 2016.

Essential Investments: relating public and private expenditures to public 
values

•	 The safety of all users and the connectivity of the transportation 
system are important criteria to consider in roadway designs and 
transportation plans.

•	 Planning and construction of safe and affordable interconnected 
sidewalks and trails are important to the economy and livability of 
Billings.

BILLINGS URBAN AREA20
18

����� ������� ���������������� �����

2018 Billings Urban Area
Long Range Transportation

prepared by

January 11, 2019
RReevviisseedd  oonn  MMaayy  1111,,  22002200  ffoorr  PPllaann  AAmmeennddmmeenntt  NNoo..  11

BIKEWAY + TRAILS
M A S T E R  P L A N  U P DAT E

BILLINGS AREA

SPRING 2017
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Place Making: enhance, maintain, preserve, and improve existing public 
places

•	 The history and heritage of Billings are cornerstones of our 
community.

•	 Encouraging the installation of art in public spaces enhances the places 
and showcases the talents and diversity of the community.

Community Fabric: attractive, aesthetically pleasing, uniquely Billings

•	 Developed landscape areas in commercial areas encourage more 
pedestrian activity and vibrant commercial activity.

Mobility and Access: choices in places where goods and services are 
accessible to all

•	 Connecting people to places with transportation choices is vital to the 
well-being of Billings’ residents, businesses and visitors.

•	 Safe and accessible transportation systems benefit everyone’s quality of 
life.

2009 East Billings Urban Renewal District 
Master Plan

The East Billings Urban Renewal District Master Plan (EBURD) articulates 
a vision for the urban renewal area, which includes a portion of the 5th 
Avenue North corridor.

The following guiding principles from the Master Plan are relevant to the 
5th Avenue North Study:

•	 Industrial Uses: Ensure existing industrial uses can continue to operate 
as desired.

•	 Edges: Integrate the edges of the District with the North Park 
Neighborhood, the Downtown Core, the Medical Corridor, and the 
University.

•	 Transportation: Provide a variety of transportation connections and 
choices throughout the District and surrounding areas.

•	 Trees & Open Space: Improve the natural beauty of the District by 
reintroducing trees and environmental features.

•	 River Connections: Extend non-motorized connections from the 
Billings Core to MetraPark, the Yellowstone River, and the Heights.

Additionally, the goals and objectives outlined in the 5th Avenue North 
Study would address the bicycle and pedestrian deficiencies identified in 
the EBURD Master Plan.

•	 “The EBURD has numerous limitations with respect to its bicycle and 
pedestrian environment. Currently, the district has a poor environment 
for pedestrians and bicyclists. There are no established bikeways 
through the district. There is no established pedestrian link between 
the CBD (Central Business District) and MetraPark.”

E A S T  B I L L I N G S  U R B A N 
R E N E W A L  D I S T R I C T

MASTER PLAN

Prepared For:
Big Sky Economic 

Development Authority

07.02.09
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2013 Exposition Gateway Plan and 
Hospitality Corridor Study

The eastern portion of the 5th Avenue North corridor includes the 
Exposition Gateway District and the Hospitality Corridor. The Exposition 
Gateway and Hospitality Corridor documents identify several opportunities 
that align with the Study including:

•	 The confluence of transportation corridors and eventual reuse of rail 
corridor offers visibility and access to the greater metropolitan area. 

•	 Provide safe and comfortable travel for a variety of modes, vehicle 
and non-vehicle, supporting the City’s overall vision of revitalizing the 
Exposition Gateway District and better connecting with MetraPark. 

May 15, 2013
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Why this Corridor
The 5th Avenue North corridor presents a rare opportunity for the community 
to create a shared-use mobility route through the heart of Billings. Because 
of its historic use as a railroad spur, this corridor has been set aside from the 
traditional street grid of downtown and East Billings. This creates a chance to 
enhance the transportation network by adding a unique multi-modal element 
that does not exist. 

The railroad is still in use within this corridor and this use will continue as 
long as there are customers and adjacent properties in need of rail access. In 
coordination with Montana Rail Link and other adjoining properties, the 5th 
Avenue North corridor provides an opportunity to incorporate multi-modal 
transportation facilities that are compatible alongside the existing rail line and 
transform the corridor into a safe, vibrant public space. 

With portions of the corridor underutilized, there is an opportunity for 
revitalization of the corridor and adjacent properties. The case studies located 
in Appendix A demonstrate the opportunity other communities have leveraged 
underutilized property into community assets. These types of projects 
are often catalyst projects that cause a corresponding and complementary 
development reaction on surrounding properties. 

Feasibility Criteria
This section describes the criteria used to evaluate the feasibility of 
transforming the 5th Avenue North corridor. Railroad use, adjacent land 
uses and available right-of-way were evaluated within the corridor as the 
primary feasibility criteria. Below is a summary of each item identified as key 
component in determining feasibility.

Railroad agreement and support

Because a portion of the corridor is currently used as part of the Montana 
Rail Link service to local businesses, it is essential that the feasibility study 
include how a transportation corridor may amicably co-exist with the 
existing rail operations. 

Property owner agreement and support

The ultimate success of the corridor will be achieved if improvements 
support and enhance the existing land uses along the right-of-way. 
Understanding the potential changes in land uses and respecting current 
activities of adjacent properties are critical to determining the feasibility of 
the corridor transformation.
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“Having access to 
strong mobility options 
equates to having 
access to opportunities 
like employment and 
education, which is critical 
for individual, economic, 
social and community 
success.” 

– Active Transportation 
Transforms America, Rails 
to Trails

“Multimodal Streets 
and Connectivity: 
downtown Billings will 
be viewed as a safe, 
attractive, and connected 
environment, which 
encourages downtown 
visitors and residents 
to walk and cycle 
between destinations 
to support increased 
multi-modal activity and 
communication within 
this unique economic and 
cultural asset.” 

– One of Four 
Transformational 
Initiatives from the 
Downtown Billings 
Strategic Plan



Right-of-way availability

What remains of the 5th Avenue North corridor is primarily right-of-way 
owned or leased by Montana Rail Link. In the section that is no longer 
used by the railroad, the right-of-way has been returned to the adjoining 
property owners. To construct transportation improvements within the 
entire corridor, easements or right-of-way will need to be acquired, as well 
as agreements made to use any portion of the railroad right-of-way. 

Public support

The development of this corridor will require securing considerable public 
support. Public funding and community support for improving the corridor 
will be vital to leverage additional funding, win the necessary approvals, 
and act as a catalyst for private investment.

Safety

The feasibility of transforming the 5th Avenue North corridor will require 
the creation of a safe, continuous corridor for a variety of users. Input from 
numerous stakeholder groups identified improving safety as a top priority 
for the project. 

Costs

While the corridor will likely be developed in phases and with a variety of 
funding sources, it is important to identify and understand potential total 
costs of the proposed improvements. Even at this conceptual level, the 
feasibility study provides an analysis of estimated implementation costs to 
provide a sense of the required funding.

Phasing

Due to the continued railroad operations, the corridor vision will need be 
completed in phases to accommodate the multiple, differing uses over time. 
Phased improvements along the active rail line will need to physically begin 
and end at points that such as intersections to discourage trespassing along 
unimproved portions of the corridor. The corridor should be evaluated with 
an understanding of how it can be strategically improved to best function 
for existing and future uses. 

16 
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PROJECT PROCESS
Evaluation of the feasibility for the 5th Avenue North corridor included 
technical analysis, stakeholder engagement, steering committee meetings, and 
public participation and input. A summary of the project process is described 
below. 

Analysis
Right-of-Way Analysis 

The first step was to determine the location and use of existing right-of-
way. Using available cadastral and property record information, as well 
as information from Montana Rail Link, the right-of-way locations are 
noted throughout the study. The width of the right-of-way varies from 
approximately 20 feet to over 60 feet. Facilities within the right-of-way 
include railroad tracks and storage buildings. Some of the buildings are 
leased to adjoining landowners, which contributes to the irregularity of the 
right-of-way width.

Within the western portion of the corridor from North 26th Street to North 
32nd Street, the right-of-way no longer exists. Over time, as railroad use 
diminished, it was deeded to the adjacent properties. A walking tour of the 
corridor indicated that physical space exists to use the former alignment 
as a potential transportation corridor. Property owner cooperation and 
involvement would be required to complete this portion of the corridor.
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Railroad Use 

With an understanding of the right-of-way, the next step of the process 
explored the frequency of train access on the corridor, and locations of 
businesses requiring rail service. There are currently four businesses 
within the corridor that have a service agreement with Montana Rail Link, 
although only two of those businesses currently request service for rail 
cars. When a rail car is delivered to a business, trains use the tracks from 
Montana Avenue and then turn north to the corridor at North 23rd Street. 
Train cars are then moved along the corridor to the business requesting 
service. Train cars are requested approximately 10 times per week. Because 
this is an active rail line, frequency of use and locations along the corridor 
may change as new businesses request service or existing customers 
discontinue rail service.

Coordination with Other Planning Projects

Based on the economic development projections and scenarios, the 
consultant team, City staff, and stakeholders suggested elements for the 
physical improvement of the corridor including land use, stormwater, and 
transportation. This vision lays out options for achieving the land use goals, 
addressing the rail traffic requirements, and enhancing pedestrian and 
bicycle facilities.

Stakeholder Meetings 
Early in the process, the consultant team and City staff met with the key 
stakeholders. The intent of these meetings was to understand the opportunities 
for development of the corridor, potential obstacles, and issues for additional 
exploration. Five meetings were held with landowners, developers, service 
providers, adjoining neighborhoods, and transportation advocacy groups 
to provide information and offer ideas for the corridor. Social Services 
representatives and several homeless residents, which are traditionally 
underrepresented groups in public processes, participated in the stakeholder 
meetings.  Four key themes emerged from stakeholder meetings: Active 
Transportation, Economic Development, Public Safety, and Placemaking. These 
themes were used to develop the vision and opportunities for the corridor.

Agencies 
Represented: 

Billings Industrial 
Revitalization District

Bicycle and Pedestrian 
Advisory Committee

Billings Police Department

Billings TrailNet

City of Billings Public 
Works and Planning & 
Community Development 
Departments

Community Crisis Center

Downtown Billings 
Association

LIFFT

Mental Health Center

MET Transit

Parks, Recreation & 
Cemetery Board

Riverstone Health

St. Vincent de Paul

Tumbleweed

Property Owners:

Billings Public Schools

Montana Rail Link

Ryan Restaurant 
Corporation 

St. John’s United,

United Properties

Yellowstone Art Museum

YMCA
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Active Transportation 

Active transportation, the non-motorized movement of people most 
commonly walking and bicycling, emerged as a common theme with all 
groups. 

Key points:

•	 Portions of the corridor are already used as an active pedestrian 
transportation corridor. This includes the west end between the YMCA, 
First Interstate Bank Building, and the Lincoln Center. It also includes 
east of North 27th Street where many people use it informally to 
connect to social services in the area.

•	 Formalizing those routes and connections would be beneficial to 
facilitating connectivity, improving safety, and increasing biking and 
walking options. More opportunities to safely bike and walk could 
reduce vehicle traffic.

•	 It would be a community benefit to safely walk or bike from the 
MetraPark to downtown after an event to extend the evening.

•	 Use of the corridor for public transit was viewed as not viable due 
to the limited availability of usable right-of-way and lack of activity 
generated by transit. However, transit is an important function 
within the area and can serve the corridor via parallel routes and key 
intersections with 5th Avenue North.

•	 A dedicated corridor to biking and walking would increase accessibility 
and use by a broad spectrum of residents.

Economic Development

The transformation of the corridor to a safe, attractive, and active 
transportation corridor has a symbiotic relationship with economic 
development. 

Key points:

•	 The improvement of the 5th Avenue North corridor would provide the 
community a reason to come downtown and stay downtown.

•	 Connections to the medical corridor and Montana State University – 
Billings would enhance downtown and reduce car trips.

•	 This is an opportunity to create an identifiable district by connecting 
these areas of the city. This corridor can be a significant destination, 
like the San Antonio River Walk.

•	 Start small. Identify some target project pieces and start connecting 
nodes of activity. A phased approach would make it more feasible 
rather than trying to develop the corridor as one action.

19
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Public Safety

Concerns about existing and potential public safety were identified during 
all stakeholder meetings. 

Key points:

•	 MRL expressed concern about incorporating a trail along an active rail 
line without sufficient buffers and barriers.

•	 One stakeholder discussion included representatives from local 
social service agencies and two clients of St. Vincent de Paul who are 
currently homeless.  They shared their experiences related to safety, 
homelessness, and ways in which the 5th Avenue North Corridor could 
be developed to serve the needs of homeless people.

•	 Because homeless people often need to carry all their belongings with 
them, the threat of crime increases. In other communities, providing 
storage for homeless people has resulted in a reduction of crime. 

•	 There is already concern about crime and safety in the area so people 
may be reluctant to use the corridor unless properly designed and 
built.

•	 Lighting was identified as an important public safety improvement and 
necessary for the enhancement of the corridor.

•	 The corridor should be visible at all intersections to increase safety 
while crossing streets. North 27th Street was identified as a particular 
challenge for pedestrians and bicyclists.

Placemaking

Stakeholders expressed optimism that the 5th Avenue Corridor could be a 
transformational project for Billings. 

Key points:

•	 Several groups identified the San Antonio River Walk as an 
inspirational project that this corridor could replicate.

•	 There is a desire to build a community asset that is beautiful and that 
draws people to and from downtown.

•	 Improvements that would make it inviting to all include adding public 
restrooms, green space, and areas to gather.

•	 Designing for all, including the homeless, will create a welcoming and 
inclusive public amenity.

•	 Using the rail corridor would allow Billings to tell its history as a 
railroad town.

20 



Project Oversight Committee
The Project Oversight Committee (POC) was tasked with providing in-depth 
review and feedback on the study as it progressed. The Committee consisted 
of staff members from the City of Billings and Yellowstone County, elected 
and appointed officials, and community members. POC meetings were held 
monthly to discuss the direction of the planning study from June 2020 and 
until February 2021. The first meeting included a walking tour of the corridor, 
while the remaining meetings were held virtually due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. The POC provided input on the project vision and goals, corridor 
character, and improvement opportunities.

Public Participation
In conformance with the Yellowstone County Board of Planning Participation 
Plan, a thorough public participation process was conducted. Because of 
concerns with public events during the COVID-19 pandemic, all meetings and 
activities were held virtually. For the duration of the project, a website provided 
information to and a feedback platform for the public.

The following public engagement meetings were conducted and planned as 
part of the feasibility study process: 

Virtual Open Houses 

Virtual open house No. 1 was held in the fall of 2020 to introduce the 
corridor planning study to the public. A virtual open house also solicited 
public opinion regarding the opportunities for multi-modal transportation 
and public improvements. The comments provided during the open house 
were reviewed by the POC and used to develop the corridor vision, goals, 
and improvements. 

Virtual Open House No. 2 will be held in February 2021 to present the draft 
corridor study and solicit public feedback. 
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“Let’s create our own 
green-belt style cultural 
“Rail-Walk” - telling our 
history of culture, trade, 
commerce, agriculture 
and industry. These could 
be built as small parklets 
along the tracks that 
support different displays-
-sculptural, interactive, 
and educational art. These 
then become nodes for 
additional development: 
food truck hubs, housing 
neighborhoods, adventure 
playgrounds, venues for 
small productions.” 

– Public Comment



Approval Process

The approval process will include the following dates for review and 
approval of the 5th Avenue North Feasibility Study and will be completed 
prior to issuing final study document.

Recommendations 
Based upon the vision and goals of the project, corridor analysis, and public 
engagement, a set of recommendations was developed to improve the corridor 
and anticipate future issues and opportunities. These recommendations 
provide a thoughtful framework including the necessary information to make 
future decisions about specific improvements, project phasing, and potential 
costs.
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EXISTING CONDITIONS
Corridor Alignment
5th Avenue North is a non-motorized corridor integrated into the existing street 
grid for the downtown and East Billings business districts. For nearly two 
miles, it lies parallel between 4th Avenue North and 6th Avenue North running 
from North 32nd Street to Main Street/Highway 312. The eastern portion of 
the corridor is within Montana Rail Link right-of-way. The western portion, 
between North 32nd Street and North 26th Street, no longer has designated 
right-of-way. Over the years, this right-of-way has been deeded back to the 
adjacent landowners. 

Rail Use
The corridor is used to service several businesses via rail cars. The portion of 
the corridor that is actively used by trains includes the 14 blocks between North 
24th Street and North 10th Street. It also includes the five-block north-south 
spur from 5th Avenue North to the Montana Rail Link main line adjacent to 
Montana Avenue. Presently, there are two industrial businesses that order cars 
from Montana Rail Link with service several times a week.
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Adjacent Land Use 
There are a wide variety of land uses adjacent to the 5th Avenue North 
Corridor. The western end of the corridor is anchored by the YMCA. Continuing 
east, the corridor is bound by multi-story office buildings, landscaped plazas, 
and surface and structured parking lots. Moving to the east, the corridor 
continues through a series of surface parking lots until it reaches North 25th 
Street. Buildings that accompany those parking lots include public facilities, 
institutions, and a variety of commercial uses (the Lincoln Center, Billings 
Public Library, and the Billings Gazette). Between North 25th Street and Main 
Street/Highway 312, the uses are predominately industrial and warehousing, 
except for a cluster of office buildings at the corridor's intersection with North 
20th Street, such as First Interstate Bank and Federal Building. 
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Social Conditions
In addition to the commercial uses of 5th Avenue, some community members 
use the corridor as a direct east-west route of travel connecting various 
destinations. Some of the area’s homeless population have used the area for 
temporary camps. Stakeholders indicated that the homeless are a diverse 
group with differing needs and encouraged the proposed improvements of the 
corridor to take these members of the community into consideration.

Green Space
Green space refers to parks or naturally enhanced areas within an urban 
environment. There are limited areas of green space within and immediately 
adjacent to the corridor. North Park and Swords Park are the only two parks 
near the 5th Avenue project area.
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Multi-Modal Transportation
The existing transportation network serves the adjoining neighborhoods and 
districts, but also provides connectivity between eastern Billings and rest of 
the city. In doing so, streets adjacent to the corridor carry significant vehicle 
traffic volumes that are not conducive to safe, efficient pedestrian and bicycle 
travel. Creating a dedicated multi-modal shared-use transportation route along 
5th Avenue North would result in more equitable options for a wide variety of 
residents. 

Transit Routes

The area is well served by the Metropolitan Transit system (MET) with the 
Downtown Transit Station located on North 25th Street between 2nd and 
3rd Avenues North. Of the 13 routes using this station, six cross 5th Avenue 
North allowing for multiple connection points between the corridor and the 
bus system. These bus routes travel in all four directions, enhancing the 
opportunity to connect more geographical areas to the corridor via public 
transit. 

Bicycle Infrastructure

Existing and proposed bike routes cross the 5th Avenue North corridor in 
multiple locations. These designated bike facilities include buffered bike 
lanes, shared use paths, and bikeways. With six proposed routes crossing 
5th Avenue North, there is the opportunity to extend and expand the 
bicycle network east and west by improving the corridor as a protected, 
high-amenity bike facility. 

Pedestrian Infrastructure

All the adjacent parallel and cross streets in the project area have at least 
partial sidewalks. They are in varying condition in terms of size and 
maintenance. Very few of the sidewalks include desirable amenities such as 
trees, benches, trash and recycling receptacles, or pedestrian-scale lighting. 
There is a pedestrian crosswalk signal at 6th Avenue North between North 
20th and North 21st Streets. This provides a critical safe crossing between 
the East Billings area and the North Park neighborhood. A pedestrian 
activated crosswalk signal also provides a safe crossing at the intersection 
of 4th Avenue North and North 20th Street.

26 



NTS
Project Area
City Limits
Active Montana Rail Link
Railroad Right-of-Way
 

LEGEND 
Major Roadways
Bus Routes
MET Transit Transfer Station

 

Yello
wsto

ne River

I-90 BL 

DIV
IS

IO
N S

T

I-90 BL E

I-90 BL W

6TH AVE N 

H
W

Y 
31

2 

MAIN ST

1ST AVE 
I-90 BL 

M
T 

H
W

Y 
3

GRAND AVE

1ST AVE N

MONTANA AVE

N
 2

7T
H

 S
T

S 
27

TH
 S

T

INTERSTATE 90

N
 2

0T
H

 S
T

N
 13

TH
 S

T

Street Network
The street network in the project area consists of arterials, collectors, and 
local streets ranging from two lanes to six lanes wide. They are a mix of one-
way and two-way streets. The recently completed Downtown Traffic Study 
presented recommendations to convert some one-way streets to two-way. A few 
currently include bike lanes while others are identified in the Billings Bikeway 
and Trails Plan as future bike facilities. On the eastern end, several north-south 
streets terminate at the corridor impeding connectivity. Some of this is due to 
the rail spur from Montana Avenue.

It is important to note that Montana Avenue, 1st Avenue North, and North 27th 
Street are classified as National Highway System routes. North 30th Street, 
North 13th Street, 4th Avenue North, and 6th Avenue North are designated as 
Montana Department of Transportation Urban Routes.
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Inventory of Intersections
Cross street intersections interrupt the continuity of the corridor. 
Understanding the current conditions of those intersections helps to determine 
the feasibility of creating a continuous transportation facility for the 5th Avenue 
North corridor. Some of the intersections present challenges to pedestrian 
and bicyclist safety, while others create important connectivity with other 
transportation modes. The intersections are grouped into two categories. 1) 
Arterials and Collectors and 2) Local Streets. These designations influence 
the design and traffic volumes and therefore will influence the appropriate 
intersection and crossing type with any multi-modal improvements proposed 
for the corridor. 

Appendix B provides an inventory of the existing conditions for each 
intersection and how each relates to the 5th Avenue North corridor.
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“North 27th Street 
between Montana Ave 
and 6th Ave North had 
the highest crash rate in 
the City of Billings from 
2013-2017. The intersection 
of North 27th Street and 
6th Avenue North was the 
7th worst intersection for 
crashes during that same 
period.” 

Source: 2020 Billings 
Urban Area Transportation 
Plan



Corridor Character
The diversity of character and uses distinguishes the corridor from any other 
piece of the street grid in Billings. Due to the variety of adjacent uses (office 
space, cultural institutions, light industrial, warehousing, and a regional 
recycling center), it is difficult to summarize the character of the entire corridor 
as anything other than unique. 

The western edge of the corridor, where the railroad right-of-way no longer 
exists, there are plazas and open space associated with adjacent office buildings 
providing some activated common-area outdoor places. Given the proximity 
to several social service agencies, parts of 5th Avenue North are actively used 
as direct pedestrian connections to those services. Further east, where there 
are fewer office buildings and lighter pedestrian use, neglected sections of 
the corridor are littered with debris and subject to higher rates of crime and 
vandalism. 

The existing negative characteristics present challenges to the perceived 
feasibility, but those same challenges are the very reason to envision 
transforming 5th Avenue North into a safe park-like shared-use corridor to 
better serve the adjacent properties and the Billing community. To this end, the 
feasibility study proposes a cohesive community-envisioned concept to improve 
the overall character and function of 5th Avenue North that honors its heritage, 
current uses, and future evolution.
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All photos on this page show existing conditions along 5th Avenue North in Billings
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ASSESSMENT OF 
FEASIBILITY CRITERIA
This section describes the evaluation of the established criteria to determine 
the feasibility of improving the 5th Avenue North corridor.  Right-of-way 
availability, active railroad use, and safety were considered. Qualitative 
assessments including public support, community needs, and property 
owner interest were also evaluated. Results of these assessments formed the 
foundation to develop a vision for the corridor.

Railroad Agreement and Support
Montana Rail Link has an obligation to serve customers with rail service for as 
long as that need exists. Therefore, because a portion of the corridor is actively 
used to service local businesses, it is essential that the feasibility study include 
how enhancing the transportation corridor can co-exist with the existing rail 
operations. 

The consultant team met with Montana Rail Link representatives to discuss the 
project opportunities and constraints. While approval for any use of the MRL 
right-of-way will require design plans beyond the scope of this feasibility study, 
a phased approach to the development of a multi-use path adjacent to or within 
the right-of-way was not outright rejected. Beyond this study, the next step in 
assessing the development of the corridor will be to complete design plans to 
a level that can be reviewed by MRL and subsequently BNSF Railway Co. It 
is anticipated that a 30% complete design would be the minimum to initiate 
additional discussions, with final approval by BNSF not occurring until nearly 
100% design completion.

Property Owner Agreement and 
Support
In addition to MRL and BSNF support, implementing the proposed 
improvements along the 5th Avenue North corridor will require significant 
support from the adjacent business and property owners. Understanding 
the needs and securing the support of the adjacent properties is critical to 
determining the feasibility of the corridor improvements.

During the project process, the consultant team and representatives from 
the POC met with property owners along the corridor. Many view the 
opportunity to construct a non-traditional transportation corridor as a catalyst 
for redevelopment within the downtown and EBURD areas. As there is no 
designated right-of-way for 5th Avenue North west of North 26th Street, 
coordination with property owners in this section will be integral for the 
completion of the corridor.
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Right-of-Way Availability
The right-of-way varies in width, which will influence the ultimate design of 
the corridor. In analyzing the availability and dimensions of the right-of-way, 
the design approach will need to respond to the varying opportunities and 
constraints. In some locations, easements may need to be secured. In locations 
with active rail use, safety buffers will need to be implemented which may 
require additional easements. In the overall analysis of the right-of-way, it has 
been determined that the corridor can be significantly improved with support 
from MRL and certain adjacent property owners.

Public Support
Throughout the public outreach, including the virtual open house in the fall, 
the overall response has been very supportive of the project. The community 
views 5th Avenue North as an opportunity to create a unique amenity that can 
be a showcase improvement project and enduring public asset for Billings. The 
vision created within this document is the result of resounding public support 
and constructive input. 5th Avenue North is an opportunity to build a multi-
faceted coalition of public and private partners to bring the community’s vision 
to fruition.

Safety
Throughout discussions with stakeholders, safety was a common theme. The 
downtown and EBURD areas currently have higher rates of crime than other 
locations within the City. According to the Billings Police Interactive Crime 
Stats Report (link), the downtown and East Billings neighborhoods reported 
nearly 17,000 calls for service between January and September 2020. 

Balancing the needs to provide a welcoming and safe place for all with the 
development of adjacent land uses will be important for the design of the 
corridor. Improving the safety for the corridor and the adjacent neighborhoods 
will take a coordinated effort between public agencies, social service agencies, 
and property owners. To that end, implementing transportation and 
placemaking improvements will be important aspects to increasing overall 
safety.

Another safety consideration is the many intersection crossings within the 
2-mile corridor. Two-thirds of these intersections are local streets with little 
traffic. However, the intersections of busy and multiple lane streets, such 
as North 27th Street, pose a significant safety challenge for bicyclists and 
pedestrians. Designing a safe multi-modal corridor must include consideration 
of improving this intersection. 
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“Cities can foster the 
development of safer 
conditions for all road 
users through planning 
that prioritizes mass 
transport, pedestrians, 
and bicyclists.” 

– Cities Safer by Design, 
World Resources Institute



Costs
While the corridor will likely be improved in phases over time using a variety 
of funding sources, it is important to identify and understand the potential 
project costs up front. While this feasibility study is conceptual only, it 
provides preliminary cost estimates for the major components of the proposed 
improvements. 

The cost estimates do not include the purchase of any right-of-way and 
assumes that any improvement of the corridor on private property would be 
completed in coordination with the current owner or future redevelopment.

Total Notes
316,800.00$              Average of 40' width of demoltion; 2 mile of trail length

407,000.00$              12' wide asphalt

164,400.00$              
Trash/recycling receptacles; benchs; bike racks; dog waste bag 
dispensers; planter pots

1,020,000.00$           Pedestrain scale pole lights; light bollards; electrical connection

Railroad Barrier Fence 528,000.00$              Metal barrier fence; 4' height
750,000.00$              Plaza, site furnishing, plantings, specialty lighting

110,880.00$              
12 intersections; accessible ramp with truncated dome pavers, 
removable bollards, painted crosswalk

301,480.00$              
5 intersections; accessible ramp with truncated dome pavers; 
removable bollards; enhanced concrete paver crosswalk

802,176.00$              

Traffic signal, pedestrian signals, electric service; removable and 
fixed bollards; median refuge; enhanced concrete paver crosswalk 
with concrete banding

63,000.00$                

5th Ave N Corridor (East-West) Gateway kiosks, street/trail 
intersection signs, secondary access & trail etiquette signs, 
destination/decision signs

20,000.00$                

3rd Ave N, N 13th St, and N 20th St (North-South) Gateway kiosks, 
street/trail intersection signs, secondary access & trail etiquette 
signs, destination/decision signs

50,000.00$                Trees, seeding, shrub beds

4,533,736.00$           

45,337.36$                

906,747.20$              

453,373.60$              

5,939,194.16$           

Public Art

Landscaping

Design Contingency

Construction Contingency

Signage and Wayfinding

SUB TOTAL

Site Amenities
Site Lighting

Pilot Project Activity Spur

Intersection - Local

Intersection - Collector & Minor Arterial

Intersection - N 27th St.

ESTIMATED IMPLEMENTATION COSTS

Demolition & Reconstruction

Trail

TOTAL

NOTE:  Opinion of probable cost does not 
include environmental remediation

Item

Signage and Wayfinding
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Phasing
Because the railroad will continue to operate for as long as there are customers 
needing rail service, the corridor will need to be completed in phases. Phased 
improvements along the active rail line will need to physically begin and end at 
points that such as intersections to discourage trespassing along unimproved 
portions of the corridor. The evaluation of feasibility includes opportunities 
to implement the improvements over time, while providing a consistent and 
cohesive design. Phasing also facilitates gaining additional public support 
in response to initial pilot improvements. The phasing will also need to be 
responsive to redevelopment opportunities as they arise, as opportunities 
will likely not be sequential or contiguous along the corridor. Putting forth a 
complete and comprehensive vision will help facilitate the strategic, phased 
implementation of the project. 

Summary
The feasibility study evaluated the reasonable ability to provide a continuous 
east-west multi-modal route along 5th Avenue North between the YMCA and 
MetraPark with connections south to Montana Avenue.  It has been determined 
that the 5th Avenue North corridor can be completed over time to create a 
multitude of high-amenity non-motorized connections. Alternate routes from 
North 13th Street east to Main Street and MetraPark were also identified to 
connect the eastern portion of the corridor while the recycling hub is still 
operational with active rail use.

In response to the varying existing conditions and uses along 5th Avenue 
North, the proposed improvements identified in the vision below are a 
coordinated kit of parts. This allows for flexibility and adaptation as the 
implementation is phased and adjacent land uses change over time. 
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CORRIDOR VISION

Throughout the feasibility analysis, many ideas were presented and evaluated 
that would transform this corridor into a high-value community asset. These 
ideas represent opportunities to improve transportation access, interact with 
adjoining properties, and create a unique inclusive public space. 

As demonstrated in the case studies presented in Appendix A, communities 
that embrace a bold vision for the transformation of public places benefit 
immensely from the improvements for decades. These types of projects 
become the catalyst for revitalization of private property while providing safe, 
attractive, and functional public space for the entire community. 

The vision and concepts proposed in this study articulate ways that the 5th 
Avenue North Corridor can be a transformational catalytic project for Billings. 
Most importantly, the corridor vision and concepts are community driven 
by the project oversight committee, business and property stakeholders, 
community organizations, and the people of Billings. 

Corridor Vision
Guided by the established project vision and community input, the 5th Avenue 
North Corridor will be a safe, attractive, and accessible transportation corridor 
acting as a catalyst for revitalization and economic prosperity while invoking 
community pride and ownership. 

It will provide an inviting, convenient, and safe way of travel for all ages and 
abilities, provide convenient access to transit, and create new connections 
to local destinations. A dedicated space to non-motorized travel will provide 
opportunities for pedestrians and bicycles through creative trail design, 
attractive public spaces, landscape, signage, art, and other site amenities. 
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A bold vision is required to realize 
the full potential of the 5th Avenue 

North Corridor to be a safe, amenity-rich 
community asset.

“We can create a 
gathering spot for things 
like festivals and outdoor 
markets that would be a 
centerpiece for Billings.” 

- Public Comment



Corridor Goals
The 5th Avenue North Corridor study provides a vision for the corridor by 
considering physical design elements, existing conditions, potential land use, 
and future traffic demand. The following goals are established to help achieve 
the project vision. 

Connect the Community through a Multi-
Use Transportation Corridor 
•	 Enhance the physical and visual connections of 5th Avenue North 

to streets, bike routes, the bus transfer station, neighborhoods, 
downtown, and MetraPark by creating an attractive, safe multi-use 
transportation corridor.

Create a Transformational and Inviting 
Public Space 
•	 Transform the railroad corridor into a vibrant travel route that 

welcomes users with an inviting and safe experience that is enlivened 
by well-designed placemaking. 

Increase Corridor Visibility 
•	 Increase the visibility of the 5th Avenue North corridor at street 

crossings and access points through placemaking, wayfinding signage, 
and public artwork.

Create an Atmosphere of Safety 
•	 Prevent problems and encourage safe behavior by improving street 

connections, signage, and lighting to create a public space that is 
inclusive and inviting to a wide variety of users. 

Leverage Community Partnerships 
•	 Leverage existing partnerships between the City, businesses, and 

property owners to enhance, maintain, and manage the corridor by 
developing engaging public and private spaces that encourage the use 
of the corridor.

36 

“Would love a green 
space here to bike/run 
to the Metra, hook up 
to the rest of our trail 
system, or attend events 
at Metra Park (and not 
have to drive!). More 
housing/density along 
here could also support 
food trucks, pop up craft 
fairs, and other inviting 
activities along this trail. 
Even farmers markets on 
different nights of the 
week! So much potential.”

 – Public Comment



OPPORTUNITIES
Building off the vision and goals, the project consultants developed a schematic 
corridor alignment and evaluated the opportunities that could arise from 
corridor development. These opportunities relate to the corridor itself, the 
overall transportation system, placemaking, and associated redevelopment 
opportunities along the alignment.

All the corridor goals stated above represent a unique opportunity for Billings 
to create a community asset that is accessible, equitable, and inclusive for 
everyone. The goals could be summarized as “leverage partnerships to connect 
the community by creating an inviting public space that is visible and safe”. 
The 5th Avenue North corridor could, and should, become a place that people 
can travel, recreate, and find respite regardless of the race, age, ability, and 
socio-economic status.

Corridor Character
The analysis of the existing conditions along 5th Avenue North identified 
widely diverse characteristics of the corridor. The opportunities to improve 
and enhance the corridor should reflect and celebrate that diversity. There are 
four sections that generally have different characteristics from one another. 
Each distinct section should have a unique but complementary approach to the 
specific improvements proposed. One way to ensure cohesion of the corridor 
is to create a common theme of design elements and allow flexibility as when 
and how those elements can be completed. This will enable phasing of the 
corridor to occur as conditions change and opportunities arise. Yet, creating 
that common theme ensures that each element is working towards completion 
of the corridor.

The idea of development of the corridor into an identifiable destination in 
Billings has been evolving through the community. Incorporating public 
comments, stakeholder meetings, and the Project Oversight Committee, a 
theme arose to identity this corridor as the 5th Avenue Rail Trail. Retaining 5th 
Avenue in the name securely holds the location in geographical context. Rail 
reminds the community of the use – past and present – of the corridor. Trail 
presents the opportunity for the future use.

Throughout the rest of this Study, there are images that reflect the Rail Trail 
theme. Through development of a visionary concept design, these ideas can be 
further established and incorporated throughout the length of the corridor.

As the vision for 5th Avenue North is refined, section boundaries may need 
to be adjusted. The character areas proposed below are a starting point for 
further exploration and design.
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“Prioritize the 
connectivity of this 
project to surrounding 
neighborhoods and 
provide an alternative for 
pedestrians.” 

– Public Comment

Charlotte Rail Trail, Charlotte, North 
Carolina

Charlotte Rail Trail, Charlotte, North 
Carolina

Indianapolis Cultural Trail 
credit: Lavengood Photography
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Corridor Transportation Improvements Corridor Placemaking Elements

Crosswalk

Marked crosswalk to designate pedestrian / bicycle right-of-way at street crossing

Entry Monument

Gateway monument to provide a clear and grand image on entry points to the 
corridor

Wayfinding Signage

Signage to encourage visitation, provide clear directions, and reflects the character 
of the corridor

Shared Street

Street shared between vehicles and bicycles with bicycle lane markings and 
sidewalk improvements

Pedestrian Lighting

Pedestrian scale lIghting along the corridor and at entry points to increase user 
safety and visibility within the corridor

Site Furnishing

Benches, planters, trash receptacles, bicycle parking that reflects the character of 
the corridor and creates places for people

Trees and Landscape

Trees to provide shade and planting to provide interest and act as a buffer from 
the railroad tracks or street

Pocket Park

Small activity spaces at entry points where people can gather, where additional 
amenities can be provided, and provide a sense of place

Public Art

Murals and sculptures that reflect the character of the corridor Overall Vision Exhibit
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Linear Park Wye Junction Rail Trail Gateway Hub
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12’  
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VARIES

ADJACENT 
PROPERTY

BUFFER - 
VARIES

Linear Park
An area of civic and office buildings interlaced with parking lots. Without any of the 5th Avenue North right-of-way remaining, the 
corridor would be meander through existing development, creating opportunities for plazas and pockets of amenities. Corridor 
should be designed to add green space and gathering spots as amenities for nearby residents and downtown workers.

Linear Park

The section of the 5th Avenue North vision from the YMCA to North 25th 
Street offers an opportunity to use existing plazas and landscaping to 
extend the corridor into the central business district as an urban linear 
park. This area lacks cohesive park and open spaces, and the Linear Park 
would provide a connected multi-use route and green space to enhance the 
public realm.

As the right-of-way has been deeded back to adjacent properties, 
implementation of the Linear Park improvements through this section 
would require cooperation and participation by adjacent property owners. 
The Linear Park will require community collaboration to incorporate the 
recommended corridor improvements with future private redevelopment.

Highlights of the Linear Park section include providing a safe and accessible 
route for students who attend youth and after-school programs at the 
YMCA by reducing interaction with busy vehicular streets. 

Additionally, the Linear Park would support and enhance amenities such 
as the Billings Public Library, the Lincoln Center, and the Yellowstone Art 
Museum. It could be used as a public space for outdoor gatherings, markets, 
and special events.
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There are seven cross streets within this section that would require 
creation of intersections with 5th Avenue North. All City streets are 
designated in the Billings Urban Area Long-Range Transportation Plan as 
local, collector, and arterial streets based on the intended balance between 
prioritizing local access versus efficient mobility. Intersection design will 
vary due to traffic volumes, speed, and street width of those cross streets. 
Below are examples of intersections of pedestrian streets with different 
street conditions.

Given the high traffic volume and street width, the intersection with North 
27th Street will require special consideration. Classified as a Major Arterial 
and a Montana Department of Transportation (MDT) Urban Route, North 
27th Street is a primary route through downtown Billings, providing direct 
connectivity between I-90 and both Highway 3 and Billings Logan Airport. 
According to nationally accepted resources such as the Guide for Improving 
Safety at Uncontrolled Crossing Locations (FHWA, 2018) and the Urban 
Street Design Guide (NACTO, 2013), best practices for pedestrian and 
bicycle crossings of multi-lane urban arterials include:

•	 Crosswalk visibility enhancements (high-visibility markings, lighting 
improvements, curb extensions, advanced signing)

•	 Raised crosswalk

•	 Pedestrian refuge island (with offset crosswalk alignments where 
applicable)

•	 Road diet (reduction in lanes)

•	 Actuated pedestrian signal systems (Rectangular Rapid Flash Beacon 
or Pedestrian Hybrid Beacon) 

Designing a safe intersection and meeting the goal to increase the corridor 
visibility creates a distinct opportunity at this focal point of the corridor.

Conceptual intersection crossing at 
North 27th Street and 5th Avenue North
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Dequindre Cut, Detroit, Michigan 
credit: Smith Group JJR
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Linear Park Exhibit
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Corridor Visibility - High visibility crossing 
N 27th St with at-grade crossing the full 
width of corridor, with traffic signal and 
median refuge 

Partnership - Collaboration to create trail 
connecting civic and cultural uses 

Transformation of Public Space - create public 
space where none currently exists. 

Activity Hub: flexible event space, increased 
green spaces, public-private collaboration 

Safety - Enhance intersections 
to provide safe crossing 
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Wye Junction

The section between North 25th Street and North 20th Street is a 
transition between the urban central business district and the industrial 
section to the east. The railroad right-of-way begins here and provides 
increased opportunities for plazas and activity areas. The area includes a 
mix of adjacent land uses. This section includes a significant concentration 
of professional offices, including the Federal Building and the First 
Interstate Bank Operations Center. 

As Billings looks to expand and improve transportation networks, the Wye 
Junction area provides critical connectivity between downtown, the North 
Park neighborhood, Montana Avenue, the EBURD, and MetraPark. 

12’  
TRAIL 

ADJACENT 
PROPERTY 

BARRIERRAILWAY 15’ MIN. BARRIER 
SETBACK 

TRAIL SETBACK - 
VARIES

Wye Junction
The zone is a transition from downtown to the industrial area and serves as a connection to Montana Avenue and the North Park 
neighborhood. With several large office buildings, this zone serves as a potential pilot project area for corridor improvements. 
Improvements including trail development, activity nodes and wayfinding would be valuable amenities.
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In railroad structures, 
and rail terminology, a 
wye (like the ‘Y’ glyph) 
is a triangular joining 
arrangement of three rail 
lines with a railroad switch 
(set of points) at each 
corner connecting to each 
incoming line.



The focal point of Wye Junction would be an activity node near the North 
20th Street intersection anchored by the Federal Building and the First 
Interstate Bank Operations Center. This node could incorporate green 
space, public art, and a food truck plaza. Additionally, just one block 
north, a pedestrian signal crossing 6th Avenue North to the North Park 
Neighborhood would allow residents to safely access and utilize the 5th 
Avenue North corridor. The proposed 6th Avenue North pedestrian signal 
crossing at North 20th Street would compliment the existing one at 4th 
Avenue North, providing safe access from both the north and south.

The Wye Junction section also connects south to Montana Avenue via 
the rail spur right-of-way and adjacent streets. From north to south, this 
route would create multi-modal connectivity between the North Park 
Neighborhood, North Park, the 5th Ave North Corridor, and Montana 
Avenue. 

North 20th Street can serve as the north-south connection until such time 
that the current active rail spur can be converted to a shared-use path. 
As an interim solution, North 20th Street is the logical direct connection 
between the North Park Neighborhood and Montana Avenue that will allow 
safe travel across 6th Avenue North and 4th Avenue North utilizing the 
existing signalized pedestrian crosswalks

There is also opportunity to connect to transit routes that currently 
cross the 5th Avenue North Corridor. According to the US Department of 
Transportation, public transportation ridership can increase by 16 percent 
when walking and bicycling access is improved. 
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A re-envisioned 5th 
Avenue North would 
create a dedicated multi-
modal transportation 
corridor, connecting 
employment, social 
services, entertainment, 
and housing.
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Transformational Public Space - Employment Activity 
Hub: build off the private investment occurring in 
this area by activating public space with increased 
green space, food truck plaza, and public art

Partnerships – Seek spaces for food trucks and other 
amenities for nearby office workers

Multi-Modal – Increase connectivity with transit 
opportunities

Corridor Visibility – Wayfinding and other 
common elements can highlight the connection 
between 5th Avenue North and Montana Avenue

Federal
Building

North
Park

1st Interstate
Bank

Wye Junction North Exhibit

Safety – With active railroad use, look for opportunities to 
expand amenities with adjacent property owners
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Wye Junction South Exhibit
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The BeltLine, Atlanta, Georgia

“The Atlanta BeltLine 
project is converting 22 
miles of disused railway 
beds surrounding the 
city into a biking and 
pedestrian loop. A Georgia 
Tech graduate student 
submitted the idea 
for the BeltLine to city 
officials in 2001. This idea 
turned into a grassroots 
campaign of local 
citizens and civic leaders 
dedicated to the BeltLine’s 
integrated approach 
to transportation, land 
use, greenspace, and 
sustainable growth. 
Construction began 
in 2006, and the city 
expects to complete the 
$4.8 billion project by 
2030. It will connect 45 
neighborhoods – cutting 
across socioeconomic 
and racial lines – while 
promoting urban 
revitalization and a 
healthier lifestyle for all 
residents.”

Source: Case Study of the 
Atlanta BeltLine



Rail Trail

East of the Wye Junction section, the railroad use increases and the right-
of-way narrows. Therefore, the Rail Trail section is envisioned as a straight 
multi-modal shared-use trail without the potential for activity hubs. This 
section has fewer intersections than those to the west, allowing for longer 
uninterrupted stretches of the trail for improved mobility efficiencies. 

Assessment of the existing right-of-way established there is ample room for 
a 12-foot multi-use trail and a buffer zone to limit conflict with rail activity. 
In addition to the buffer zone, safety should be enhanced through the Rail 
Trail with additional lighting elements.

If land and business use along the Rail Trail change, opportunities to create 
amenity nodes on adjacent property could be explored. This section of 
the corridor has larger properties, particularly on the north side, which 
would enable greater opportunity for partnerships if and when property 
redevelops. This could include providing easements for trail use and public 
spaces.

12’  
TRAIL 

TRAIL SETBACK - 
VARIES

RAILWAY BARRIER 15’ MIN. BARRIER 
SETBACK 

ADJACENT 
PROPERTY 

Rail Trail
The right-of-way narrows through this zone, creating fewer opportunities for activity hubs. This section provides opportunity for a 
multi-use trail with limited intersections. This zone has some larger properties that could partner to complete the corridor as part 
of redevelopment projects.
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The BeltLine in Atlanta, Georgia
credit: Christopher T. Martin
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Rail Trail Exhibit
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DECISION SIGN
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INFORMATION KIOSK

SHARED USE PATH (separated from active railroad line with approved barrier)

WAYFINDING ELEMENTS LEGEND
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Transformational Public Space - Employment Activity 
Hub: build off the private investment occurring in 
this area by activating public space with  increased 
green space, pocket park, and public art

Partnerships – Seek collaboration with adjacent users 
and potential redevelopment

Multi-Modal – Increase connectivity with transit 
opportunities

Corridor Visibility – Wayfinding and other 
common elements can highlight the connection 
between 5th Avenue North and Montana Avenue

Safety – With active railroad use, look 
for opportunities to expand amenities 
with adjacent property owners
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12’  TRAIL TRAIL SETBACK - VARIES 15’ MIN. BARRIER
SETBACK

RAILWAY BARRIER 

SCALE:  1/4” = 1’ 

0’ 1’ 2’ 4’ Gateway Hub
This zone has active rail use and limited right-of-way. It provides opportunity to connect with the activities of MetraPark as well 
as connection to the Swords Park trails. While the railroad use remains active, an alternate route using 3rd Avenue North could 
provide these needed connections.
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Gateway Hub

The final section of the corridor is located between North 13th Street and 
MetraPark. Between North 13th Street and North 10th Street, the right-
of-way becomes too narrow to continue the buffered shared-use trail. An 
alternative alignment would be to detour the shared-use trail south along 
North 13th Street to continue east on 3rd Avenue North. This alignment 
would ultimately connect to the proposed pedestrian overpass across Main 
Street to MetraPark. 

There should be a committed effort to extend the corridor within the 
5th Avenue North alignment east of North 13th Street in conjunction 
with future property redevelopment. If right-of-way or easements can be 
secured, opportunities such as those envisioned in the Wye Junction can 
also be created here. Green spaces, nodes and activity centers should be 
considered to enhance the area, providing amenities for the nearby users of 
MetraPark. 

This zone should also be focused on connecting bike and pedestrian 
facilities to Swords Park and The Heights. 

As an interim solution, the existing facilities along 3rd Avenue North, which 
includes an existing bike lanes, can provide a connection to MetraPark. In 
this case, coordinated signage and other amenities should be used to build 
and create a cohesive corridor.  

This section is called Gateway Hub in recognition of the area’s current 
identification as the Recycling Hub and the adjacent Exposition Gateway. 
As these areas continue to be developed and evolve, the Gateway Hub will 
serve as gateway to and from MetraPark and a hub of complimentary 
amenities to the Exposition Gateway and its proposed hospitality corridor.
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The Rail Park, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
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MetraPark

Gateway Hub Exhibit

Transformational Public Space - Employment Activity 
Hub: build off the private investment occurring in 
this area by activating public space with  increased 
green space, plaza, and public art

Partnerships – Seek collaboration with adjacent users 
and redevelopment opportunites

Multi-Modal – Increase connectivity with transit 
opportunities

Corridor Visibility – Wayfinding and other 
common elements can highlight the connection 
between 5th Avenue North and Montana Avenue
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Transportation
The primary purpose of the 5th Avenue North Corridor Feasibility Study is to 
identify opportunities to create new multi-modal transportation facilities and 
connectivity with the existing network. 

Access

Implementing complementary transportation facilities along 5th Avenue 
North would create a 2-mile stretch of east-west multi-modal access that 
does not currently exist. Establishing access between the downtown 
central business district, the EBURD, and MetraPark is a community 
goal reiterated in numerous Billings plans, including the 2017 Billings 
Area Bikeway and Trails Master Plan, 2013 Exposition Gateway Plan 
and Hospitality Corridor Study, and the 2009 East Billings Urban Renew 
District Master Plan.

Connectivity

In addition to increasing access to downtown and MetraPark, upgrading 
5th Avenue North as a multi-modal corridor would dramatically improve 
connectivity with numerous north-south transportation facilities. The 
proposed shared-use corridor would intersect with over 15 streets many 
of which are established bike routes and pedestrian ways. A highly 
connected transportation system, particularly for multi-modal uses such 
as biking and walking, dramatically increases efficiency, route options, and 
correspondingly, utilization.

Safety

The 2017 Billings Area Bikeway and Trails Master Plan (the Plan) includes 
an analysis of the level of traffic stress for bicyclists.  The Plan assigned the 
highest level of traffic stress to 4th Avenue North and 6th Avenue North. 
It also designates every cross street between North 13th Street and North 
27th Street at the highest traffic stress level. The Plan establishes that high 
traffic stress streets are only appropriate for “strong and fearless” cyclists, 
thus excluding most people. The Plan states an equitable transportation 
network “should provide direct routes between origins and destinations 
that do not include links that exceed one’s tolerance for traffic stress.” 
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*

Source: National Citizen Survey: Billings, MT Community Livability Report. Published 2016.

Like communities across the country, the majority of Yellowstone 

County residents could stand to get more physical activity. Data 

provided through locally administered, statistically valid surveys 

highlight this need. Low levels of physical activity is a contributing 

factor to higher rates of obesity, which is linked to other negative 

health outcomes. By improving trail and bikeway facilities in the 

community, more people could potentially reach the daily activity 

levels recommended by the Centers for Disease Control.1  

1 The Centers for Disease Control recommends 150 minutes of moderate 
intensity activity (i.e., brisk walking) every week for adults and 60 minutes of 
aerobic activity every day for children

Source: 2016 City of Billings Community Interest and Opinion Survey

The 2017 Billings Area Bikeway and Trails Master Plan provides this 
explanation of the stress level designations:

High amounts of traffic stress directly correlate to vehicle collisions with 
pedestrians and bicyclists. The 2017 Billings Area Bikeway and Trails 
Master Plan illustrates the high number of collisions occurring within the 
5th Avenue North corridor project area. These collisions are a direct result 
of inadequate safe pedestrian and bike facilities.

Converting 5th Avenue North to a low-stress multi-modal corridor 
connecting nearby destinations would benefit bicyclists and pedestrians. 
The east-west pedestrian experience along 4th Avenue North and 6th 
Avenue North - high-speed one-way four-lane thoroughfares with marginal 
sidewalks and little to no traffic calming amenities - leave much to be 
desired. A quiet, attractive, and safe 5th Avenue North multi-modal corridor 
would be a significant improvement for both pedestrians and bicyclists.

Demand

All the relevant planning documents referenced in the Background 
section of this study prioritize access, connectivity, improved bicycle and 
pedestrian facilities, multi-modal transportation, and mobility safety. 
The emphasis placed on these community benefits indicate a high level of 
demand for the type of improvements proposed for the 5th Avenue North 
corridor.

The 2017 Billings Area Bikeway and Trails Master Plan received 650 
individual interactions using an online public input map. The mapping 
input indicated that only 8 miles of “comfortable” bike routes currently 
exist in the entire city. Resident input indicated the demand for 120.3 miles 
of new desired off-street bike facilities and 217 miles of new desired on-
street bike facilities. 
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“The methods used for the Level of Traffic Stress 
Analysis were adapted from the 2012 Mineta Transportation 
Institute (MTI) Report 11-19: Low-Stress Bicycling and 
Network Connectivity. The approach outlined in the MTI 
report uses the following variables to classify roadways: 

Posted speed limit 

The number (and width) of travel lanes 

The presence of bicycle lanes

LTS 4 [denoted in red on the corresponding map] is 
assigned to segments that are only acceptable to “strong 
and fearless” bicyclists, who will tolerate riding on roadways 
with higher motorized traffic volumes and speeds. 
Sometimes, even the presence of a dedicated bicycle lane 
is not sufficient to make a high-speed and volume roadway 
comfortable to a significant portion of the population.”

Level of Traffic Stress for Bicyclists, 
2017 Billings Area Bikeway and Trails 
Master Plan

Bike/Ped-Vehicle Collisions, 
2017 Billings Area Bikeway and Trails 
Master Plan

Trails Master Plan Survey Responses,
2017 Billings Area Bikeway and Trails 
Master Plan
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3.3.5 Online Input Map Summary
The online mapping software, Wikimapping, allows users to draw 

lines and drop points within an online map, and add comments 

to other people’s input. Subsequent visitors can add additional 

comments and agree or disagree with existing comments, which 

provided the planning team with an understanding of the relative 

interest of each recommendation. The online input map used for 

the Plan included the following base layers: existing street, bikeway 

and trail infrastructure. In total, the map recorded 668 individual 

interactions, including lines being drawn, points being placed and 

people commenting on lines and points that others had drawn.

People were asked to identify comfortable existing bike routes, 

existing bicycle facilities that needed improvement, desired 

on-street bicycle facilities, and desired off-street bicycle facility/

trails. The categories that recorded the greatest number of miles 

drawn using the online map were desired on-street bicycle facilities 

(217 miles) and desired off-street bicycle facility/trails (120.3 miles), 

showing a preference for the implementation of new connections. 

Users were also asked to place points representing two catego-

ries, including locations where bicycle and pedestrian crossing 

improvements were needed and where better trail access was 

desired. Participants placed 127 points indicating where crossing 

improvements were needed, and 57 points where trail access 

could be improved. Key statistics representing interactions with 

the online input map are displayed in Graphic 3.2.

Maps 3.4 and 3.5 on page 3-12 display the line and point comments 

collected via the online input map. Specifically, Map 3.4 shows the 

line features that were drawn indicating where linear improve-

ments are desired. Map 3.5 shows the location of desired spot 

improvements by category. This tool resulted in a robust dataset 

that the planning team referenced throughout the development of 

the plan’s recommendations. 

GRAPHIC 3.2: ONLINE INPUT MAP SUMMARY

The online input map recorded over 650 individual interactions, including people 
drawing lines, placing points, and commenting on other user’s input

The 2018 Billings Urban Area Long Range Transportation Plan established 
a goal of “increasing the number of shared-use trail miles by 10% between 
2018 and 2023”. These metrics begin to quantify a high demand for 
additional multi-modal facilities.

 Placemaking
The 5th Avenue North corridor provides a unique opportunity to incorporate a 
variety of placemaking strategies to enhance the multi-modal transportation 
function of the corridor while celebrating its history and current industrial 
character.  

Placemaking incorporates landscaping, hardscaping, lighting, public art, and 
amenities such as wayfinding, seating, trash receptacles, etc. Where more 
right-of-way is available, and by collaborating with adjacent property owners, 
pocket parks could be built to provide small spaces with high concentrations 
of public amenities. All these placemaking elements not only make the public 
realm more attractive and user-friendly, but they also increase safety and 
positively impact property values.

Wayfinding is a key component of placemaking and particularly important for 
the 5th Avenue North Corridor to provide guidance along, to, and from this 
long transportation corridor. Using the standards and typologies identified in 
the 2020 Billings Wayfinding Plan, a signage plan should be developed for 5th 
Avenue North and installed as the other improvements are implemented. The 
wayfinding system would also need to be extended along North 20th Street as 
the north-south connection in Wye Junction and down North 13th Street and 
along 3rd Avenue North in the Gateway Hub. 

The 5th Avenue North Corridor has a rich history and diverse mix of uses 
today that provide an authentic framework to inspire placemaking design 
and implementation. The primary themes for the placemaking vision are the 
railroad and the recycling industry. 

Trails Master Plan public input
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What is Placemaking?

A hands-on approach for improving a neighborhood, city, 
or region, by inspiring people to collectively reimagine and 
reinvent public spaces as the heart of every community. 

A collaborative process by which we can shape our public 
realm in order to maximize shared values and to strengthen 
the connection between people and the places they share. 

A tool to facilitate creative patterns of use, paying particular 
attention to the physical, cultural, and social identities that 
define a place and support its ongoing evolution.

Source: Project for Public Spaces

The Rail Park, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

An on-street parklet, Oslo, Norway



By incorporating railroad and recycling themes into the placemaking elements, 
the improvements will be uniquely Billings—familiar and comfortable to 
residents and interesting to visitors. It is recommended that, when feasible, 
placemaking amenities such as seating, signage, and public art should be 
designed and created locally. This would allow Billings artisans and fabricators 
to capture a unique community ‘look and feel’ and supports the local economy.

Public art is also a placemaking strategy that can transform underutilized 
public spaces into vibrant community assets. Collaborating with local art 
institutions (Yellowstone Art Museum), schools, and artists, to develop a public 
art plan for 5th Avenue North would engage a diverse group of residents to 
design and create a shared vision for beautifying and activating the corridor.

Adjacent Land Redevelopment
Implementation of the vision of the 5th Avenue North corridor will be 
directly tied to redevelopment and improvements of adjacent properties. The 
creation of new and safe public open space, such as the 5th Avenue North 
corridor, can generate positive momentum that leads to private investment 
in a neighborhood. Also, private redevelopment can lead to opportunities to 
complete and enhance the corridor. These activities will need to go hand-in-
hand. 

Much of the land adjacent to the corridor, particularly between 26th Street and 
Main Street/Hwy 312, is underused. Over half of properties have an assessed 
land value greater than the assessed building improvements value. This 
indicates an under-investment in the area and suggests many opportunities for 
higher and better uses in the future. 
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Why is Wayfinding Important?

The 2020 Billings Area Wayfinding Signage Plan outlines 
the numerous benefits of comprehensive wayfinding 
system:

Orients and guides locals and visitors from place to place 
with minimal stress

Identifies best routes to destinations

Creates a recognizable brand and identity for the 
jurisdiction and/or active transportation network

Overcomes barriers to entry, such as negative perceptions 
of connectivity, safety, the time it takes to travel by bicycle, 
and overall convenience

Improves safety by increasing the visibility of pedestrians 
and bicyclists and heightening the awareness of motor 
vehicle drivers

Normalizes walking and bicycling as legitimate modes of 
transportation

See Appendix A for several 
inspiring case studies of 
redevelopment adjacent 
to railroad corridors.
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FROM FEASIBILITY TO 
FRUITION
Taking the 5th Avenue North corridor from current conditions to the 
envisioned multi-modal transportation facility will take preparation and 
partnerships. The intent of this Study is to evaluate the feasibility of creating 
a multimodal corridor. That realization will require private investment and 
strategic public infrastructure investments. This is especially important as the 
city does not own any corridor property and therefore is reliant on cooperation 
and collaboration with property owners to realize the vision for this area. The 
following information details the necessary actions and steps to work towards 
project completion.

IMPLEMENTATION
Implementation requires proactive planning to ensure success. Visionary 
concepts do not become reality by accident or luck. Every project needs a group 
of leaders and champions to carry the vision forward to completion. Just as 
the steering committee shepherded this study forward, implementation is 
dependent on a group of community leaders dedicated to improving the 5th 
Avenue North corridor.

Planning for implementation also needs to consider how the improved corridor 
is going to be managed and maintained. Use of right-of-way will require an 
agreement between Montana Rail Link, BNSF and the City of Billings. Such 
agreements would need to include provisions for managing and maintaining 
the public improvements. Forming a community non-profit, Friends of 5th 
Avenue North, could be a third-party partner. 

To fully implement the corridor vision, the community must be committed 
and prepared to take advantage of two critical types of implementation 
opportunities. The first is the acquisition of the railroad right-of-way at such 
time that its use for rail service is discontinued. What makes the 5th Avenue 
North corridor so unique is the fact that it is neither a traditional street nor 
is it typically developed with buildings and parking lots. Therefore, if given 
the chance, the City of Billings should acquire the right-of-way rather than 
it being deeded back to the adjacent private properties. The second type of 
critical opportunity will arise when private properties adjacent to the corridor 
are redeveloped. The City and champions of the 5th Avenue North vision 
will need to work with developers to ensure the corridor’s public access and 
amenities are incorporated into the design, construction, and operation of new 
developments. This can be done in mutually beneficial ways discussed more 
in the public private partnership section of Appendix C, which also outlines 
potential funding sources for ROW acquisition.

Beyond taking advantage of those two critical opportunities, each of the 
defined character areas would require different implementation strategies to 
successfully improve the corridor.
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What Are Public 
Private Partnerships? 

Public Private 
Partnerships, commonly 
referred to as P3 or PPP, 
are a powerful tool that 
has been used across 
the country to bring 
high-impact community 
projects to fruition by 
combining the respective 
strengths of the public 
and private sectors. 

Community 
improvements can 
be made beyond the 
scope of one private 
development project 
using P3. 

Cities do not have enough 
funding to finance 
all the needed public 
improvements and P3 
provide a means to invest 
public funds and leverage 
private resources.



Linear Park
The railroad right-of-way terminates just past North 25th Street. The 
extension of the corridor further to the west will require vision, patience, and 
collaboration. For example, by partnering with The Yellowstone Art Museum, 
the corridor could be extended to North 27th Street by making use of the 
existing open spaces adjacent to the Vault and YAM buildings and parking lots. 
One idea would be to create a slightly elevated walkway over the stormwater 
detention swale. This would create a safe, tree lined path for pedestrian and 
bicyclists while preserving the stormwater function. 

Continuing further west would require creating a safe crossing where the 
corridor would cross North 27th Street. Further implementation will require 
working with the existing property owners, many of which are community-
minded, such as the Billings Gazette, Stockman Bank, the Billings Public 
Library, and the Lincoln Center. There may be creative ways using ‘tactical 
urbanism’ strategies to safely extend the corridor along the edges of those 
buildings and the associated parking lots. In addition to exploring ways to 
traverse this stretch today, a bold concept design should be formulated that 
would incorporate the complete 5th Avenue North shared-use corridor between 
North 27th Street and North 32nd Street at such time that one of more of those 
properties are redeveloped. This area would be ideal to utilize public private 
partnerships when the opportunities arise.

Wye Junction
The entire 5th Avenue North corridor through Wye Junction has ample railroad 
right-of-way and implementing the full complement of improvements will be 
dependent on collaborating with Montana Rail Link. Wye Junction is the most 
complicated and perhaps most important area of the four corridor sections 
because it includes the potential for a critical north-south connection from 
the North Park neighborhood to Montana Avenue. Therefore, implementation 
of this north-south connection will need to be phased over time. The exiting 
rail spurs arcing between Montana Avenue and the 5th Avenue North corridor 
do not have enough right-of-way to co-locate a shared use path with the rail 
lines. Therefore, the recommended first phase implementation would be to 
use North 20th Street as the north-south connection. This initial connection 
could be made by sampling using the 5th Ave North corridor wayfinding 
elements to guide users north and south along North 20th Street. This part of 
the wayfinding system would be anchored with a gateway monument at the 
intersection of Montana Avenue and North 20th Street.

In preparation for full north-south implementation along rail spur, a visionary 
concept design should be created. In the future, if the rail use along either spur 
is discontinued, the City of Billings should be prepared to acquire the railroad 
right-of-way to extend the shared-use path and placemaking improvements 
between 5th Avenue North and Montana Avenue.
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What is Tactical 
Urbanism?

Tactical Urbanism is 
all about action. Also 
known as DIY Urbanism, 
Planning-by-Doing, 
Urban Acupuncture, or 
Urban Prototyping, this 
approach refers to a city, 
organizational, and/or 
citizen-led approach to 
neighborhood building 
using short-term, low-cost, 
and scalable interventions 
to catalyze long-term 
change. 

Source: Tactical Urbanism 
Guide

Tactical urbanism crosswalk project 
across Main Street in Price, Utah



Rail Trail
The implementation through the Rail Trail section is the most straight forward 
of the four character areas. In this section, 5th Ave North is a clearly defined 
and consistent corridor between North 19th and North 13th Streets. The entire 
length runs through a wide railroad right-of-way that would accommodate the 
proposed landscaped shared-use path. Complete implementation will require 
collaborating with Montana Rail Link to agree on the access and recommended 
improvements.

Gateway Hub
Implementation of the shared-use trail and placemaking improvements 
along the 5th Avenue North corridor through the Gateway Hub will require 
temporarily utilizing the existing street and sidewalk network. Initially, the 
shared-use path will need to transition from the 5th Avenue North corridor 
and turn south down North 13th Street. The route could then continue east 
along 3rd Avenue North until it reaches Main Street. Wayfinding signage would 
identify this meandering route.

Like the implementation strategies recommended for the Wye Junction north-
south connection, a visionary concept design should be developed illustrating 
the extension of the 5th Avenue North corridor improvements. The complete 
implementation would be possible at such time that the adjacent land use along 
the corridor between North 13th Street and Main Street changes. The City of 
Billings should be prepared to acquire the right-of-way through this section 
and collaborate with future redevelopment projects to extend the full slate of 
shared-use path and placemaking improvements.
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Tactical urbanism wayfinding signs in 
Ottawa, Canada

Pop-up protected bike lane on Telegraph Avenue in Oakland, California



PILOT PROJECTS AND 
PHASING PRIORITIES
The 5th Avenue North Corridor feasibility study proposes an ambitious vision 
for enhancing the corridor that will need to be implemented in phases over 
time. Thoughtful consideration will need to be given to the prioritization of 
the potential implementation phases. Phasing may be influenced as adjacent 
properties are redevelopment. As private property may redevelop, an 
opportunity to implement corridor improvements is created. The vision created 
in the Study acknowledges the need to be flexible and provide a theme for 
common elements so that parts may be built over time. 

Below is a phasing plan utilizing the proposed Corridor Character Areas. The 
phase order is based on a variety of factors including current use, available 
right-of-way, and potential private partners.

•	 Phase One—Wye Junction

•	 Phase Two—Rail Trail

•	 Phase Three—Linear Park

•	 Phase Four—Gateway Hub

Phase One implementation in the Wye Junction area would serve as a pilot 
project showcasing all the improvement elements. This initial phase would 
extend between North 26th and North 18th Streets, respectively anchored 
by the Yellowstone Art Museum Visible Vault and the First Interstate Bank 
Operations Center. This section would also incorporate direct connectivity 
to North Park via North 20th Street with the installation of complimentary 
wayfinding signage. 

The Linear Park area would provide another opportunity to pilot some 
improvements using temporary tactical urbanism installations discussed 
below.

These initial improvements and temporary installations would give the 
community a chance to guide the vision into reality and experience the benefits 
of improving the corridor. A successful initial phase and tactical installations 
would create excitement and momentum to pursue subsequent phases.
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NEXT STEPS
According to the findings in the study, there are two initial steps that the City 
could take to continue moving forward with the process of building a multi-
modal transportation corridor.

The first step is for the City to request professional design services to finalize 
the corridor vision and develop design plans for the entire corridor.

The second step would be to continue discussions with Montana Rail Link to 
develop an agreement for use of the right-of-way.

Beyond these initial steps, subsequent activities include:

•	 Public Review and Design Concept

•	 Phasing Priorities and Funding Identification

•	 Design and Build Pilot Project

•	 Final Design Documents for Phase One 

•	 Management and Maintenance Structure

•	 Construction

•	 Ribbon Cutting
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Appendix A:  Case 
Studies

Railroad Adjacent 
Redevelopment 

Case Studies

44 FINAL VERSIONFINAL VERSION
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Sioux Falls, South Dakota Railyard

The City of Sioux Falls, SD purchased an existing 
railroad yard, approximately 10.25 acres in size, 
adjacent to their downtown for the purposes of 
redevelopment.  

Plans for the area include:
• a new / reestablished / continued street grid 

organizing new mixed-use development
• a framework for multi-modal transportation
• Potential development yields

◊ Rail operations were relocated after City 
purchase

◊ Property was purchased using Federal funds

Similar to 5th Avenue North:
» Plan area is adjacent to downtown
» Redevelopment will be adjacent to active rail
» Reuse of rail area to spur adjacent land use    
   changes
» Reestablishment of public ROW as a plan 
   goal
» Managing land use change and transition
» Industrial uses remain in area
» Vision will be accomplished through 
   development on public and private property

Image Source: City of Sioux Falls Railyard Redevelopment Plan, RDG Planning & Design

2 City of Billings 5th Avenue North Corridor Feasibility Study: Railroad Adjacent Redevelopment Case Studies

1.
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2. Atlanta Belt Line

Similar to 5th Avenue North:
» Transportation and trails component
» Managing land use change and transition 
   component
» Diversity of available right of way width, but 
   often narrow
» Adjacent to active rail operations

The Atlanta Belt Line is an ambitious trails, 
open space, parks and redevelopment proposal 
that utilizes several segments of abandoned, 
underutilized, and very active railroad right of way 
that encircle the City of Atlanta.

• Right of way width varies considerable 
throughout the project, necessitating many 
different design approaches to providing 
bicycle and pedestrian facilities, from grade 
separated trails to on-street paths.

• While emphasis is on trails, land use change is addressed through the designation of activity 
nodes that are near the system and primed for change. Many areas have been transitioning 
away from industrial uses for some time.

   
• Extensive effort has gone into integrating and aligning the beltline plan with other plans.  

Including transit and transportation and parks and open space.
 
• Funding sources include local government, foundation and philanthropic and the use of Tax 

Allocation Districts, which is similar to a TIF district.

Image Source: Georgia State Signal, Google Images

3
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3. Kalispell Core Area Plan
The City of Kalispell Core Area Plan calls for the 
removal of a rail line and related industries located 
just north of their historic downtown and the 
redevelopment of the surrounding land, 44 acres 
of vacant, blighted, and brownfield property. 

• At the time of the planning effort, the 
rail line was active. The plan created a 
process for moving rail served industries 
to a new location, allowing for the line’s 
abandonment. The last rail car left in 
December 2019, seven years after the plan 
was done. 

• Plan calls for a linear greenway and 
trail that supports existing and future 
development  

• Key component is the establishment of new 
public crossing of the rail line area.  

 
• Project is funded by a TIGER grant, federal 

rail loan, TIF funds and an EPA Brownfields 
grant. These funds will support the relocation 
of existing businesses, purchase and 
removal of railroad tracks, assessment 
and demolition of adjacent sites, and 
construction of the trail and amenities.

Similar to 5th Avenue North:
» Study area is adjacent to downtown
» Land use in study area is in transition from 
industrial to residential and commercial
» Reuse of rail area to spur adjacent land use 
changes
» Active rail line serving existing customers
» Railroad ROW is linear in nature

Image Source: City of Kalispell, Montana Core Area Plan, CTA Architects Engineers

Image Source: Kalispell Core Area and Glacier Rail Park Roadmap 
to Redevelopment, Council of Development Finance Agencies

4 City of Billings 5th Avenue North Corridor Feasibility Study: Railroad Adjacent Redevelopment Case Studies
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4. Montana Rail Link Park - Missoula

The City of Missoula purchased a 12 acre parcel 
from the Montana Rail Link RR in order to complete 
a missing segment of trail and construct a park.

• The purchase was funded through the 
1995 Open Space Purchase Bond. The 
development of the park is funded using TIF 
funds.  

• Park contains an open play field as well as 
children’s playground and dog park. The 
Bitterroot Trail, which parallels an active rail 
line, runs along side the park.  

Similar to 5th Avenue North:
» Adjacent to active rail line
» Reuse of previously occupied property

Image Source: Google Maps

5
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Appendix B:  Inventory 
of Intersections

Inventory of Intersections 
 

Street City Functional 
Classification 

One-way 
or 

Two-way 

Road 
Width 

(ft) 

Number 
of Drive 

Lanes 

Speed 
Limit 

Traffic 
count 

Sidewalk Bike 
Facility 

Transit 
Route 

N 32nd St Major Collector One-WayS 501 2 25 77761 Yes No Yes 
N 31st St Local One-WayN 501 2 25 - Yes No No 
N 30th St Minor Arterial One-WayS 501 2 25 33801 Yes No No 
N 29th St Local One-WayN 501 2 25 32792 Yes No No 
N Broadway Local Two-Way 472 2 25 36322 Yes No Yes 
N 27th St Principal Arterial Two-Way 66 6 25 187282 Yes No Yes 
N 26th St Local One-WayS 501 2 25 - Yes No No 
N 25th St Local One-WayN 501 2 25 4862 Yes No Yes 
N 24th St Local Two-Way 482 2 25 11522 Yes No Yes 
N 23rd St Local Two-Way 482 2 25 9652 Yes No Yes 
N 20th St Collector Two-Way 482 2 25 10712 Partial No No 
N 18th St Collector Two-Way 482 2 25 20062 Partial No Yes 
N 15th St Local Two-Way 462 2 25 5902 Yes No No 
N 13th St Collector Two-Way 462 2 25 21212 Yes No No 
N 10th St Local Two-Way 462 2 25 7472 Yes No No 
N 7th St Local Two-Way 462 2 25 - Yes No No 
Main St/Hwy 312 Principal Arterial Two-Way ~1103 8 35 401642 Yes No Yes 

 
 
One-Way or Two-Way: 
 (N) - Northbound 
 (S) – Southbound 
 
Road Width: 

(1) Data sourced from Billings Downtown Traffic Report 
(2) Data measured in field  
(3) Average width between 4th and 6th measured from google earth aerial 

 
Traffic Count: 

(1) 2020 – MDT ms2 Data 
(2) 2019 – MDT ms2 Data/City of Billings ArcGIS  
(3) 2017 - Billings Downtown Traffic Study Report 

 
Sidewalk: 
 Yes – Sidewalk is present on both sides of road 
 Partial – Sidewalk is only on one side of road or not for entire road length 
 No – No sidewalk present 
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Appendix C:  Potential 
Funding Sources 
Phasing the implementation also allows for securing funding overtime. Just 
like the implementation vision includes various components— a shared-use 
path, public art, placemaking amenities—the necessary funding will need to 
come from a variety of sources. Ultimately, the financing package will be a kit 
of parts potentially including transportation funds, public art grants, park and 
recreation funds, and private contributions. Sources may include local, state 
and federal government, urban renewal districts, non-profit organizations, 
private foundations and corporations, and charitable citizens.

City of Billings Funds
The City uses funding mechanisms for a variety of government services. Some 
of these funding mechanisms could be used for actions identified within this 
Study. However, it should be noted that any mechanism included here does not 
imply the funding is available. This list is intended to identify potential sources 
of funding.

•	 General Funds

•	 General Obligation Bonds

Targeted Assessments
Targeted assessments are collected and expended within a specific geographic 
area of the community.

•	 There are two Tax Increment Financing (TIF) districts within the 
Study area: East Billings Urban Renewal District and the Downtown 
Urban Renewal District. Tax revenue collected within the district is 
commonly invested in public infrastructure projects that stimulate 
private development, such as street improvements and placemaking 
enhancements.

•	 Business Improvement Districts collect funds from a special 
assessment on commercial properties within the district area. The 
funds are used for special projects that benefit the property owners 
within the district. Examples of business improvement district 
expenditures include maintenance and beautification programs.

•	 Special Improvement Districts can be established to assess 
properties for funds that target a specific purpose. Examples include 
infrastructure improvements and maintenance of infrastructure.
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Nonprofit Grant Funding
•	 Humanities Montana provides funding for public programs in the 

humanities, including events, lectures, conferences, oral histories, 
and workshops. These grants provide opportunities for community 
exploration of topics ranging from significance of historical events, 
cultural understanding, and interaction between scholars and the 
public.

•	 The National Endowment for the Arts awards cost/share matching 
grants to nonprofit organizations for a wide variety of arts projects 
across the country. The NEA “Challenge America” and “Grants for 
Arts Projects” are frequently awarded to community-driven public art 
projects.

Public Grant Funding 
•	 Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) is a federally funded 

program that provides assistance to communities for projects such as 
public facilities, economic development, and planning grants. 

•	 Transportation Alternatives Program (TA Program) is a federal 
program to assist local governments in developing transportation 
alternatives, including on- and off-road pedestrian and bicycle 
facilities, infrastructure projects that improve access to public 
transportations, recreational trail improvements, and safe routes to 
school projects. 

•	 The Better Utilizing Investments to Leverage Development, or BUILD, 
Transportation Discretionary Grant program is a federal program 
that funds the building and repairing of critical pieces of road, rail, 
transit, and port facilities. It includes funding for multi-modal, multi-
jurisdictional projects that are more difficult to support through 
traditional DOT programs.

•	 Montana Tourism Grants are available to assist communities in 
digital development, tourism infrastructure, event paid media 
advertising, and trade show assistance. The grant process is on a 
first come-first serve basis, starting July 1st. Preference is given to 
projects that are identified as key tourism projects in a community 
master planning process, undertaken with other programs within 
the Montana Department of Commerce (i.e. Main Street Program), 
which complement, enhance, and incorporate design elements of the 
Montana Brand. A matching fund is required.

•	 Environmental Protection Agency’s Brownfields Program provides 
grants and technical assistance to communities to assess, clean up, 
and reuse brownfields. The EPA specifically recognizes underutilized 
or abandoned railroad right-of-way as a type of brownfield. Grants for 
technical assistance are also available. Grants are typically awarded 
annually, with deadlines in December of each year.

•	 Department of Natural Resources and Conservation (DNRC) 
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administers a wide range of grants and loans. Urban and Community 
Forestry Grants are available to help support Urban Forestry projects. 
Grants range from $2,000 to $10,000.

•	 The Montana Arts Council provide grants through the Cultural and 
Aesthetic Project Grants program. The program is funded biannually, 
with a match required. Examples of government sponsors are 
county art or historical museums, public libraries, public educational 
institutions or school districts, state agencies, city arts commissions, 
parks and recreation departments, and tribal cultural or educational 
committees.

•	 Montana State Parks administers the Recreational Trails Program 
(RTP), a federally funded grants program that supports Montana’s 
trails. The RTP funds come from the Federal Highway Trust Fund. RTP 
applicants can include federal, tribal, state, county or city agencies, 
private associations, and clubs. Urban trail development projects are 
eligible to apply.

Other Funding Sources
There is a wide variety of other funding sources that could be pursued to 
compliment municipal, assessment, and grant funding. Urban routes, such 
as North 27th Street, are eligible for funding from Montana Department of 
Transportation for access and safety improvements. Several of Montana’s 
larger corporations make annual donations to community causes and projects. 
Utilizing popular crowdfunding platforms provide individual residents and 
small businesses a way to make donations to community enhancement 
projects. Developers often contribute to high-amenity public improvements 
near new projects to enhance the neighborhood where they are investing. 
Public-private partnerships (P3) are one way to cooperatively design, build, and 
maintain a community benefit project such as the 5th Avenue North corridor 
improvements. 
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