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Information Item 

Community Development Committee 
Meeting date: December 5, 2016 

Subject: MUSA Discussion (continued) 

District(s), Member(s): ALL 

Policy/Legal Reference: Minn. Stat. § 473.145 and § 473.851 

Staff Prepared/Presented: LisaBeth Barajas, Local Planning Assistance Manager (651-602-1895) 

 Ned Smith, ES Finance & Revenue Director (651-602-1162) 

 Libby Starling, Regional Policy & Research Manager (651-602-1135) 

Division/Department:  Community Development / Regional Planning 

 Environmental Services / Finance & Revenue 

Proposed Action 
None.  

Staff seeks direction revising the MUSA Implementation Guidelines. Staff also requests additional 

feedback on other work that we should undertake to inform the next round of regional planning. 

Background 
At the October 17, 2016 committee meeting, staff presented information on the history and evolution of 

the Metropolitan Urban Service Area (MUSA), in response to a request from the Committee.  

In Thrive MSP 2040, the Council set the land use policy for the region, including differentiating among 

communities via the MUSA and through the use of Community Designations. Specifically, Thrive states: 

The Metropolitan Urban Service Area includes a diverse set of communities ranging from the 
urban cores of downtown Minneapolis and Saint Paul to edge communities planning for staged 
growth and expansion. Developing at different times in the region’s history, these communities 
include a variety of residential neighborhoods, housing types, and densities, as well as a varying 
mix of commercial and industrial areas. The Council supports the Metropolitan Urban Service 
Area through investments such as regional wastewater services, regional highways, transit 
service, the Regional Parks System, and programs that support redevelopment. In turn, the 
Council works with local communities to support growth that best capitalizes on regional 
infrastructure and systems. To respond to this variation in development patterns, the 
Metropolitan Urban Service Area is divided into five community designations:  

Urban Center  
Urban  
Suburban  
Suburban Edge  
Emerging Suburban Edge (p. 94) 

 

Thrive provides further direction on land use expectations, including overall density expectations for 

new growth, development, and redevelopment in the Orderly and Efficient Land Use Policy (p. 116, 

Thrive MSP 2040). These density expectations vary by community designation, 

as shown in Figure 1. 
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The Policy states that “[t]he region 

is able to provide cost-effective 

infrastructure and services when it 

is able to anticipate where, when, 

and to what extent growth will 

occur. …Density thresholds are 

based on an understanding of 

future regional growth, market 

demand in different parts of the 

region, existing development 

patterns and redevelopment 

opportunities, existing planned 

land uses in local comprehensive 

plans, and regional policies to 

support the concentration of 

higher density growth around 

transit stations.” 

Thrive further states that “[b]ecause each community and its values are unique, precisely how and 

where density is guided is determined by each community consistent with regional policies.” The policy 

also defines how minimum net density is calculated: 

The Council measures minimum net density across all areas identified to support forecasted 

growth by taking the minimum number of planned housing units and dividing by the net acreage. 

Net acreage does not include land covered by wetlands, water bodies, public parks and trails, 

public open space, arterial road rights-of-way, and other undevelopable acres identified in or 

protected by local ordinances such as steep slopes. 

The Council recognizes that not all new development may meet the minimum standards and 

conversely many other new developments may exceed the minimum standards. Setting 

minimum average densities for new development provides communities with the flexibility to 

determine which areas are best suited for higher or lower density development under the 

framework of meeting that overall minimum on available developable lands. All other 

communities in the Rural Service Area are expected to set maximum allowable densities. 

Additional detail regarding density and development patterns is contained in the Land Use 

Policy by Community Designation. (p. 117) 

 

Following the MUSA policy overview at the last committee presentation in October, staff indicated the 

need to update the MUSA Implementation Guidelines. The MUSA Implementation Guidelines 

(attached) were last revised in 2007 in preparation for the Council’s review of the 2030 comprehensive 

plans. Revisions to the guidelines will be how the Council implements the policies in Thrive and the 

2040 Water Resources Policy Plan. The guidelines outline how the Council will consider plan 

amendment requests from communities for MUSA staging and service expansion and how the Council 

will consider density in its review of comprehensive plan updates. It is necessary to update these 

guidelines to: 

 Reflect the Council’s adoption of Thrive MSP 2040, in which the Council’s methodology for 
calculating density was defined; 

Figure 1. Thrive MSP 2040 Overall Density Expectations 

OVERALL DENSITY EXPECTATIONS FOR NEW GROWTH, 

DEVELOPMENT,  AND  REDEVELOPMENT 

Metropolitan Urban Service Area: Minimum Average Net Density 

Urban Center 20 units/acre 

Urban 10 units/acre 

Suburban 5 units/acre 

Suburban Edge 3-5 units/acre 

Emerging Suburban Edge 3-5 units/acre 

Rural Service Area: Maximum Allowed Density, except Rural Centers 

Rural Center 3-5 units/acre minimum 

Rural Residential 
1-2.5 acre lots existing, 

1 unit/10 acres where possible 

Diversified Rural 4 units/40 acres 

Agricultural 1 unit/40 acres 
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 Clarify plan review expectations for communities as they prepare their comprehensive plan 
updates in preparation for the forthcoming 2040 comprehensive plans; and 

 Incorporate considerations from the 2040 Water Resources Policy Plan and staff’s experience 
implementing the existing guidelines over the last 9 years. 

Staff have identified the following revisions needs: 

 Housekeeping to reflect Thrive MSP 2040 and current practice implementing existing guidelines 

 Consideration for failing sub-surface sewage treatment systems (SSTS) 

 Incorporate into density calculations publicly-owned stormwater management facilities that use 
best management practices (BMPs)  

Staff are seeking Committee direction on needed revisions to the guidelines. 

At the October CDC meeting, committee members requested additional information as part of the 

discussion: 

1. Densities in the Plat Monitoring Program – Staff annually collect data from Suburban Edge, 
Emerging Suburban Edge, and Rural Center communities on approved plats in their 
communities. The 2015 Plat Monitoring Report shows a leveling of platting activities in these 
communities across the region, but with overall densities continuing to exceed 3 units per acre. 
Additional detail by participating community can be found in the report. 

In addition to the long-range planning use of the Plat Monitoring Program information, Council 
staff also use a community’s platting information in the evaluation of sewer connection permits. 
Environmental Services staff coordinates with Local Planning Assistance staff in review of 
connection permits to ensure that communities are approving subdivisions that are consistent 
with their local comprehensive plans and are not causing the community to fall below the 
minimum overall density required for their community. 

The Council also collects building permit data annually for all building activity across the region. 
Staff will present density data for residential building activity between 2010 and 2015. 

2. 2013 SAC Report – A Sewer Access Charge (SAC) work group had been convened three years 
in a row (2011, 2012, and 2013) to address various issues related to SAC. The 2013 work group 
issued their final report in January 2014.  

As part of the presentation, Council staff from Community Development and Environmental Services 
will provide additional information on the following: 

1. Commonalities, if any, among amendments that included MUSA changes since 2010 
2. Metrics to measure efficiency of the regional wastewater system 
3. Extension of the sewer system: debt service and how the regional system is financed  

Attachments 
 Attachment A: MUSA Implementation Guidelines (November 2007) 

  

https://metrocouncil.org/Communities/Planning/Local-Planning-Assistance/Maps,-forms-misc/2015-Plat-Monitoring-Report.aspx
https://metrocouncil.org/Wastewater-Water/Publications-And-Resources/WASTEWATER/SAC-Pubs/2013-SAC-Work-Group-Final-Report.aspx
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Attachment A: MUSA Implementation Guidelines 
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