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Partners

Pennington County oversees the county at large, including the cities 
of Thief River Falls, Goodridge, and St. Hilaire. It facilitates regional 
development which benefits the long-term growth of the region 
and enhances quality of life of all community members.

Pennington County is the owner of the old auditorium. It is the 
primary partner for this project. 

The Northwest Region in Minnesota is not defined by county 
boundaries, but for reference, it generally serves Kittson, Roseau, 
Lake of the Woods, Marshall, Pennington, Red Lake, Clearwater, 
Beltrami, Polk, Norman, Mahnomen, Clay, and Wilkin counties.

The NW Regional Partnership organizes its work around four focus 
areas: Natural Resources, Clean Energy, Food and Agriculture, and 
Resilient Communities.

The Center for Urban and Regional Affairs (CURA) connects the 
resources of the University of Minnesota with the interests and 
needs of urban communities and the region for the benefit of all. 
CURA pursues its urban and regional mission by facilitating and 
supporting connections between state and local governments, 
neighborhoods and nonprofit organizations, and relevant resources 
at the University, including faculty and students from appropriate 
campuses, colleges, centers or departments.
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Working to transform the built environment in ways that provide for 
the ecological, economic, and social needs of the present without 
compromising those of the future.

∙ Energy and climate change
∙ The water cycle
∙ Sustainable materials for a healthy built environment
∙ Value and benefits of regenerative designs
∙ Equitable designs to provide sustainability for all
∙ Creating regenerative and resilient communities

Design for Community Resilience (CSBR)
Integrated solutions address a variety of issues and scales based 
in the state-of-the art sustainability research. The holistic and 
dynamic problem solving broad-based definition of sustainability 
includes the economic, social, and environmental dimensions 
of Grassroots user-focused approach. This approach goes from 
big picture to carefully addressing the details, working within our 
client’s economic constraints.
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Executive Summary

Future of the Old Auditorium Adaptive Reuse Project

This research project supports a community effort with the Pennington County Old Auditorium Committee and other partners in Thief River Falls, 
Minnesota, to develop a conceptual plan for the future of this existing historic building that can support local economic vitality, provide a multi-
use community center and cultural destination of the region, and demonstrate sustainable community resilience within the local community. This 
project included: 1) case study research on similar buildings and projects, regionally, nationally, and internationally; 2) community meetings and 
an engagement workshop to gather community input; and 3) a set of architectural drawings documenting the project’s development and the final 
proposed design of the old auditorium. 

This project is also in support of the 2017 Thief River Fall Downtown Master Plan which provides recommendations on how to create a vibrant 
downtown to attract residents and visitors, enhance local economic vitality, and increase the public’s access to a variety of entertainment, 
recreation, and social activities.

Project Introduction:

The old auditorium had been the heart of Thief River Falls since its opening in 1934.  Community groups and members frequently rented out spaces 
in the building for events, gatherings, and meetings. The multi-use building also the city hall and housed different government departments. 
Today, the  old auditorium still stands tall in downtown Thief River Falls. In 2008, a community meeting called for action to preserve the building 
which faced a demolition threat. As a result, the Pennington County commissioners appointed the Auditorium Committee to investigate into 
alternatives to reuse and repurpose the old auditorium. 
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Section One: Project Introduction

This section sets the context for the project and discusses the 2017 TRF Downtown Master Plan, and the history and architectural significance of 
the old auditorium.
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Thief River Falls Downtown Master Plan 2017

During the summer of 2017, a design team from the University 
of Minnesota collaborated with community partners and 
community members to investigate the potential future 
development of downtown Thief River Falls. The project 
consisted of three community meetings to gather input. A 
masterplan was developed in October 2017 to document the 
planning process and conclude design recommendations. 
These  design recommendations served as fundamental design 
guidelines for the Future of the Old Auditorium project. 

The full report can be accessed on Advanced Thief River website 
at http://www.advancethiefriver.com/ 

Report authors: Virajita Singh and Joe Polacek

Recommendations:

1. Connect to Nature
Connection with nature addresses an important human need for all age groups while also beautifying place and providing for recreational and 
outdoor activities. This downtown design offers two opportunities: 1) connecting the downtown area more closely to natural resources, particularly 
to the two rivers that flow through the area, and 2) bringing nature into the downtown area with plantings and trees.

2. Design with Scale
One important quality of design is attention to scale. This design principle emerges from Scandinavian design which influenced this project by 
enforcing attention to scale in all aspects of the downtown masterplan and implementation, including attending to window displays and attending 
to scaling down the width of street spaces with parking and planters on sidewalks.
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3. Express Culture
The history and culture of Thief River falls are reflected in its downtown buildings. This project’s design principle encourages cultural expression 
in three ways: Difficult to identify what the specific three ways: 1) recognizing and displaying different cultural histories at  every opportunity, 
including integrating distinct displays of the region’s Native American presence through space-marking and artifacts (some of which have already 
identified); 2) expressing of the influence of Scandinavian and other cultures in downtown; and 3) displaying cultural influences from the region’s 
new immigrant communities.

4. Foster Innovation
This design principle advances the future of Thief River Falls through its downtown revitalization, so innovation from all its citizens is invited and 
encouraged while also actively and visibly expressed in the downtown design. This principle is key to moving toward a vibrant community engaged 
not just with the past but in the present and future.

5. Create Experiences
In our fast-paced times, a variety of quality memorable experiences for people of all ages creates exceptional value. This design principle is intended 
to provide a forum for community leaders to create meaningful opportunities downtown for every person in the community to experience.  There 
is great potential for Thief River Falls to provide experiences for TRF citizens, both its young and old citizens, as its regional visitors and workforce.

6. Maintain and Troubleshoot
Maintenance is often missing from design visions. This design principle is intended to include maintenance and sustainability as part of every 
design decision. That said, conversations about maintenance can also kill design vision, so a troubleshooting mindset should accompany the 
focus on maintenance, ensuring that the design vision is the goal and that creative ways are found to achieve it.

7. Create Winning Teams
None of the design principles above can be implemented without the engaged, enthusiastic participation of the community. A community  should 
invite to the table all community members interested in implementing the design and then form smaller teams that address different aspects of 
the master plan. These teams can be organized around the above design principles or by other criteria that organically fit the community’s needs.
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History of Thief River Falls

The following three chapters, “History of Thief River Falls,” “History of the Auditorium Building,” and “Architectural Significance,” are excerpted 
from Andrew Schmidt’s “Thief River Falls Auditorium and Municipal Building - National Register of Historic Places Continuation Sheet.”

Development of Thief River Falls
The City of Thief River Falls is located near the confluence of the Thief 
and Red Lake rivers.  The first Euro-American settler was John Baptiste 
LaBree who started a general store in 1881.  Growth at the future townsite 
was slow during the 1880s, until in 1889, settlers platted a townsite on 
the southeast side of the rivers and named it Red Lake Rapids.  In 1892, 
a sawmill was built at the falls, and logs cut from the pine forests to the 
east could then be floated down the Red Lake River for milling.  That 
same year, the Great Northern built a railroad line into Thief River Falls 
to access the lumber from the new mill.  By 1896, the two villages voted 
to incorporate as a single city, and Thief River Falls was chosen as the 
name.  By 1900, spurred by the railroad and lumber milling operations, 
Thief River Falls had grown to a population of 1,800.   

During the early 1900s, Thief River Falls continued growing. In 1904 a 
second railroad, the Minneapolis-St. Paul and Sault Ste. Marie (Soo Line) 
built a line through the city and named it a division point.  This new role 
had an immediate effect on Thief River Falls.  The Soo Line established 
a roundhouse, mechanics shop, and associated structures on the north 
edge of town and passenger and freight depots downtown.  A corridor of 
wholesale warehouses, grain elevators, and a creamery soon lined the 
tracks.  By 1910, the population of Thief River Falls had doubled to 3,714.  
Labree Avenue developed as the main business district, two blocks 
west of the Soo Line railroad, and two-story brick commercial buildings 
replaced earlier buildings.   

Founding of Thief River Falls
The first known settlers in the area of Thief River Falls were Dakota people. In the eighteenth century, Ojibwe tribes moving westward from what is 
now New York State largely displaced the Dakota people. Some Dakota people continued to remain in the area secretly settled on riverbanks near 
the site of Thief River Falls. The river is said to have been named Secret Earth River by the Ojibwe referring to the secret encampment settled by 
the Dakota. The French pronunciation of that name was later said to have been interpreted into Thief River.
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During the 1910s, Thief River Falls took on another new role, county seat.  
When Pennington County split from Red Lake County in 1910, Thief River 
Falls became the county seat of the new county.  A civic center began to 
develop in Thief River Falls in the area south of 2nd Street and west of 
Labree Avenue.  The first city building, built after incorporation in 1896 
as a fire hall and offices, was at the corner of Main Avenue and 1st Street.  
In 1910, this building was converted into the first Pennington County 
Courthouse (later demolished in 1955 to accommodate the current Court 
Administration Building).  Also in 1910, the city built an armory with an 
auditorium and within a few years had moved the city offices into the 
new city building.  This was the first city auditorium, and it was located 
on the site of the current auditorium building.  In addition, the Thief River 
Falls Carnegie Library (listed on the National Register) was built in 1914 
on the corner of Main Avenue and 1st Street.   

According to the history provided by Swantek, by the mid-1940s the city 
had its own airport and by 1954 a new county courthouse. In the 1950s, 
area native Edgar Hetteen helped build the first Polaris snowmobile. 
Hetteen moved to Thief River Falls in 1960 and founded the company that 
would become Arctic Cat. Another Thief River Falls native, Ron Stordahl, 
returned home after earning his PhD in electrical engineering from the 
University of Minnesota. A business that started in 1972 selling a small 
kit of electronic components to HAM radio enthusiasts grew to become 
Digi-Key, today a global e-Commerce leader in the electronic component 
distribution industry with more than 1.8 million products in stock and 
that are shipped to over 170 countries.  Today, both companies are 
among the biggest employers of the city and Pennington County at large.
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History of the Auditorium Building

Construction History

By the early 1930s, the first auditorium and municipal building had “served as a 
community center in Thief River Falls since its erection in 1910.” The building housed 
all city offices, some county offices, the local Red Cross chapter, the telephone 
company, and the civic and commerce association (chamber of commerce).  On 
February 7, 1933, a fire gutted the auditorium building, causing one wall to collapse 
and destroying the building. 

One measure of the importance of the first auditorium building to the community 
was that the city began planning for a new building less than a month after the 
fire.  In early April, the city council commissioned the architectural firm A. F. and 
Ray R. Gauger, represented by Ray Gauger, to design the new building and oversee 
construction. By late June 1933, Gauger submitted designs for three options, which 
included an auditorium of varying sizes as well as offices and meeting rooms. Not 
deterred by the additional cost, the city council selected the design with the largest 
auditorium.  

Like the rest of the country in 1933, Pennington County was in the depths of the 
economic depression.  Sensitive to the high unemployment in the community, the 
city ensured that the demolition and construction were run like relief projects.  For 
example, hiring was limited to local men and was coordinated by the County Poor 
Overseer.  Those employed were given a standard wage and a limited number of 
shifts in order to maximize the number of unemployed who would benefit.  Although 
Governor Floyd B. Olson included the Thief River Falls auditorium building in his 
1933 request for federal public works funds for Minnesota, there is no record that 
federal funding for the building was received. 

On February 26, 1934, just over a year after the old auditorium burned down, the new 
building was dedicated.  Schools and most businesses closed during the afternoon 
ceremony, and related events continued through the week.  The total cost of the 
building was just over $75,000.   
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A Community Center

The new auditorium  building provided a spacious auditorium/
gymnasium, offices, and meeting rooms.  From its opening in 1934 
and for the next several decades, the building was the site of most city 
functions.  City offices in the building included the city clerk office, with 
a public service desk; the municipal court, including a courtroom and 
judge’s chambers; and the police department, which had an office and 
jail cells.  In addition to housing city offices, the auditorium building 
hosted the meetings of the city council twice a month, as well as monthly 
meetings for the Board of Health, Greenwood Cemetery commission, the 
city park board, and other civic groups.  In 1936, the auditorium building 
was designated as the polling place for all four city wards.   

City records from the 1930s show that the auditorium building was 
frequently rented for events by community groups, starting as soon as it 
was dedicated in 1934.  For example, in February of 1934, the high school 
and independent league basketball teams began using the auditorium 
building for games and practices.  The high school would continue using 
the city building for basketball, school plays, and other activities until 
the new Lincoln High School was built in 1938.  The municipal band 
rehearsed and performed in the auditorium and stored its instruments 
in the building.  During the 1930s, dances were regularly held in the 
auditorium. In addition, the local 4-H, Boy Scouts, and Girl Scouts all 
held special events in the auditorium.  Expositions and conventions were 
also held in the auditorium building, including in 1934 alone the annual 
Auto and Style Show, the Northwest Poultry Show, the Farmer’s Union, 
the Ninth District Grocery Men Association, and Land O’Lakes district 
meetings.  

During World War II, the auditorium was used as a local registration 
center for the selective service and for ceremonies for men entering 
military service.  The Pennington County women’s civilian defense 
also held trainings at the Auditorium during the war.  Beyond wartime 

activities during the 1940s, the Auditorium continued to be used by 
community groups.  

Following World War II, downtown Thief River Falls was an economic 
hub for the region, as the city expanded its role in agricultural 
processing, retail sales, wholesaling, and transportation.  By 1950, 
there were 26 wholesale operations and 116 retail stores in the 
city.  In addition, Thief River Falls was home to a Land O’Lakes 
processing plant, and 14 dairy processing plants were within a 
25-mile radius.  The Soo Line provided rail transport, and with its 
division headquarters and maintenance yard, it was the city’s largest 
employer. The population of Thief River Falls had grown to 6,019 in 
1940,  and continued growing during the postwar years, reaching 
6,926 in 1950 and then 7,151 in 1960.

Long-time residents of Thief River Falls confirm that the auditorium 
building continued to be used for dances and other community events 
through the 1960s. By the 1970s, use of the auditorium building was 
declining.  Other entertainment and event venues were available by 
this time, including at Lincoln High School, the armory, the Huck Olson 
Memorial Civic Center, and Northland Community College.  During 
the first six months of 1975, for example, only one event was held 
in the auditorium, an agricultural association meeting.  The police 
department moved into a new dedicated building in 1975.  Other 
city offices moved to the restored former Soo Line Depot in 1998.  
Although a credit union utilized some offices for a time, the offices 
in the auditorium building are currently vacant.  The auditorium is 
currently used as a gymnasium by St. Bernard’s school and for league 
volleyball games, and the local hockey association stores equipment 
in the basement.
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Architectural Significance 

Classical Moderne / PWA Moderne

The auditorium building is a fine example of a public building that 
represents the distinctive characteristics of the Classical Moderne style.  
Evolving from the revival styles of the late-nineteenth century, classically 
inspired architecture shifted away from the perceived excesses of High 
Victorian styles to more formal symmetrical compositions.  In the wake of 
the 1892 Chicago Exposition and in no small measure due to Progressive 
Era preferences for orderliness, the Neoclassical, Beaux Arts, and 
Second Renaissance Revival styles were preferred for public buildings in 
Minnesota from 1900 through the 1920s.   During the 1920s, architects 
began developing the Art Deco style, usually categorized in three modes, 
Zigzag Moderne, Streamline Moderne, and Classical Moderne.  Beginning 
in the 1920s, Zigzag Moderne designs typically utilized smooth wall 
surfaces, polychromatic materials, limited use of ornamentation that 
often consisted of geometric patterns such as zigzags and chevrons, and 
vertical emphasis in widows, pilasters and towers.  This style was most 
commonly used in commercial buildings, especially for skyscrapers, and 
occasionally in public buildings.  

In the 1930s, Classical Moderne evolved from the Zigzag Moderne.  Most 
commonly used in public buildings, Classical Moderne is often referred 
to as PWA Moderne because of its frequent use in buildings constructed 
through federal relief programs of the 1930s.  In this style, architects 
blended Classical and Moderne elements to bring a sense of tradition 
and stability to modern designs.  Typical elements of the style included 
classically balanced and symmetrical forms; windows arranged as 
vertical recessed panels and separated by pilasters, providing a vertical 
emphasis and suggesting Classical columns; smooth wall surfaces; and 
minimal ornamentation, typically in geometric patterns. 

The auditorium building is a well-designed example of the Classical 
Moderne style that includes numerous stylistic elements.  The primary 
façade has a symmetrical tri-part arrangement, with a recessed entrance 
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bay flanked by projecting pavilions.  The center bay is paneled in smooth 
limestone with Classical- and Art Deco-inspired motifs.  On the north and 
south elevations, vertically stacked window openings with patterned 
dark brick spandrels alternate with the orange-brick walls.  This pattern 
simulates solids and voids, implying a stylized colonnaded facade.  The 
first-floor lobby and the auditorium are significant interior spaces, with 
Art Deco motifs, including zigzag-and-sunburst, vertical fluting, and 
stylized floral patterns.  The walls flanking the stage are a particularly 
exuberant example of these motifs.

When the auditorium building was constructed in 1933, it placed a well-
designed building in the downtown of Thief River Falls, one block off 
Labree Avenue and within an informal civic center area.  At the time, 
the auditorium building was the only Moderne-style building (Zigzag, 
Streamline, or Classical) in Thief River Falls.  Only two other buildings in 
downtown could be classified as Art Deco, both built after the auditorium 
building.  In 1934, the U.S. Post Office building was built to a Classical 
Moderne design by Ray Gauger, utilizing brick and limestone wall 
materials similar to the Auditorium Building.  Circa 1940, a Streamline 
Moderne store building was built on the corner of Horace Avenue N. and 
2nd Street E.  

The auditorium building is a well-designed example of the Classical 
Moderne style, and it was executed in high quality materials.  The building 
reflects the prevailing architectural style for public buildings during the 
1930s.  Built as a municipal building in 1933 without federal relief funding 
or labor, the auditorium building is an early example of the style that is 
often associated with federal relief projects.  The building was a visual 
landmark in the city at the time of its construction, and it remains so to 
the present day. 
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Architectural Significance: Exterior

The auditorium building is two stories in height with a raised basement 
level, and most of the floor plan is encompassed by the auditorium space. 
Since its construction in 1933, there have been minor modifications 
to the auditorium building.  The most noticeable alteration was the 
removal of original four-over-four and six-over-six window sashes in 
the 1980s.  The window openings remain intact but have been infilled 
with synthetic siding, either completely infilled or partially infilled with 
a single-light casement sash.  In addition, the exterior concrete steps 
leading to the main entrance on the east elevation were altered in the 
early 1990s.  Originally, the steps extended across the recessed center 
bay, but the outer portions of the steps have been infilled to form ramp-
like surfaces.  Other alterations include repointing the exterior brick in 
1990 and replacement of the roofing with rubber roofing in 2000.  Interior 
alterations include partition walls in the former city council chamber 
and courtroom, suspended ceilings in the basement, and replacement of 
interior lighting with fluorescent lights.  

Exterior

The foundation of the auditorium building is built of poured concrete, 
which extends above the ground level.  The upper portion of the 
basement and the first- and second-story walls are clad with variegated 
orange brick in running bond at the basement level and, on the first and 
second story, common bond with headers every seventh row.  Brown 
brick in various patterns is utilized in the spandrels and in other places. 
In addition, Kasota limestone is utilized for decorative elements and for 
window sills.  

Above the entrance of the East facade, the words “AUDITORIUM AND 
MUNICIPAL BUILDING” are carved in bas-relief into limestone panels and 
are flanked by floral motifs and surmounted by swag motifs, also in bas-
relief.  These patterned panels form the spandrel between the entrance 
and a pair of window openings, which are separated by a fluted stone 
pilaster. The projecting pavilions are stepped at the corners, and each has 



21

a center window bay flanked by full-height vertically stacked brown bricks.  

The north and south elevations are nearly identical: a projecting eastern section that houses the office spaces, a center auditorium section, and a 
slightly projecting west end section that houses the stage area.  On the north elevation, the east section has stepped corners, and the stone band 
course from the main facade continues across this section.  There are three vertical stacks of windows, with openings at the basement, first, and 
second stories.  The spandrels consist of stacked orange brick separated by brown-brick headers, forming vertical patterns, which are continued 
in the cornice level above the second-story windows.  The first-story windows are partially infilled with siding and casement windows, and the 
second-story windows are completely infilled with siding.  The center section consists of five window bays separated by recessed vertical panels 
in the brick.  The outer bays have doorways on the first floor, which were once accessed via steps that have been removed, and which have been 
infilled with siding.  Window openings in the first story of the middle bays and in all second-story bays have been infilled with siding and, on 
the first story, casement sashes.  Basement level windows also have been infilled with siding.  The spandrels in this section have the diagonal-
pattered brown brick as on the east elevation.  Soldier courses of brown brick run the length of this section under the eave of the arched roof.  The 
west section has two vertical units, a door-window combination and a window-window combination, and vertical patterns of brown-brick stacks 
separated by orange-brick headers extend above and below the window openings.  The windows are partially infilled with siding and casement 
sashes.  A limestone band extends across the lintel level of the second-story windows.  The south elevation is nearly identical to the north.  
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Architectural Significance: Interior

Interior

The interior of the auditorium building is divided into two distinct 
spaces, the lobby and offices in the east section and the auditorium 
and stage in the middle and west sections.  The first-floor lobby, 
at the center of the east section, accesses the main entrance on 
the east, the auditorium on the west, and offices to the north and 
south.  The floor is tan and pink terrazzo, the walls are plaster with 
zigzag-and-sunburst-patterned crown molding, and the ceiling is 
coffered.  The entryway consists of a small vestibule with a pair of 
interior doorways (the doors have been removed) with narrow wood 
surrounds and transoms with geometric-patterned leaded glass. 
The offices are accessed via double doorways with fluted wood 
surrounds and wood identification plates above.  On the south, the 
plate is carved with the words “CITY CLERK,” but on the north the 
plate is smooth.   The doors are wood with center glass panels.  On 
the west side of the lobby, terrazzo stairs lead to the auditorium, 
accessed via a pair of wood double doors.  To the north, a stairwell 
leads to the basement and second floor.  

The auditorium is a two-story equivalent, 86 x 65-foot space that is 
used for music and theater performances as well as basketball and 
volleyball.  A raised stage is located at the west end, and upper-level 
balcony seating is along the north, east, and south.  The floors are 
hardwood, the walls are concrete block with concrete piers between 
window bays, and the Parker trusses supporting the barrel-arched 
roof are visible.  Projecting molded concrete blocks form surrounds 
at the east entrance.  The stage is built up on concrete blocks with 
wood flooring, and the side walls are stepped and have fluted 
pilasters with geometric-patterned capitals and geometric- and 
floral-patterned bases.  Narrow vertical bands adorn the wall above 
the stage.  Dressing rooms are located north and south of the stage, 
as are stairwells leading to the balcony.  Exterior doorways are at the 
first floor of the stairwells, and storage rooms are at the top of the 
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stairs.  The balconies each have two tiered rows of metal-framed wood seats.
The stairwell off the main lobby leads to a second-floor lobby and offices.  On the west side of this second-floor lobby, access to the balcony is 
through wood double doors with fluted surrounds and a wood plate carved with “AUDITORIUM.”  The offices to the north and south have similar 
doorway arrangements as the first-floor offices, except the identification plates read “COURT ROOM” on the south and “POLICE DEPARTMENT” on 
the north.    The former police department space includes an office, with linoleum floors and plaster walls and ceiling, and two jail cell groups on 
the north side with heavy steel bars and concrete-block walls.  The men’s group consists of three individual barred cells and a sally port area with 
a steel-bar door.  The women’s consists of a single, larger cell with a steel-bar door.  A small room on the south side was labeled “Padded Cell” on 
the architectural drawings but appears to have been used as storage. 

The basement of the auditorium building consists of a lobby area, a hallway with meeting rooms, and an assembly room with a kitchen.  The lobby 
provides access to the men’s and women’s restrooms, which have replacement fixtures, a small room labeled “Card Playing Rm.,” and an east-west 
hallway.  Floors on the basement level are generally carpeted, and the walls are plaster.  A meeting room is on the south side of the hallway, and 
two offices, originally separate but later joined via a sliding-glass door, are on the north side.  The offices have wood-paneling on the walls and 
suspended acoustic-tile ceilings, and the doors are wood with upper glass panels.  The western third of the basement is an open assembly room 
punctuated by square concrete columns.  Wood double doors with upper glass panels lead to the hallway, and a pair of wood “in/out” doors with 
small square glass panels access the kitchen.  The kitchen has linoleum floors with diamond and circle patterns and ceramic tiles half way up the 
walls.  The wood cabinets and porcelain sink appear to be original.  
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Section Two: Precedent Research
This section describes some of the examples or “precedents” that informed project development. Each precedent offered ideas and inspiration to 

the proposed design for the auditorium.
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Haverford College’s Visual Culture, Arts & Media (VCAM) 
Building is an excellent example of an adaptive reuse 
project that reimagined the spatial configuration of a 
former gym (built in 1900) to accommodate a new art 
education program. Minneapolis-based architecture 
firm MS&R preserved the rubblestone shell/facade of 
the building while radically altering the interior to create 
an open, light-filled education facility that encourages 
collaboration. 

The lower-floor swimming pool was filled in to make 
space for new programs. The multi-purpose gym floor of 
the middle floor was cut open to create a vertical spatial 
volume that punctures all three levels to distribute 
daylight. The gym’s wood floor was almost entirely 
removed to make way for the new construction but 
these materials were reused in the ceiling for a lower- 
level makerspace. A new three-story box, containing 
classrooms and production spaces, is inserted as the 
main programmatic element of the project. On the upper 
level, the original suspended running track was kept and 
repurposed as a viewing platform and a circulation path 
connecting offices and gathering spaces on that level.

The Thief River Falls  old auditorium has a similar spatial 
configuration with a raised basement, first-level gym, 
and second-level viewing platform. The future design 
might consider means to introduce daylight and connect 
different levels to create an open floor plan. Original 
architectural features could be repurposed for other 
uses.

Precedent #1: Art Education Building 
Haverford, Pennsylvania
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The Capitol Room is a privately-owned event center in 
downtown St. Peter, Minnesota. The project renovated 
a 1913 armory that had been used as a call center and 
yoga studio. The community expressed their needs for 
a local event space to host weddings and other large 
gathering events. This adaptive reuse project fulfills this 
community need by providing more than 3000 square 
feet for event spaces of varying sizes and a commercial 
kitchen for rent. 

The building was in good shape structurally and did 
not require much work on the exterior. The interior was 
stripped down to expose the original brick walls and 
steel girders. This popular event venue attracts both 
local and regional customers which brings in economic 
benefits to local businesses. 

Similarly, the Thief River Falls old auditorium might be 
programmed as a multi-purpose event venue and serve 
as a catalyst for downtown revitalization, providing an 
affordable and high quality event venue in the heart of 
the city.  

Precedent #2: Wedding Venue
St. Peter, Minnesota



28

The Red Rock Center presents a great example of 
collaborative effort between a community and county 
government. The 1898 brick church, owned by the county, 
was transformed into an event center and center for the 
arts and hosts monthly art exhibitions featuring different 
visual artists. The rental event space is also popular among 
locals for hosting parties and small weddings. The building 
is rented about 60% of Saturdays throughout the year, and 
it hosts about 75 to100 events per year. 

The plan for restoration began in the summer of 202, when 
a group of six citizens launched an immense volunteer 
effort to restore the building. Each volunteer contributed 
a specific skill-set to the project. The interior restoration 
work was done entirely by local volunteers with 40,000 
hours of volunteer labor. As a result, the total cost of project 
was reduced to $620,000, almost half of the estimated $1.2 
million dollars- initially projected.

The Thief River Falls old auditorium project could also 
benefit from the assistance of local volunteers. Volunteer 
experiences provide participants a sense of belonging to the 
building and the community. It could also be an educational 
opportunity for young people who would like to learn and 
get a hands-on construction experience.  

Precedent #3: Community Art Center
Fairmont, Minnesota
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Like so many rural towns, Volland began with a railroad. A 
former general store once housed the post office and two 
telephone lines, and was a communications center as well 
as a retail destination and was located near a rural railway 
depot. Neighbors visited the store to purchase their daily 
goods; children in a nearby school came for penny candy; 
and families picnicked underneath the surrounding trees. 
But as the town depopulated, the store closed and the 
building was left vacant. After 30 years, the roof eventually 
collapsed and destroyed both the first and second floors. 

The project exemplifies the power of “less is more.” The 
architect added a new steel frame to support the new 
roof and stabilize the walls. The structure frames a public 
gallery space for  art exhibitions and events. The living 
space (which functions as an artist retreat) is hidden in a 
solid block inserted into the void and floating at the back 
of the building. The project is more than a renovation of a 
gathering space.

The Thief River Falls old auditorium might consider an open 
floor plan for more flexible programming that would bring 
together neighbors from all walks of life. 

Precedent #4: Community Hub 
Volland, Kansas
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This 1930s factory was originally used for making 
perforation machines. Now, it has been transformed into 
an adaptable office space with countless possibilities – “co-
working, regular office workstations, areas for casual and 
cultural activities, workshops – all while still being able to 
host bigger events.”

The project’s “house within a house” concept is achieved by 
the insertion of a prefabricated block made from laminated 
veneer lumber. The new addition was created as a set 
of pieces to be assembled inside due to the limitations 
of the building’s narrow entrance. The simple and raw 
material juxtaposes and highlights the original industrial 
surroundings. Most of the construction is elevated to 
leave the first floor open and is flexible for different event 
settings. The second floor contains two meeting rooms and  
built-in storage while the third floor consists of  a deck that 
functions as an informal meeting space. 

The Thief River Falls old auditorium might consider a 
prefabricated unit which is usually cheaper in construction 
cost and allows flexibility in design.  

Precedent #5: Co-working Space 
Basel, Switzerland
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The Forge is a charitable craft center situated in an 
nineteenth century Victorian iron shipping warehouse. 
The project “offers shared workspaces for craftspeople 
who want somewhere to work occasionally rather than 
commit to a full-time studio.”

The careful insertion of a stand-alone timber structure,  
with self-contained rental artist studios, divides the 
warehouse’s ample interior space. A number of desks are 
positioned along both long walls and can be rented by the 
month. A bleacher at the end of the wood structure ties 
together the project, providing a  welcoming entrance 
to the studios as well as functioning as a hangout space. 
This double-height space at the entrance is also used 
as an exhibition and event space, with large windows 
looking out to the street bringing in daylight. 

The Thief River Falls old auditorium might consider a 
craft center or makerspace for programming that fosters 
local creativity. 

Precedent #6: Craft Center 
London, United Kingdom
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Section Three: Community Engagement

This section documents community participation and input to the development of the vision in three community input sessions.
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Community Engagement
Community engagement is critical to the success of a community design project. Three community input sessions were held, and an online survey 
was offered to gather community input throughout the development of the project. In addition, through different marketing channels (newspaper, 
radio, and social media platform), this project reached a broad group of local and regional stakeholders.  The chart below summarizes the overall 
development timeline of the project.

Phase I - June Phase II - July Phase III- August

∙ Gather community wishes & interests
∙ Research and present design precedents
∙ Define design approach
∙ Gather feedback & suggestions

∙ Utilize research to create design schemes
∙ Present potential design scenarios to 
community
∙ Gather feedback & suggestions

∙ Refine design scenarios based on 
community input
∙ Present proposed design to community
∙ Create final report

Research & Define Three Potential  Design Schemes Final Conceptual Design
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Community Engagement: Phase I
Memories, Community Needs, Aspirations: June 19 meeting + Online Survey
The first community meeting was organized around community members discussing in small groups of 4 - 6 people. Informal interviews were 
conducted and an online survey was developed with the same questions to gather community input. The chart below summarizes community 
input of Phase I.

∙What does the Old Auditorium mean to you? Memories? Asset or liability? Why?
∙What are you community needs? How could this public building fulfill these needs?
∙What are your aspiration? 

∙
∙
∙

∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙

Assets:

history / historical value (7x)
architectural beauty (3x)
location

so many possibilities (gym activities, 
theatre, office space, computer space 
for anyone)
rental venue for wedding
very sound structure
sound wall
I love how it looks now.

Liabilities:

unused / maintenance cost (2x)
lots of work to repair (2x)
no handicap accessibility (2x)
how to finance the renovation
burden on taxpayers
too old, too costly for renovations
we don’t need the building. The 
Carnegie was recently remodeled and 
it doesn’t get used.

∙

∙
∙

∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙

Memories:

concerts / show (6x)  eg: Louis Armstrong, 
live bands
dances (4x)  eg: record hop / sock hops
4-H events (3x)

athletics eg: royal BB, volleyball, basketball
center of town
meeting place
police department upstairs
city council meeting upstairs
used for drills
state hockey champs welcomed home
memorial day program
soldiers enlisted  for WWII
high school prom dance
school dances
talent show
Halloween party
play needs
vendor fairs held there during holidays
nothing but an old building
monthly meetings in the basement my 

∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙

Community Needs:

theater (7x)
wedding receptions / venue (3x)
artist community / area (3x)  art displays
storage for theater both dry and cold (3x)
accessible performance space / stage (3x)
coffee shop  (2x)
climate  controlled storage for historical 
artifacts (2x)
indoor entertainment venue (2x)

older brother used to be the custodian 
of the auditorium in the 1970s. His job 
was to make the place shine and it did 
shine. Lots of activities were held there 
and I loved being able to go in the back 
door and find him in the boiler room

∙

∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
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Aspirations:

cultural center / artist venue with art shows 
(6x)
craft center / maker space (4x)
shared rental space for businesses and artists 
/ co-working (4x)
bakery / coffee shop / food places (3x)
skill learning for all-age - eg: art, life skill (4x)
express history - eg: extension of pioneer 
village / historic tour (3x)
community kitchen - eg: cooking classes / 
catered events (3x)
sale / develop into apartments (3x)
wedding reception (3x)
performance eg concert, dance rehearsal, 
theater, orchestra, live band (3x)
center of town as of old time (2x)
keep the full gym (2x)
community radio station eg Pioneer 90.1 (2x)
social gathering (2x)
tear down (2x)
keep it art deco in design (2x)
keep existing intact (2x)

multi-use area (dance, plays, art classes, 
weddings, parties, bands)
renovation
open space concept
movie, oldies, etc.
one-stop shop - many stores + exhibitions + 
coffee shop
aquaponics
raise pot / pot dispensary

community garden inside
boys + girls club
YMCA
dinner / dance club
senior activities
teen center with dances
events attracting youngsters (all ages)
talent show (all ages)
rental party space 
community center - Perham Activities Center
membership fees to support programming
performance arts (practice / rehearsal)
Digi-key downtown presence
dark room
meeting spaces  (large and small) hang-out/
coffee space
I’d love to see it looking similar, but better- 
retain the art deco, modernize and make it 
functional make it a place people are very 
proud  to use and come to events to

∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙

∙
∙
∙
∙

∙

∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙ 
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙ 
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙

cultural venue
movie venue
activity and cultural amenities 
wellness center
senior center
activities  for kids
restaurant
a mini brewery
museum
omni theater
small boutiques
play / dinner club
kitchen
multi-use areas
business owners take pride in their 
businesses
small businesses offices
volunteers
no more parking lots
meeting rooms
pickle ball
find a use that provides financial 
support
deluxe apartment
things to do
large meeting spaces
remove building and repurpose

∙

∙
∙

∙
∙
∙

∙

∙
∙
∙
∙ 
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙ 

∙

∙
∙
∙
∙ 
∙
∙
∙
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Community Engagement: Phase II
Three Potential Design Schemes: July 20-21 + online survey

Six key themes (entertainment, history, community, gatherings/events, creativity, innovation) emerged from Phase I community engagement. 
Three design schemes were developed in response to community feedback as well as precedent research. A community engagement booth was 
set up at the Pennington County Fair on July 20 and 21 to display the three design schemes and collect community feedback.

HISTORY
∙ historic tour

∙ historical artifacts storage
∙ keep existing structure and 

facade intact

ENTERTAINMENT
∙ stage

∙ performance space
∙ movie room

∙ storage space

COMMUNITY
∙ activities for all ages
∙ community kitchen

∙ hangout spaces
∙ child care / child play

∙ wellness 

CREATIVITY
∙ craft / maker space

∙ art gallery
∙ space for performing art

∙ skill learning

GATHERINGS / EVENTS
∙ wedding reception
∙ rental party room

∙ meeting room
∙ catered events

INNOVATION
∙ co-working spaces

∙ digital lab
∙ skill learning
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Design #1 focuses on keeping the gym on the first floor intact. 

A new entrance is added to the southern side of the auditorium, 
framing the adjacent garden and providing accessibility for all 
abilities with a platform lift. A cafe counter, located in the informal 
lobby area, provides options for light refreshments. A new elevator 
provides access to the basement, gym level, and second floor. 

The open gym floor plan is programmed as a multi-purpose space 
to accommodate large-scale events such as wedding receptions, 
sport practices, activities, and performances. The existing balcony 
on the second floor, overlooking the gym, is designated as an 
art gallery. Major renovations will take place in the basement 
with a renovated kitchen, restrooms, community spaces, and a 
new fitness room.  Rooms in the basement will feature selective 
installation of glass partition walls allowing for visual connectivity.

Design Option #1: Transform + Preserve

Top: Gym / large event space
Middle: Arts and crafts room
Bottom: Cafe counter
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SECOND FLOOR

1 Art gallery
2  History gallery
3 Existing jail cells (display)
4 Arts & crafts room 

BASEMENT

13 Existing boiler room (display)
14 Meeting room
15 Fitness room
16 Community space
17 Community kitchen
18 Multi-purpose room
19 Renovated restroom

FIRST FLOOR

5 Stage (existing)
6 Gym / large event space
7 Co-working space
8 New elevator
9 New restroom
10 Cafe counter
11 Garden
12 New entrance (with platform lift)

1

2
3

4

5 6

78

10

11
12

9

13

14 15

16 17 18 19 19
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Design #2 focuses on enhancing connectivity between different 
floors. 

A new entrance is added to the southern side of the auditorium, 
framing the adjacent outdoor playground and providing 
accessibility for all abilities with a ramp. A new elevator provides 
access to the basement, gym level, and second floor. 

On the first floor, the gym flooring is opened up  to reveal the 
basement. A stair is added to create both a physical and visual 
connection with the basement. Another key feature on the first 
floor is a childcare facility with an outdoor playground. The 
remaining gym area would be used as a lounge and small event 
space. In order to maximize programmatic space, building 
extensions are added to the existing second-floor balconies to 
make room for an arts and crafts room and an innovation lab. 
Major renovations will occur in the basement with a renovated 
kitchen, restrooms, community spaces, and a new fitness area. 
Rooms in the basement will feature selective installation of glass 
partition walls allowing for visual connectivity.

Design Option #2 - Transform + Connect All Levels

Top: Innovative lab
Middle: Childcare / indoor playground
Bottom: Fitness area
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SECOND FLOOR

1 Arts & crafts room
2 Existing jail cells (display)
3  History gallery 
4 Innovative lab 
5 Classroom / computer room

FIRST FLOOR

6 Stage 
7 Event space / lounge
8 Co-working office
9 Childcare 
10 Childcare office
11 New entrance
12 Playground

BASEMENT

13 Existing boiler room (display)
14 Meeting room
15 Fitness area (open to above)
16 Storage
17 Community space
18 Community kitchen
19 Multi-purpose room
20 Renovated restroom

1
2
3

4 5

6 7

8

9 10

11
12

13

14 15 16

17 19 20 2018
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Design #3 combines designs one and two. It inserts an enclosed 
room that bifurcates the gym into two volumes. 

A new entrance is added to the southern side of the auditorium, 
framing the adjacent garden and providing accessibility for all with 
a platform lift. A cafe counter, located in the informal lobby area, 
provides refreshment options. A new elevator provides access to 
the basement, gym level, and second floor. 

The eastern side of the gym, now partitioned into a new volume, 
is home to a fitness room on the first floor and an art gallery on 
the second floor. The remaining gym space is programmed as a 
medium-size event space and group fitness classroom. Major 
renovations will take place in the basement with a renovated 
kitchen, restrooms, community spaces, and a new childcare/
playroom. Rooms in the basement will feature selective installation 
of glass partition walls allowing for visual connectivity.

Design Option #3: Transform + Hybridize

Top: Art gallery
Middle: Co-working space
Bottom: Community kitchen
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SECOND FLOOR

1 Art gallery
2 Existing jail cells (display)
3  History gallery 
4 Office / radio station 

FIRST FLOOR

5 Stage 
6 Event space / group fitness area
7 Fitness room
8 Co-working space 
9 Cafe counter
10 Garden
11 New entrance

BASEMENT

12 Existing boiler room (display)
13 Lounge
14 Childcare / play room
15 Storage
16 Community room
17 Community kitchen
18 Multi-purpose room
19 Restroom

1

2
3

4

5 6 7

8

9

10 11

12

13 14
15

16 17 18 19 19
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Community Engagement: Phase II
Community Feedback at County Fair + Online Survey

Most community members expressed their interest in Design Option #1 which focuses on keeping the gym on the first floor intact and transforming 
the basement. In addition, new community needs emerged primarily from young families and children who expressed interest in an indoor play 
area, childcare, teen center, and community education opportunities. The list below summarizes community input during Phase II.  

Community Needs:

keep full gym (5x)
child play indoor / indoor playground (5x)
learning center / community classes (4x) food, sewing, 
cooking classes, science exhibits etc
keep volleyball courts (3x)
wedding venue / reception (3x)
full service kitchen (3x) close to elevator / same level as 
event space / gym
cafe (3x)
rental event space for graduation party and baby shower - 
small and inexpensive (3x)
activities and recreational area for teens and kids (3x)
teen center with computer room and gaming area (non-
reserved) eg. Xbox room (3x)
childcare (2x)
pickleball (2x)
music venue good sound system and equipment (2x)
art space for painters, potters, sculptors (2x) 
opportunity for kids
affordable fitness room / gym (2x): eg. Planet Fitness
food and fun for kids especially winter  (2x)

community activities (fun)
no more offices!

space for black box theater (acting)
arcade + pool table
free and fun activity for kids: e.g., pool hall 
opportunity for kids
brewery (micro brew)
children museum
senior needs space for sport in winter
robotic learning center
ninja course
space for chamber 
rehearsal / performance space
dances
swimming pool / splash pad
stage
smaller side main entrance

Other Comments:

keep it and use it / hate to see it go (5x)
restore to original windows on exterior - like Lincoln High 
School (2x)
tax is too high
County should sell it to a private developer (taxpayers 
should not own it)

∙
∙
∙

∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙

∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙

∙
∙

∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙

∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
∙
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Section Four: Proposed Design

This section documents the final proposed design of the project with floor plans and renderings as well as design recommendations.

“OLD IS THE NEW NEW”
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An elevated walkway celebrates entry into the old auditorium while providing an accessible entrance.
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Site Context 
The old auditorium is situated in the downtown core of Thief River Falls, surrounded by schools, businesses, institutions, and green space. A new 
entrance is added to the southern side of the auditorium, framing the adjacent garden and providing accessibility for all with a platform lift. A 
coffee shop, located in the informal lobby area, provides refreshment options. A new elevator provides access to the basement, gym level, and 
second floor. The open gym floor plan is programmed as a multi-purpose space to accommodate large-scale events such as wedding receptions, 
sport practices and activites, and performances. Moveable storage units maximize the usability of the gym floor.  

1 - Old auditorium (site)
2 - Old arena
3 - County Court Administration Bldg.
4 - Old Carnegie Library (listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places)
5 - U.S. Post Office
6 - Floyd B. Olson Park
7 - Lincoln High School
8 - Thief River Falls Library
9 - Sanford Behavioral Center
10 - Business District
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1 - New entrance - lobby 
(coat check)
2 - Platform lift
3 - Garden
4 - Nature playground
5 - Information desk
6 - Coffee shop
7 - Co-working / Quiet room
8 - Elevator
9 - Balcony
10 - Restroom 
11 - Storage
12 - Gym
13 - Loading dock
14 - Stage (existing)
15 - Storage
16 - Movable storage units

Ground Floor
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1 - Elevator
2 - Existing jail cells (display)
3 - History gallery
4 - Restroom
5 - Learning center (tech + art)
6 - Storage

7 - Tech booth location
8 - Art gallery
9 - Storage

Second Floor
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1 - Elevator
2 - Cardio machines
3 - Existing vault (display)
4 - Renovated restroom
5 - Gathering hub
6 - Multipurpose room / Rental party room

7 - Community kitchen
8 - Childcare
9 - Boiler room (display)
10 - Childcare restroom                   
11 - Storage for TRF Area Community 
Theater

Basement
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Recognize the Current and Potential Value of the Auditorium Building.

The old auditorium has historically served three purposes: 1) for governmental offices; 2) for youth sports; and 3)for social gatherings. TRF 
community members, especially those who grew up in TRF, have strong ties to the building and its history as well as to the memories of the 
activities held in the building in the past. At the same time, there are many possibilities for meeting current and ongoing community needs. 

Some parts of the community such as the local private school and the park and recreation program already use the auditorium 
building for youth sports. Newer sports initiatives, such as pickle ball, have considered the building space for their use, although 
they have found a suitable space for now. 

The community theater program, TRFACT (Thief River Falls Area Community Theater) needs a space for rehearsal and theater 
production storage.

More places for intergenerational gathering would be welcomed, as a popular coffee shop, The Wired Bean, has demonstrated. We 
observed there the presence of many age groups, racial diversity in the customers and staff, and some evidence that other small 
businesses have gravitated towards that location because of the coffee shop’s presence.

The need for an affordable rental space with a commercial kitchen in proximity was also confirmed in many of the community 
interactions.

Given the solid condition of the building’s structure and facade, there is good potential that with proper remodeling it can be made suitable to 
meet community needs and ensure the building serves many more generations in TRF.

Reccomendation 1: Recognize Existing Building Assets and Programmatic Potential
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The new glass entrance juxtaposes with the solid brick auditorium building.
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Meet Intergenerational Needs of the Thief River Falls and Pennington County Community.

For the auditorium building to be part of TRF’s future it must aim to provide for the various needs of a diverse group of people. It must aim to serve 
both younger and senior members of the community. If the building is planned to serve a wide cross-section of the community, the interest in 
its viability and its successful funding and operation is more likely to become a reality. During the community engagement interactions we heard 
multiple times from parents about the need for engaging spaces and programs where kids could be dropped off for short activities as well as for 
a longer time, as in child-care. Amenities like child care are in short supply in the region and incorporating programs that address this need in 
the auditorium will further ensure its relevance and success. The extensive space in the basement, the spaces on both upper levels, and the side 
garden  have the potential to accommodate programming and services to meet this need.

Recommendation 2: Meeting Intergenerational Needs
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The “Gathering Hub” in the basement is programed for use by teens or adults at different times. Historic boiler is preserved and displayed.
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Make a Carefully Considered Decision on the Best Approach to Historic Preservation.

The eligibility assessment application that was submitted to the National Register of Historic Places on behalf of TRF by consultant Andrew Schmidt 
led to the confirmation that the auditorium building is eligible to apply for the National Register. This is good news since having the building on the 
National Register provides recognition as well as possibility for Legacy Grant funding. At the same time, listing the building on the National Register 
brings with constraints that may influence the design and limit the building’s ability to meet the community’s needs in the future. The project will 
need to carefully understand the implications of the two possibilities or paths:

1. Place the building on the National Register and navigate its constraints.

2. Determine and commit to building preservation goals (eg: exterior facade, gym floor, stage, and other elements) and design the 
building to meet future needs with more flexibility.

3. Create spaces that are modern, appealing to the tastes of younger community members that draw them on. For example, 
one design element explored is a balcony that straddles the auditorium space but cantilevers outside the building to provide 
permeability between the inside and the outside, connecting a very inward facing building with downtown and the outdoors while 
allowing appreciation of the beautiful historic facade of the building from the inside. This may be seen as deviating from the historic 
condition of the building but is also a possibility for engaging building quality and expanding spatial and aesthetic opportunity 
while also engaging intergenerational interest in the building.

Recommendation 3: Best Approach to Historic Preservation 
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A balcony connects building users with nature.
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Use a Regenerative Design Approach that Meets the Needs of the Building’s Future from a Social, Environmental and Economic 
lens. Use Sustainable Building Design Guidelines and Regenerative Design Principles, and RFP Language That Supports These 
Goals.

With this project’s social, environmental and economic focus, the TRF old auditorium is a natural candidate for achieving the state-of-the-art goals 
of sustainable architecture that have made steady and significant advances both nationally and in Minnesota over the last many decades.
 
Use Sustainable Building Guidelines and Sustainable Materials: The B3 Building Guidelines and Living Building Challenge are two state-of-the-art 
sustainable building design guidelines with which the auditorium building could be required to comply to meet the project goals of sustainable 
design. This would ensure that the design outcomes and process move toward desired goals with metrics that can be reported on as part of the 
interpretation of the building. In terms of materials, the auditorium should install well-insulated windows to maximize energy efficiency and 
consider the use of locally sourced materials.
 
Use RFP (Research For Proposal) language for building project design and construction that clearly establishes targets: Planning, designing and 
achieving green buildings is a complex and detailed process that requires commitment and buy-in from all project partners, including client, 
owner representatives, design team, contractors and others. It is recommended that Building Performance Requirements, Substantiation of 
Energy Performance Target, Measurement and Verification Plan Overview and Intent be set before the project is launched. 
 
Select experienced professionals with demonstrated sustainable and regenerative building design expertise: It would be important as the project 
proceeds to put criteria in place for architect selection and to include language in the RFP that invites the best and experienced architecture and 
landscape architecture expertise to achieve an exemplary building that meets the best current environmental standards.
 
Plan on an RFP for consultants that indicates expertise in sustainable and regenerative building design building design: Having language in the RFP 
for consultants will be important to draw firms to the project with the best talented and demonstrated experience in sustainable and regenerative 
design. The Center for Sustainable Building Research can help with developing the language for this purpose in partnership with other partners.

Recommendation 4: Regenerative Design Approach
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Reopening boarded windows and installing well-
insulated windows to bring in natural light to the 
repurposed second floor balcony art gallery.
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Create a Robust Business Model Using Tools and Expertise Available for the Next Phase of the Project to Launch 
Fundraising Efforts.

The financial model for future funding and operation of the TRF auditorium building is currently not detailed out in this project. Having a robust 
financial model will be key to the project’s advancement. We recommend a deeper dive into this topic as the next step of the project using the 
expertise and programs available through local foundations and local higher education institutions as well as other programs at the University of 
Minnesota. 

The Business Model Canvas exploration started during this project is a good tool for preliminary identification of the specific aspects of the business 
model. Specifically, for a project of this kind we recommend that there be a cross-sector collaboration approach that includes:

- Pennington County (building owner) 
- City of TRF (former owner and potential partner)
- Large and small business partners (Digi-Key, Arctic Cat, TRF Chamber of Commerce and other individual businesses and donors)
- Revenue-generating programs in the building

 
Of the above, leverage of individual donors who have supported other public projects in the community should not be underestimated. We believe 
that this sector may be most effective in leading and catalyzing the project due to the profound meaning this building has for many in TRF and  
their ability to rally others to support the project, along with larger organizations and businesses.

Recommendation 5: A Robust Business Model
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Spacious gym space could be transformed into an event venue to host wedding receptions and other entertainment events.
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Identify and Bring Together Key People from Every Sector, including Individuals and Organizations, Community 
Members and Private Donors, County, City and Businesses to Achieve the Vision. 

As indicated in the 2017 TRF Master Plan document, the notion of “winning teams” is critical to the success of the old auditorium project. Create 
intergenerational, diverse teams of people committed to implementing the vision for the TRF Auditorium building.  Given the many examples 
of community members stepping up to achieve building and planning projects in TRF in the past, we recommend special attention be given to 
establishing a team that will be able to achieve this projects ambitious.

Recommendation 6: Gather Key Partners
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Multi-purpose gym space transforms into entertainment and event venue.
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Resources

Northwest Minnesota Arts Council
Regular grants up to $10,000
Ideas and grant announcements available.
Mara Hanel, Director

Midwest Minnesota Community
Development Corporation
Commercial lending
Housing services
Nonprofit lender

Clean Energy Resource Teams
Seed funding for energy saving projects 
- focus on economic development
and collaboration

Northwest Minnesota 
Foundation
Promotes demonstration projects
Award grants locally

Project for Public Spaces
Nonprofit planning and education
Revitalizing Rural Communities

National Endowment for the Arts
Creative placemaking grants
Solutions to development challenges

Department of Natural Resources
Grant and educational programs
Knowledge in dam, river, and tree
care

Department of Agriculture - Rural 
Development
Economic development loans and 
grants, business development, 
telecommunications, housing programs
Resilient communities work group
andrew.gag@mn.usda.gov

Statewide Health Improvement
Partnership
Supporting active living
Strategies for creating a healthier 
community

Minnesota State Arts Board
Stimulates and encourages creation, 
performance, and appreciation of the 
arts. Grant information online.

Walmart Local Community 
Grants
$250 to $5000 fundings to local 
organizations through an open 
application. Grant information online

Childcare Survey Report by 
Minnesota Department of Health
https://www.health.state.mn.us/docs/
people/childrenyouth/ctc/devscreen/
childcaresurveyrpt.pdf
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The Secretary Of The Interior’s 
Standards For The Treatment Of 
Historic Properties
Guidelines for preserving, rehabilitating, 
restoring, and reconstructing historic 
buildings

Advance Thief River Falls
Advance Thief River is an economic 
development initiative, led by Jobs, 
Inc., in partnership with the City of Thief 
River Falls and Pennington County. The 
partnership has four primary focus areas: 
business recruitment, business retention 
and expansion, encouraging business 
startups, and  increasing the pool of 
workforce talent in the area.

Red Rock Art Center, Fairmont, Minnesota
Linda Kingery called Sonja Fortune, Managing Director of Red Rock Art Center in Fairmont, MN 
and recorded the notes below. Red Rock Art Center was used as precedent for the old auditorium 
in Thief River Falls. 

Red Rock Art Center renovation was supported with a capital campaign. Volunteer labor cut the 
cost of the renovation significantly – probably by half.

Since Red Rock is an art center, much of the programming in the facility is about art, and is 
supported by grants, many of which are through the regional art council.

Red Rock Art Center has membership dues.

There are regular fund raisers, like a murder mystery play that generates revenue.

Rentals for the space provide approximately enough income to cover the utilities.

Rental for large upper level space is $300 for full day, $175 for half day.

Rental for lower level is $60 and $100.

Many weddings / receptions in the upper level – rented about half of the weekends in a year.

One of the donors who supported the renovation also provided a gift to the endowment, 
starting with $250K contribution and growing over time with interest and donations to $500K. 
This generates income for maintenance.

Facility has managing director focused on programming and 10 hour per week assistant.

Sonja emphasized the importance of volunteer management and development.
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Appendix: Childcare Task Force Report
Introduction

Insufficient childcare capacity has come to be recognized as a major issue in America. In March of 2018, a child care taskforce was formed in 
Thief River Falls, to work on increasing the area’s childcare capacity. Taskforce members included representatives from Digi-Key, Sanford, Jobs, 
Inc., Pennington County Social Services, Thief River Falls School District, Northwest Minnesota Foundation, Tri-Valley Opportunity Council/Parent 
Aware, First Children’s Finance, Northland Community and Technical College, Thief River Falls Chamber of Commerce, and the City of Thief River 
Falls.

The group was awarded funding from Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development, administered by the Northwest 
Minnesota Foundation. The focus of the funding was to increase child care capacity in Thief River Falls and four other Northwestern Minnesota
communities.

The Northwest Minnesota Foundation had many applicants for the funding, although none were from Thief River Falls. This was surprising because 
the availability of funding was wellpublicized locally through various media, as well as through a Thief River Falls child care provider recruitment 
event held in October of 2018.

To better understand the specifics of child care needs and issues in Thief River Falls, the taskforce administered a survey in January of 2019. The 
survey was primarily distributed to employees of the community’s major employers. The survey had a total of 606 respondents.

Major Findings of the Survey

There were a few strong implications that are noteworthy for every employer in the community:

 • The need for additional infant and toddler care is at a crisis level.

 • Thirty percent (30%) of parents say lack of child care has caused them to decline employment or withdraw from the workforce due to  
 child care issues.

 • Fifty-seven percent (57%) of respondents say child care options have impacted their decision to limit the size of their family.

 • Many respondents reported challenges with ability to work overtime, being tardy to work, absence from work, and an inability to work  
 different shifts.
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Employer Considerations

While additional childcare capacity remains an important goal, the Thief River Falls Childcare Taskforce agrees that the following strategies (used 
by employers in other communities) may help to mitigate some of the current issues facing parents and employers: 

 • Provide paid parental leave

 • Set regular start and end times for meetings

 • Make schedules predictable

 • Offer flexibility

 • Offer access to flexible spending accounts and educate employees on how to use them, including for child care costs

 • Show support for existing providers, possibly through sponsoring an appreciation event

Noteworthy Comments of Respondents

There were several noteworthy comments shared by the survey’s respondents:

 • “It is a difficult problem, young people are the future of this community, if we can’t accommodate parents, TRF will see a decreasing   
 population density in 15 years or so.”

 • “The large businesses need to work together and pool resources to create a shared facility. Even if an employee changes employment the   
 children have stability in their lives.”

 • “It has a negative impact on operations when staff can’t find child care to meet their needs. It certainly can and has impacted retention.”

 • “Due to the lack of availability for infants and toddlers, there have been times my family has had to have all three children in different   
 daycares. It is absolutely ridiculous trying to coordinate work and the schedule of three daycare providers.”

 • “I called every daycare provider on my county’s list when I was looking for infant care, and none of them were able to take my child when   
 I needed care to start, even though this was many months ahead of time. I ended up quitting my job to stay home with my infant for this reason.”

 • “This is something that not only people struggle with in our community, but it is also a factor that cause people not to move into our   
 community.”








