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Building Better

A Guide to America’s Best New Development Projects

This report highlights America's best new development projects, based on their ability
to offer transportation choices, revitalize neighborhoods, and preserve local values. It also
spotlights some of the movers and shakers—developers, architects, local officials,
activists—responsible for making these innovative projects a reality.

Curbing Sprawl, Building
Healthy Communities

Much of the development in the United States
today is sprawling, low density, car-dependent “big-
box” or “strip-mall” construction, which produces
more and more traffic and harms our land, air, and
water. The Sierra Club believes there is a better way
to build, and in doing so, to produce healthy
neighborhoods, and livable communities.

While the Sierra Club opposes poorly planned,
sprawling development, built on natural areas and
farmland, we support quality investment in areas
that already have a history of development to
enhance communities and the environment. By
reinvesting in existing neighborhoods and creating
more walkable, transit accessible places to live and
work, a select subset of the nation’s development
leaders are raising the bar for neighborhood design.
By embracing conservation, green building tech-
niques, and affordable housing, and by building on
the assets we already have, these developments offer
a path to a more sustainable future.

in Tacoma, Washington. More

on page 4.

“Good Development”
Criteria

We had several criteria for selecting America’s best
new development projects. Top candidates had to:

e Offer a range of transportation choices, includ-
ing walking, biking, and public transportation;

* Redevelop existing areas, rather than developing
natural areas, working farmland, or wetlands;

* Locate homes, retail shops, and offices close to
each other;

* Preserve existing community assets, by re-using
older buildings and protecting rivers, wood-
lands, and farms;

* Minimize stormwater pollution and handle runoff
in an environmentally responsible manner; and,

* Be the product of meaningful input by local citi-

zens and reflect a broad set of local values.

We also considered the use of “green building”
design and housing affordability in compiling our
list of the best new development.

Building Large and Small

We arrived at a diverse list of successful projects,
from cities large and small, to suburbs, to small
towns in each corner of the nation. They involve
economically challenged areas like Fruitvale in
Oakland and Highland Park in Milwaukee, as well
as well-off areas like Manchester-by-the-Sea,
Massachusetts.

We included massive projects like Atlantic
Station in Atlanta, which encompasses 138 acres
and includes 12 million square feet of retail, office,
residential and hotel, and by contrast, smaller scale
projects like 66 residential homes and an industrial
building in Hopkins, Minnesota.

Meadows in San
Mateo, California. More
on page 12.
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BREWERY BLOCKS

These model development projects include all
manner of housing: single-family homes, condo-
miniums, apartments, and live-work units. They
supply low and moderate income housing, public
housing, and high-end market rate housing. Retail
offerings include large, established department
stores, restaurants, and shops, as well as local, inde-
pendent boutiques and eateries.

With leadership and commitment, as well as
neighborhood support, quality redevelopment can
be successful in our towns, cities, and our older
suburban areas.

The Players

None of these innovative projects would have
happened without the vision and determination of
key individuals and organizations. In some cases, the
champions were developers like Orrin Thiessen in
Windsor, California; Rob Dickson in Albuquerque;
and Robert “Nate” Bowman in Greensboro, North
Carolina. Each of these developers decided to buck
the trend of sprawl. In other cases, the champions of
redevelopment were non-profit or public sector
advocates like the Unity Council in Oakland, the
Housing Authority, City of Milwaukee, and the Salt
Lake City Redevelopment Agency. Yet others who
made these projects happen include the architects,
local business leaders, and political leaders. While we
have tried to highlight key individuals or organiza-
tions for each case study, in each of these examples,
it took a host of people working together to make
the projects succeed.

We hope these projects and their champions will
inspire other communities, developers, citizens and

public officials across the country.

Oregon'’s Pearl
District is a for-
mer industrial
area that has
been redevel-
oped into a
thriving neigh-
borhood.
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stands on the front steps of a house swept away by
Hurricane Katrina in Biloxi's D'lberville neighborhood.

Lessons for the Gulf Coast

Restoring the communities devastated by Hurricane Katrina will
require the largest rebuilding effort in our nation's history. The win-
ning projects in this report hold valuable lessons for the Gulf Coast as
well. New Orleans, where the storm exposed the fact that thousands
of people do not have cars, offers the perfect chance to design
neighborhoods to provide many transportation choices. Good
design can also make it possible to house people and businesses
without destroying the wetlands that are vital for flood protection.
Probably the most important lesson is that the best new develop-
ment projects consistently require strong input from local citizens
and are designed to enhance community values, whether that
means ensuring affordability or preserving the historic character of
the neighborhood.

While plans for rebuilding are still unfolding, there is some good
news. In October, Mississippi Governor Haley Barbour invited over
100 of the nation's top architects, designers, and planners—Iled by
“new urbanism” visionary Andres Duany —to brainstorm with local
officials and citizens about options for rebuilding ravaged towns.
They offered ideas for downsizing big-box stores, designing walkable
communities, and developing high quality and affordable housing.
Hopefully, their ideas will inspire state and community leaders to not
just rebuild, but to rebuild smarter and better.
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he Pearl District has historically been an industrial area of Portland, Oregon. Today, through redevel-

opment efforts, this district has been converted into a thriving mixed-use neighborhood with a vari-

ety of housing units, shops, and businesses. Many of the buildings are renovated warehouses and fac-

tories that long went abandoned until two decades ago. During the 1980s, the Pearl District slowly became a

popular destination for artists who were attracted to the abundance of loft space and affordable rent, and

proximity to downtown. By the 1990s, private investors were expressing interest in the older warehouses,

and soon restaurants and other entertainment venues were moving into the area.

In urban planning circles, Portland has emerged as a model city, at the forefront of creating a vibrant,

quality urban environment, and the Pearl District only bolsters its reputation. Jill Fuglister, Executive

Director of the Coalition for a Livable Future describes the area: “The Pearl District is a great example of

how we can create a marketable, compact, green neighborhood in an already developed area, preserving

greenfields and preventing sprawl in other parts of the metro region. Going forward, we will need to make

sure that middle and lower income families will always have a place in the Pearl District.”

Attractive Housing Options

Currently there is a mix of more than 1,700
condominiums, townhouses, and apartments built
since redevelopment efforts began in the area in the
1990s and over 1,500 new housing units planned
for the district in the coming years.? Importantly,
the developments include a mix of incomes, with
public investment from the Portland Development
Council contributing to a stock of affordable hous-
ing units. Over six multi-story apartment buildings,
with over 800 affordable units, have been con-
structed to maintain affordability in the District as
well as to balance out the rapid redevelopment
underway with a focus on market rate housing.’

For now, the demographics of the Pearl District
are mostly adults and young couples, however,
slowly families are settling into the area, with a few

area schools nearby. There is housing designated for
seniors, too, contributing to a more diverse neigh-
borhood. For example, REACH Community
Development, a local affordable housing provider
recently completed building Station Place, a “green”
tower of 176 one and two bedroom apartment
units for 55-plus individuals, all with incomes at or
30, 50, or 80 percent below median income.*

Creating a Pedestrian
Environment

The first major redevelopment project within
the Pearl District began in 1997 when Hoyt Street
Properties bought a former 34-acre rail yard,
encompassing 30 blocks.” Hoyt Street Developers
collaborated with the Portland Development



Commission to relocate a highway ramp that
would have divided the neighborhood. Relocation
of the ramp also helped to encourage transportation
options other than cars in the area, making it a
more walkable neighborhood. The rail yard has
been transformed into a mixed-use neighborhood
with nine different apartment and condominium
buildings, some with retail space on the ground
level.

Multiple transportation options exist for indi-
viduals traveling to or within the Pearl District.
TriMet, the regional transit authority, offers free
fares to ride light rail or bus within a designated
downtown boundary, called “fareless square.” This
applies to public transportation within some areas
of the Pear] District, since part of it overlaps with
the downtown zone. In addition, the City of
Portland runs a modern streetcar line through the
fareless square component of the Pear] District. The
District is also extremely conducive to pedestrians,
and free walking maps of the neighborhood are
available at most shops within the area.

The Pearl District is also home to parks.
Jamison Square Park is popular for both residents
and those who live elsewhere. Tanner Springs Park
celebrated its grand opening in August 2005, and
blends the industrial character of the area with nat-
ural features. Designed with community input, the
park has a wall made of railroad steel, cobblestone
paths, and will have a stream running through it.
Two additional parks are planned for construction
in the Pearl District. Recreational space along the
Willamette River is easily accessible from the
District as well, with a bridge connecting the Pearl
District to the other side of the river in the plan-
ning phase.

Saving History, Saving Energy
In 2000, another large-scale redevelopment proj-
ect in the Pear] District began on the site of a for-
mer five-block brewery, called the Brewery Blocks.
Gerding/Edlen Development Company bought the
historic brew houses, which are being converted
into approximately 1.7 million square feet of retail
and office space, and new residential buildings that
are under construction nearby. Homeownership
opportunities in the Brewery Blocks range from
approximately $200,000 to over $1 million. Both
the historic and new buildings are incorporating
environmentally friendly techniques that will pro-
vide long-term savings as well as conserve energy.
For instance, during the construction phase of the
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Brewery Blocks, a recycling program diverted 96
percent of construction waste from going to land-
fills.® The latest green energy technology, including
windows, lighting, insulation, and solar power are
projected to save between 20 and 30 percent of
energy costs per year. It is projected that after three
years, the extra expenses to buy the “green” materi-
als will be offset by the savings in energy.

Other historic buildings have been rehabilitated
in the Pear] District using green building technolo-
gy. The Jean Vollum Natural Capital Center, which
is an office building located in the Pear] District, is
a gold-level certified Leadership in Energy and
Environmental Design (LEED) building.” Its eco-
roof will reduce storm water runoff by filtering and
absorbing rainwater, and also reduce the urban heat
island effect.
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www.pde.us/newlreleases/archive/2003061 9station.asp?

5. Hoyt Street Properties History. wwuw. hoyistreetproperties.com/pearl_history. html
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