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Executive Summary
The City of Helena desires to determine the suitability of the Capital Hill Mall area for the
creation of an Urban Renewal Area (URA) with Tax Increment Financing (TIF) provisions. The
Montana Code Annotated (MCA), Title 7 Local Government, Chapter 15, Housing and
Construction, Part 42 Urban Renewal through Part 43 Urban Renewal Continued are known and
cited as the “Urban Renewal Law”. The Urban Renewal Law (the “URL”) includes the
recognition by the State that certain areas exist within municipalities that endanger the “public
health, safety, morals, and welfare of the residents of the state”, establishes policies and powers
to govern how these areas are to be redeveloped and rehabilitated, and promotes private sector
engagement in these activities.
Municipalities that identify potential redevelopment areas and would like to undertake urban
renewal activities under the powers granted through the URL are required to:
1) Adopt a Resolution of Necessity finding that:
(1) at least three of fifteen blight conditions as described in the URL apply to the area;
and
(2) the rehabilitation, redevelopment, or both of an area or areas are necessary in the
interest of the public health, safety, morals, or welfare of the residents of the
municipality.
2) Elect those urban renewal project powers that will be authorized;
3) Assign those powers to municipal departments or create an Urban Renewal Agency;
4) Conduct comprehensive municipal planning and establish a Planning Commission;
5) Develop an Urban Renewal Plan (“URP”);
6) Provide the URP to the Planning Commission for review of conformity with existing
comprehensive municipal plans and to make recommendations to City Council;
7) Provide public notice and hold a public hearing on the URP;
8) If General Obligations Bonds are to be issued, obtain voter approval of the URP;
9) If tax increment is part of an URP, provide notice to, and hold a public meeting with the
County and School District to discuss, consult, and address its impact on those entities;
10) Adopt a resolution approving the URP, if all statutory criteria have been met; and
11) If tax increment is part of an URP, file a certified copy of the URP along with ordinances
and amendments with the Department of Revenue and each of the affected taxing bodies.
As mentioned above, the first step in evaluating the Capital Hill Mall area for its suitability
regarding the creation of an URA with TIF provisions is to evaluate the area for the presence of
blighted conditions and whether the rehabilitation, redevelopment, or both are necessary in the
interest of the public health, safety, morals, or welfare of the residents of the municipality. This
evaluation is the purpose of this “Blight Study”.
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Findings
Of the fifteen factors that constitute blight described in the URL, six (in bold below) were
determined to be present and applicable to the Study Area. These include:
(a) the substantial physical dilapidation, deterioration, age obsolescence, or defective
construction, material, and arrangement of buildings or improvements, whether residential or
nonresidential;
(b) inadequate provision for ventilation, light, proper sanitary facilities, or open spaces as
determined by competent appraisers on the basis of an examination of the building standards of
the municipality;
(c) inappropriate or mixed uses of land or buildings;
(d) high density of population and overcrowding;
(e) defective or inadequate street layout;
(f) faulty lot layout in relation to size, adequacy, accessibility, or usefulness;
(g) excessive land coverage;
(h) unsanitary or unsafe conditions;
(i) deterioration of site;
(j) diversity of ownership;
(k) tax or special assessment delinquency exceeding the fair value of the land;
(l) defective or unusual conditions of title;
(m) improper subdivision or obsolete platting;
(n) the existence of conditions that endanger life or property by fire or other causes; or
(o) any combination of the factors listed in this subsection (2).
These factors, and the combination thereof, contribute to the finding of blight within the Study
Area. As such, rehabilitation, redevelopment, or both, is necessary within the subject area and is
in the interest of the public health, safety, morals, or welfare of the residents of the municipality.
Without the establishment of an URA with TIF provisions and the powers available to
implement urban renewal activities, these blighted factors may continue to persist. This would
likely result in the deterioration of the built environment and a lack of engagement and
investment by the private sector. An URA with TIF provisions is necessary to ameliorate these
deficiencies.
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Study Area Boundary Description and Uses
Boundary Description
In simple terms, the area under consideration is of a general rectangular shape beginning one
block north of Prospect Avenue, extending one block south of 11th Street, bounded to the west by
N Dakota Street and to the east by I-15, including a number of hotel parcels around the highway
interchange. It also includes the Samuel V. Stewart Homes development managed by the Helena
Housing Authority, located on a block bounded by Billings Avenue, Butte Avenue, Montana
Avenue, and Roberts Street. See the map below.
The study area is within City boundaries, does not overlap an existing Urban Renewal Area,
avoids cutting through lots, avoids using alleys as boundary lines, has a likelihood to contain
areas of blight, and represents opportunity for new investment.
The entire Study Area is primarily zoned B-2 General Commercial District along with R-O
Residential Office District and some R-2 Residential District and R-3 Residential District.
The Study Area boundary was determined through conversations with stakeholders, zoning, land
uses, and the geographic area. Consideration was also given to the Prospect Avenue and 11th
Street couplets serving as the gateway to the community and the area also being the primary
location for visitation, having the highest concentration of hotels in the City.
Uses
Prospect Avenue is a westbound, three-lane, one-way street. It is a major gateway into the
community, being one of four highway interchanges off of I-15. Running parallel to Prospect
Avenue is 11th Street, an eastbound, three-lane, one-way street. Within the study area, these two
corridors are primarily dominated by commercial uses of varying building sizes, building styles,
and lot configurations including retail stores, strip centers, hotels, motels, restaurants, casinos,
professional and medical offices, banks, credit unions, gas stations, car wash, grocery stores, car
repair, and pharmacies. See the pictures below for a representative sample of these various uses.
Although the corridor is primarily comprised of commercial uses there are to a lesser extent,
residential and non-commercial uses as well as vacant parcels within the study area. Residential
uses include single family residential homes within or adjacent to the commercial uses. There is
also a low-income housing development that is of a different character than the rest of the
community, the Samuel V. Stewart Homes property. This development is comprised of four city
blocks with an internal configuration as opposed to the City grid system. Non-commercial uses
also include a number of single-family homes that have been repurposed for office space and
house non-profits as well as a number of large office buildings that house governmental entities.
There are a few vacant parcels including the site of the former Capital Hill Mall comprising 12.8
acres which is centrally located within the study area (see below for additional information on
the Capital Hill Mall site).
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Study Area Boundary
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Uses Within the Study Area

Retail Strip Mall within the Study Area

Restaurant within the Study Area

Hotel within the Study Area

Bank within the Study Area
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Capital Hill Mall Site
The first two-story enclosed suburban shopping mall in America, served by escalators and twotiered parking, was invented and designed by Victor Gruen and named the Southdale Center in
Edina, Minnesota. Completed in 1956, the enclosed mall was a model borrowed and proliferated
by real estate developers over the next six decades.1 Enclosed mall “construction was helped
along by the Interstate Highway System and enormous commercial investments aided by
changing tax laws. The white flight from cities during the 1960s and ’70s assured a
customer base (and further isolated those left behind in city centers)”. 2
Constructed in 1965, the Capital Hill Mall was one of 1,500 enclosed malls developed during
that period. When the mall first opened, it was only 20,000 square feet and was anchored by
Hennessey’s Store (later acquired by Dillard’s) and an Albertsons Food Center.3 It had seen
numerous additions and renovations over the years growing to 120,000 square feet by 1980.4 At
that time, Clark Financial Corp. of Salt Lake City submitted plans to the City of Helena to add
110,000 square fee, almost doubling the size of the mall. The addition extended the mall’s
footprint across Sanders Street and included 80,000 square feet for a department store.5 The mall
was renovated in 19926 and the 213,000 square foot property was later acquired by Westfield
Properties, who owned it in 2007. Like many enclosed malls around the country, The Capital
Hill Mall began to decline at or near 2010, which is when Dillards closed. 7 An article by TIME
referring to the boom and later bust of enclosed malls states:
“Like all booms, this one couldn’t last. The decline began slowly, in the mid-2000s. The rise of
online shopping and the blow of the Great Recession led to a drop in sales and foot traffic at bigbrand retailers like JCPenney and Macy’s that anchored many of the country’s malls. Between
2010 and ’13, mall visits during the holiday season, the busiest shopping time of the year,
dropped by 50%.”8
In the last few years, the mall was acquired by a local developer and demolition began in
February 2019. As of the date of this report, the site of the former mall has been cleared and the
site meets several of the characteristics of blight including defective or inadequate street layout
and faulty lot layout in relation to size, adequacy, accessibility, or usefulness.

1
Taken from Malcolm Gladwell’s the Terrazo Jungle https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2004/03/15/theterrazzo-jungle
2
https://time.com/4865957/death-and-life-shopping-mall/
3
http://www.helenahistory.org/buildings_of_note.htm
4
https://mtstandard.com/gallery/the-capital-hill-mall-used-to-be-full-and-thriving/collection_f95d3238-3b465479-8767-98f5697d3baa.html#16
5
https://mtstandard.com/gallery/the-capital-hill-mall-used-to-be-full-and-thriving/collection_f95d3238-3b465479-8767-98f5697d3baa.html#2
6
https://helenair.com/news/local/past-and-present-photos-of-helena-s-capital-hill-mall/collection_b3b289345cc3-5f5a-9175-11353e37d654.html#5
7
https://helenair.com/news/local/past-and-present-photos-of-helena-s-capital-hill-mall/collection_b3b289345cc3-5f5a-9175-11353e37d654.html#5
8

https://time.com/4865957/death-and-life-shopping-mall/
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Blight Factors
The following blight factors were identified within the Study Area including Substantial Physical Dilapidation, Deterioration, Age
Obsolescence, Defective or Inadequate Street Layout, Faulty Lot Layout in Relation to Size, Adequacy, Accessibility, or Usefulness /
Defective Arrangement of Buildings or Improvements, Excessive Land Coverage, and Unsanitary or Unsafe Conditions as more fully
described below.
Substantial Physical Dilapidation, Deterioration
As shown in the charts below, the taxable valuation of properties within the Study Area has not seen consistent growth as have the
taxable valuation of properties outside the Study Area. Taxable value increased outside the Study Area at a geometric growth rate of
3.0% over the 10-year period, compared to a 0.7% growth rate over the same period inside the Study Area.
City of Helena - Inside the Study Area
Taxable Values 2010 - 2019

City of Helena - Outside of Study Area
Taxable Values 2010 - 2019
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This would indicate that investment returns within the Study Area may not be predictive, that some properties have deteriorated (such
as the Capital Hill Mall site), and others that have not grown at the same rate as the rest of the community. A closer analysis shows
how many parcels as a percentage of the total have experienced decline, remained the same, or increased:
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Outside of Study Area
Inside Study Area
Description
# of Parcels % of Total # of Parcels % of Total
No Change
2,310
18%
32
16%
Increasing Value
9,652
74%
31
16%
Declining Value
1,070
8%
136
68%
Total

13,032

100%

199

100%

As shown in the table above, 68% of parcels within the Study Area declined in taxable value during the period from 2010 to 2019
compared to only 8% of parcels outside the Study Area. This data suggests that properties within the Study Area are experiencing
dilapidation, deterioration, or impairment at greater rates than those properties outside the Study Area.
Age Obsolescence
The Study Area includes ten hotel properties, all constructed prior to 1998, half of which were built in the 1970’s. The most prevalent
hotel type is economy (5), followed by upper midscale (3), midscale (2), and upper upscale (1). The prevalence of old facilities and
hotel inventory in the economy chains scale along with structures and improvements showing signs of age and deferred maintenance,
indicates that “age obsolescence” is present in some of the hotels within the boundary area.
#
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Name
Jorgensons Inn and Suites
Delta
Howard Johnson
America’s Best Value Inn & Suites
Shilo Inns
Super 8
Days Inn
Baymont
La Quinta Inn & Suites
Fairfield Inn

Parent Brand
Independent
Marriott
Wyndham Hotels & Resorts
Red Lion Hotels
Shilo Inns
Wyndham Hotels & Resorts
Wyndham Hotels & Resorts
Wyndham Hotels & Resorts
Wyndham Hotels & Resorts
Marriott

STR Chain Scale
Economy & Midscale
Upper Upscale
Economy
Economy
Upper Midscale
Economy
Economy
Midscale
Midscale
Upper Midscale

Year Built # of Rooms
1954 & 1988 44 & 63
1970
149
1971
72
1973
80
1976
48
1978
102
1981
89
1991
55
1994
74
1998
58

Address
1714 11th Avenue
2301 Colonial Drive
2101 11th Avenue
800 N Oregon St.
2020 Prospect Avenue
2200 11th Avenue
2001 Prospect Avenue
750 Fee Street
701 N Washington St.
2150 11th Avenue

Remodeling or renovating aged properties requires compliance with current codes and may represent a significant cost to the building
owner. Redevelopment of older properties is also expensive due to acquisition costs. These compliance and economic costs represent
impediments to reinvestment within the study area.
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Defective or Inadequate Street Layout
As previously mentioned, Prospect Avenue is a westbound, three-lane, one-way street, that is coupled with 11th Street, running parallel
one block to the south as an eastbound, two-lane, one-way street. These streets were designed together to segregate directional traffic
and reduce congestion. This one-way circulation on Prospect and 11th has remained unchanged over the last 30 years. One-way
traffic couplets are engineered to provide an efficient traffic flow with greater capacity, higher automobile speeds, and reduced travel
time. However, they also create unintended consequences for the built environment by limiting business visibility, pedestrian safety,
restricting access to certain destinations, and introducing confusion to infrequent street users. These conditions contribute to a
defective or inadequate street layout along the couplets which extend through much of the Study Area.
As previously mentioned, the Samuel V. Stewart Homes development is comprised of four city blocks with an internal configuration
as opposed to the City grid system. The lack of a traditional block pattern prohibits east- and westbound through traffic and
circulation is more challenging within the development. These conditions contribute to a defective or inadequate street layout within
the northwest area of the Study Area.
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The block bounded by Prospect Avenue, Missoula Avenue, Fee St, and Washington St. is comprised of two city blocks with no
internal roads. A building exists where Butte Avenue should connect through, eliminating connectivity and thru traffic. Butte Avenue
is approximately 1.0-mile long to the east of this block and 0.1-mile long to the west. These conditions contribute to a defective or
inadequate street layout in this part of the Study Area.

The Capital Hill Mall site lacks connectivity to the neighborhoods to the north and south and impedes thru traffic and circulation.
New streets must be constructed in order to improve connectivity to surrounding neighborhoods as well as within the site. These
conditions contribute to a defective or inadequate street layout in this part of the Study Area.
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Faulty Lot Layout in Relation to Size, Adequacy, Accessibility, or Usefulness / Defective Arrangement of Buildings or
Improvements
As shown above, the Capital Hill Mall site is a large parcel that encompasses three City blocks with no internal roads. In 1980, one
public road (Sanders St.) was vacated by the City to accommodate an expansion of the Mall. As a result of the City vacating Sanders
Street the site has no connectivity to the neighborhoods to the north and south. This layout reflects the enclosed mall development
model of one large building comprised of connected stores and anchored by major tenants. With the decline of enclosed malls, the
resultant lot is too large to accommodate a single development and there is too much land in relation to commercial market demand.
The lot is faulty in relation to size, accessibility, and usefulness as it will require reconfiguration in order to accommodate
redevelopment.
The blocks between Prospect Avenue and Butte Avenue to the north, have lots that are faulty in relation to size, adequacy, and
usefulness. The lots do not have adequate depth to accommodate commercial uses using conventional development approaches such
as parking in front or behind the facility. This has resulted in buildings and parking lots being oriented sideways and parking lots with
frontage along the corridor resulting in a defective arrangement of buildings or improvements.
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Faulty lot layout related to adequacy of lot depth required
these businesses on the bottom half of this block between Oakes
St. and Harris St. to place their parking lots along the frontage of
Prospect Avenue. Deeper lot depth would have allowed another
commercial use to be developed along the street frontage rather
than the parking lot that is present. Also, notice no sidewalks
installed along Butte Avenue and no green strip between the
sidewalk and curb along Prospect Avenue, which creates unsafe
conditions for pedestrians.

Here another business located on the southwest corner of this
block between Oakes St. and Lamborn St. faced a similar faulty
lot layout related to adequacy of lot depth. Also, notice no
sidewalks installed along Butte Avenue and no green strip
between the sidewalk and curb along Prospect Avenue, which
creates unsafe conditions for pedestrians.

Excessive Land Coverage
The Samuel V. Stewart Homes is a 10.32-acre development built in the 1930’s that has 133 units across 48 buildings, all on a single
parcel. Buildings that are internal to the development do not have access to a public right-of-way, creating an issue of accessibility for
loading as well as municipal services such as police and fire. If such a site plan were to be proposed for development now, it would
likely not be approved based on current standards of health and safety development.
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The Samuel V. Stewart Homes development is comprised of
four city blocks with an internal configuration as opposed to the
City grid system. The lack of a traditional block pattern
prohibits an east-west circulation for thru-traffic as a result of
defective or inadequate street layout. Also notice the lack of
accessibility to public right of way for the buildings that are
internal to the development which is a condition of excessive
land coverage.

An example of excessive land coverage is represented here by
the buildings on the upper half of this block between Montana
Ave. and Washington Dr., south of 11th Avenue. The building
lot on the northeast corner has just a patch of green space, there
is inadequate spacing between buildings, and an inappropriate
or mixed uses of land or buildings / defective arrangement of
buildings is represented by three re-purposed single-family
detached homes between two commercial office buildings.
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Above is a block south of 11th Street, between Roberts St and
Sanders St. The block has little green space, inadequate spacing
between buildings, and is dominated by parking and buildings.
This block demonstrates excessive land coverage. Notice no
green strip between the curb and sidewalk, which creates unsafe
conditions for pedestrians.

Above is another block south of 11th Street, between Oakes St.
and Lamborn St. Notice the bottom half has no green space, is
dominated by parking and buildings and demonstrates excessive
land coverage. Notice no green strip between the curb and
sidewalk, which creates unsafe conditions for pedestrians.

Unsanitary or Unsafe Conditions
There are streets within the study area where sidewalks have not been installed. These include residential areas along Butte Street, 9th
Avenue, N Dakota Street, Fee St., Hannaford St., Lamborn St., Oakes St., Harris St., Washington St., and Oregon St. The lack of
sidewalks is an unsafe condition that may force pedestrians into the public right of way and conflict with vehicular traffic. In addition,
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almost the entire study area lacks green strips between the curb and sidewalk. This lack of buffer, along with narrow sidewalks,
reduces pedestrian safety and creates unsafe conditions.
In comparing the number of safety and service calls to the Study Area with the rest of Helena outside of the Study Area reveals a
highly disproportionate use of municipal services including fire, police, and ambulance:

Description
Study Area Service Calls
Study Area Acres
Study Area Service Calls / Acre
Non-Study Area Service Calls
Non-Study Area Acres
Non-Study Area Service Calls / Acre
City of Helena Service Calls
City of Helena Acres
City of Helena Service Calls / Acre

2015
4,384
182
24.09
35,214
10,599
3.32
39,598
10,781
3.67

2016
4,339
182
23.84
34,311
10,599
3.24
38,650
10,781
3.58

Year
2017
4,430
182
24.34
35,894
10,599
3.39
40,324
10,781
3.74

2018
4,386
182
24.10
38,773
10,599
3.66
43,159
10,781
4.00

2019
4,535
182
24.92
37,549
10,599
3.54
42,084
10,781
3.90

The Study Area is responsible for seven times more service calls than the rest of the City of Helena, which indicates a propensity for
unsafe conditions.
In addition, there are a number of sites with environmental issues involving petroleum tanks that have been identified and in various
stages of remediation and monitoring. The map below includes the locations that have Petroleum Release Fund Claims within the
Study Area:
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Conclusion
The blight analysis performed by Better City identified six factors that were present in the Study Area including the following (in
bold):
(a) the substantial physical dilapidation, deterioration, age obsolescence, or defective construction, material, and arrangement
of buildings or improvements, whether residential or nonresidential;
(b) inadequate provision for ventilation, light, proper sanitary facilities, or open spaces as determined by competent appraisers on
the basis of an examination of the building standards of the municipality;
(c) inappropriate or mixed uses of land or buildings;
(d) high density of population and overcrowding;
(e) defective or inadequate street layout;
(f) faulty lot layout in relation to size, adequacy, accessibility, or usefulness;
(g) excessive land coverage;
(h) unsanitary or unsafe conditions;
(i) deterioration of site;
(j) diversity of ownership;
(k) tax or special assessment delinquency exceeding the fair value of the land;
(l) defective or unusual conditions of title;
(m) improper subdivision or obsolete platting;
(n) the existence of conditions that endanger life or property by fire or other causes; or
(o) any combination of the factors listed in this subsection (2).
These factors, and the combination thereof, contribute to the finding of blight within the Study Area. As such, rehabilitation,
redevelopment, or both, is necessary within the subject area and is in the interest of the public health, safety, morals, or welfare of the
residents of the municipality. Without the establishment of an URA with TIF provisions and the powers available to implement urban
renewal activities, these blighted factors may continue to persist. This would likely result in the deterioration of the built environment
and a lack of engagement and investment by the private sector. An URA with TIF provisions is necessary to ameliorate these
deficiencies.
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