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“BACK FROM THE BRINK”(* see endnote)
SAVING AMERICAN CITIES BY DESIGN

Host - Charles Royer, Mayor of Seattle - 1977 to 1989

“Back from the Brink” on WXXI TV is made possible in part by the Rochester Chapter of the American Institute of Architects (A.I.A.). 

Major funding for this program was provided by the McGraw-Hill Companies’ Construction Information Group and the American Architectural Foundation - helping Americans understand the power of architecture to elevate and enrich the human experience.

American cities are struggling with some hard but common problems.  In some places, rapid growth means sprawl.  “We have isolated people by our design, by making the single family home a place to worship the lawn and the garage.”  No sense of place.  “What are you trying to do here?  What are you trying to accommodate?  Is it the auto or is it the pedestrian?”  A loss of community!

In some other places prosperity and growth are just memories.  “We lost about 11,000 jobs.”  Downtowns are fading.  “Part of the town is like a war zone.”  Social tensions eat away at the notion of community.  “Violence, crime, racism.”  Two kinds of places – one booming, the other fading.  Two different directions leading to the same bleak end.  Problems too tough to solve!  But are these problems too tough?  Can these cities and towns come back?  Are there ways to maintain healthy places and to improve quality of life?

Charles Royer, Host:  As mayor of Seattle from 1977 to 1989 I thought these were the right questions, hard questions without a lot of right answers or good ideas to look to.  If anything these questions are tougher today but we are starting to see some good ideas; some solutions with promise.  This program looks at some of those promising ideas and strategies in three very different places.  Places which prove it is possible to begin to get at even the most intractable problems facing cities.

Two of the cities, Chattanooga, Tennessee and Suisun City, California, had to come back from near death.  The third, Portland, Oregon, a lively growing place, had to figure out how to deal with success.  Visiting these three cities, two seeking growth; the third trying to manage it, one sees the cities struggle for a quality of life ultimately turning on the notion of community.  In each place they seemed to know that they must re-establish a sense of community and then restore pride.

How are they doing it?  There is no smoke and mirrors here.  In large part they are doing it with good design, solid planning and active citizen involvement.  Portland realized from the very start a simple truth: place matters, downtowns matter, and both in larger and smaller cities.  Neil Goldschmidt sensed

how important the downtown was long before he became mayor of Portland or governor of Oregon. 

Portland, Oregon

Neil Goldschmidt, a former Mayor of Portland:  “Mostly, what I noticed, when I moved here for the first time as legal aid attorney in the late sixties, was how many parking lots were spread around all over the place – it was like a disease.  We were losing historic buildings, we had walled ourselves off from the river back in the forties and fifties and, mostly, what was really obvious, was that the connection that ought to be between the downtown and the rest of the neighbourhood was almost gone.” 
Vera Katz, Mayor of Portland:  “…and with the help of citizens in the private sector and the public sector, the decision was made to stop ripping down historic buildings; to get people out of their cars; to put a lid on the number of parking spaces in the downtown; to tear up a freeway 

close to the waterfront; bring the city back to its soul – the waterfront; and to think about taking highway dollars and exchanging them for light-rail dollars.”   

The search for a renewed sense of community and a vital downtown led Portland to a relatively simple, but in our country nearly revolutionary conclusion. In almost everything you do put the pedestrian first, public transportation second and the car third.  

George M. Crandall, FAIA, Architect:  “We say the wellspring is the pedestrian environment. You have to make a decision.  What are you trying to do here?   What are you trying to accommodate?  Is it the auto or is it the pedestrian?  And some will say ‘we want to accommodate both’ and if, in fact, that is the attitude they don’t have much of a chance.  It has to be pedestrian number one.  If you believe the pedestrian is a priority then your community has a chance because everything then flows from that!”

It’s easy to say you want to get people out of their cars but Portland still had to get people downtown to work.  Portland’s answer?  A two by twelve block transit mall cutting directly through the centre of the town where bus and light rail would meet.  To make it more pedestrian friendly, they landscaped this downtown gateway with trees, shelters and public art.  But what kind of place did people find themselves in every morning when they got off the bus.

Vera Katz:  “The design stage began to play a very strong role in the late seventies and to this day.  The notion that the streets have to be friendly to pedestrians; that we will not accept buildings with blank walls; that there has to be a close connection between the sidewalks and the building and a close connection between the building and the people who are on the street.”
Neil Goldschmidt: “You know it’s mostly a victory when a good building goes up but we now treat it as a defeat if it’s a great looking building at the top but the ground floor is inhospitable to pedestrians.  Even the federal government, who was exempt legally from planning requirements here, has agreed to meet them and try to make the streets hospitable and I think that’s helped the way our architects think about the fact that this building needs to connect to the life around it.”

Jan Burreson:  “The amenities, like a brick on your transit mall, like granite curb cuts, like nice palm shelters to stand under while you wait for your bus, are not frosting on the cake.  They are the very human infrastructure that you need in order to have people want to be in your downtown.”
George M. Crandall:  “We adopted design guidelines for the downtown and they talk about how we want buildings to meet the street.  We talk about the compatibility of buildings so that in fact if we have terra cotta across the street over here in a light building, you see those same themes picked up in the square right here.  We define what values we wanted in our buildings and architects play by those rules and guidelines. We have a design commission which reviews all buildings in the downtown – public and private – for consistency with the guideline.”  

Portland quickly discovered that the public and private sectors had to cooperate or nothing would be built.  The question was who would take the lead.  The government had to set the table.  It had to create an environment where business could thrive. 

George M. Crandall:  “The public sector can do things that the private sector can’t do. They can run interference, set up the framework which allows then the private sector to come in and make the investment.  Whether it be the transit mall, acquiring or assembling the land for Pioneer Place which is a key retail development in the town, or the public assembling the land for our south waterfront project down here.  So that’s always key to get the public running interference so that the private sector can follow.”
The public agency in Portland that runs this interference is the Portland Development Commission.  Jan Burreson is the Director.  

Jan Burreson: “We have a very interactive partnership with the kinds of people that are going to actually get projects built.  When we have laid out, for example, a 20-year plan to redo part of the riverfront – it’s occurred.  The development has occurred!  The housing happened.  The new corporate headquarters have appeared.  The hotels have been built.  That’s because we had a sound plan that wasn’t done by pure planners but was done in cooperation with private business developers and the broad community as a whole.”

Remember, the goal in Portland was to create neighbourhoods with a sense of community, a sense of place, of belonging.  This was the key to economic vitality, not just downtown, but throughout the city.  To do this Portland actively encouraged development of more interesting and more diverse communities through something called mixed use.

Jan Burreson:  “Downtowns don’t work, if all you’ve done is invest in a few luxury condos on the tops of buildings or if all you’ve invested in is low-income housing.  You’ve got to build the full spectrum of housing and then make sure you’ve paid attention to creating great urban amenities and some practical things.”
Robert Liberty, Director, 1000 Friends of Oregon:  “What it takes to make a good city neighbourhood is a variety of uses and housing types.  In back of me are some single family residences.  We have apartment buildings and over this way is a school.  And about two blocks down the street is a grocery store and over here on the corner is a bus stop.  So everything is close at hand you don’t need a car in order to get what you need.”

Jan Burreson: “We are a downtown that has significant numbers of people living in all price ranges.  It’s pretty controversial.  We have invested significantly in market rate housing.  You’ll also see that we invested in a lot of low-income housing and we have luxury housing downtown as well.  And it is that feature of combing an investment strategy in housing but then making sure it’s a downtown where people want to be and want to walk around and shop and use the urban amenities that are here.”

There are lots of cities out there that would like to renew themselves but they don’t have the natural assets that you do: the mountain, the water and the river.  What would you tell those places?

Vera Katz:  “Downtowns come first.  If you don’t have a strong downtown you don’t have strong neighbourhoods.  And to think of their community as – what we like to call it – a 24-hour city community.  The community is alive after people leave work after 5 o’clock which means that in their planning vision to think of building opportunities for people to live in the heart of the city.”
Suisun City, California
Can this connection between livability and economic vitality occur in a city without Portland’s obvious assets?  What if you live in a place with real economic, social and environmental problems?  What if you live in a small town very much on the brink of disaster?  

Suisun City, California, a small town of about 25,000 people, with a recovering downtown business district, new mixed income housing and a waterway full of fish.  Midway between San Francisco and Sacramento, Suisun City today looks like a perfect place to live.  But six years ago it was quite different.

The channel that cut into the heart of town was severely polluted and clogged with silt. The waterfront was inaccessible, crowded with dilapidated warehouses.  A residential apartment house complex, called the Crescent, was overrun by drug dealers and city hall was in a trailer.  It was no surprise that in 1986 Suisun City was voted the worst place to live in the San Francisco Bay area.  Around that time Jim 

became mayor and I asked him what it was like when he took office.  
James P. Spering, Mayor of Suisun City: “Part of the town was like a war zone.  A dilapidated old town that was decaying at a tremendous rate.  The Crescent neighbourhood was a crime-ridden neighbourhood.  It was a four-block area that had taken about 52 % of our police budget and effort.  And the four-block area just cast a shadow over the whole community no matter what we did in this community.”  

Suisun City was a mess. They decided things had to change.  They had to bring themselves back.  But where should they start?  Spering surprised people with a single bold stroke.  They would replace the trailers that housed city services with a new city hall but it would be in an historic downtown right in the heart of the city’s troubled neighbourhood looking out on the crumbling docks of the dying channel.

The Mayor’s bold stroke was a powerful signal that Suisun City was serious about coming back.  But one building, by itself, was not going to solve the problem.  They needed a comprehensive, citywide, redevelopment plan with real money behind it.  Suisun hired a Director of Redevelopment, Camran Nojoomi (City Manager, Suisun City).  

What was your strategy?  What did you actually start with?

Camran Nojoomi: “There was no doubt in anybody’s mind that the question had to be dealt with. There was no doubt in any body’s mind that the waterfront was a Suisun’s asset.  What wasn’t quite clear to Suisun was the strategy.  How to get there?”
Like Portland, Suisun City realized that quality design was the key to restoring a sense of place.  They hired the Roma Design Group to help visulize a new Suissun City.  Architect Boris Dramov

led the design effort.

Boris Dramov, FAIA, Architect:  “How can we make the town centre the heart of the whole Suisun community and give it the identity.  And the waterfront area was the unique opportunity to really focus the energy of that entire district.  Ultimately, a vision for the whole town centre area developed.  I don’t think it happened the first day we met.  It was part of a dialogue between the community, ourselves and the remainer of the staff of the city.  They wanted some of the character of the older neighbourhoods, they wanted friendlier streets, they wanted to have those characteristics that they found in that 19th century part of the downtown area.”
Just blocks away from main street big problems in the Crescent neighbourhood needed to be addressed.  Some felt the answer was to wall it off, literally!  Instead, in 1989, the city decided there was a better way.  Suisun City bought the property and with the cooperataion and consent of the tenants offered to subsize their rent for four years anywhere in Northern California.  The way was then clear to tear down the Crescent and sell the land to a developer willing to build a totally new residential community based on design guidelines that would help to create here a renewed sense of community.”



Jim Spering: “One thing we wanted was a front yard orientation.  We wanted front porches and we wanted to bring the people out to the front of the house instead of in the back.  As you can see we have these pockets for parking. You don’t have the streets just lined with cars.  The Victorian architecture, because it was part of the old town of Suisun, is very consistent as we transition into that part with the overall plan.  Your not looking at a neighbourhood developed with different architecture and different design features.  The whole concept here has been a pedestrian orientation; kind of friendly, get people outside, get people to know their neighbours.”
The Victorian Harbor project replaced the Crescent with market rate housing but the city, committed to having a true mixed income community, redesigned and revitalized low-income housing next door to the new development.  

Jim Spering: “This was a real challenge!  How do you keep a low to moderate income project in the middle of your showcase project and how do you blend and how do people have confidence when they buy that house that the neighbourhood is not going to deteriorate.  Well, we’ve done it through design.   We have built in features that people have taken pride of ownership in – so we have been able to give them a neighbourhood that they feel they are part of  - it’s their neighbourhood.”  

I have to tell you, I haven’t seen too many neighbourhoods where that level of housing right next door to a subsidized housing community – would move, and sell as fast as it has here.

Jim Spering: “I think it’s the commitment made by the city.  When we tore down the Crescent neighbourhood and rehabilitated it, crime was reduced by 34 %.”

No one thought residential redevelopment and a new city hall would be enough to save Suisun City.  They needed business; they needed jobs.  So the city became its own redevelopment agency – building on its strengths.  It bought substantial amounts of land where its roots were - on the waterfront and to encourage small business to come back it restored its historic main street.

Thomas and Donna Bland own the Great Suisun Coffee & Trading Co. – Dialogue with Host
Suisun provided basic design services and incentives for main street businesses to improve their storefronts.  To rehabilitate the nearby waterfront the city ripped out the old warehouses; it dredged the harbour and cleaned up the water.  It provided streets and utilities.  It built the marina, a civic plaza, a waterfront promenade and rehabilitated an historic train station. 

The city cleared and prepared the land for new businesses.  They offered architectural design services, low interest loans, and infrastructure and reduced red tape.  Changes in zoning and other incentives also encouraged entrepreneurs to live above their stores like the old days.  Babs Curless was the first –opening Babs Delta Diner on Suisun’s waterfront in 1994.  The kind of place where everyone has a coffee mug with a name on it.

Babs Curless owns Babs Delta Diner – Dialogue with the Host

There is an obvious question.  How can such a little town with so many problems afford all of this?  Well, the simple answer – they did it the old fashioned way – they borrowed it.  58 million dollars in municipal bonds – a real stretch for a place like Suisun City were it not for a handy development tool.  In 1991 Suisun City declared the entire sprawling city a redevelopment area.  That made it eligible for something called tax increment financing.  Here’s how it works.  The city borrows more money than its present property tax base will support betting that new growth and property tax revenues generated by the new development will be sufficient to pay off the debt.  It’s a gamble – like putting city hall in an unexpected place.  But the biggest gamble in Suisun City was the willingness to take a hard honest look at itself and then deal with change.  

Jim Spering:  “One of the things that happens to you, is you think in terms of what the bureaucracy can do; one which has a long tradition in red tape thinking.  It is how you approach things and the first thing you have got to do is get out of the box. Get the people that have that vision or people that are creative or innovative and start taking some of their advice.”
Boris Dramov:  “If a community takes the initiative, indentifies where there are areas of the city where transformations can take place they can, in fact, achieve that goal, and it is an achievable goal, and therefore, from that standpoint, Suisun is important because it’s a model that you can, in fact, affect change and you can affect the quality of the environment that you’re in and you can have something to do with it.  Your not just a captive of others who will dictate what the place is going to be like.”
Chattanooga, Tennessee
No place had to change more than Chattanooga, Tennessee.  In 1969 the city was dying – economically and environmentally.  It got so bad that it was named the most polluted city in America.  People had to turn their headlights on at midday to cut through the murk.  A film from the old U.S. Department of Pollution Control tells the story.

Chattanooga knew it had to clean itself up.  Strict environmental controls and the decline of manufacturing industries helped clear the air but once the pollution was gone a host of fundamental problems remained.  A dying downtown, a stagnant economy and a social fabric long torn by race and class.

In the mid 1970s, encouraged and convened by a farsighted local foundation, concerned business and community leaders met to form a new organization dedicated to the rebirth of the city.  It was called Chattanooga Venture.  By 1984 Venture had organized Vision 2000 which involved thousands of citizens in the process of deciding what they wanted Chattanooga to be.  For the first time in the city’s history everyone was invited to the table.  People and government need to be part of the total decision making.

The Vision 2000 process resulted in 40 ambitious goals for the city.  Many of the goals reflected an understanding that to restore their community they would have to tackle their built environment.  They began, as Portland and Suisun City did, by making a strong commitment to bringing back their downtown and strengthening neighbourhoods.  They supported historic preservation, built new housing and created major attractions to bring people back into the city.

Once the momentum for change was started they knew the normal bureaucratic and funding obstacles would have to be overcome.  Chattanooga would need to marry the resources of the public and private sectors.  Two new public / private organizations evolved to play important roles.  The Riverfront / Downtown Planning and Design Centre creates a physical vision for the city, and the River-Valley Partners, the development agency, helps to build it. 

Stroud Watson, Director of the Riverfront / Downtown Planning and Design Center had these comments:  “You have to find a way to show people what your talking about - whether it’s with drawings or photographs or models.  Planning isn’t worth a hoot until it has its physical form that reinforces it, that gives it value and consistency and quality and character.”  

Jack Murrah, The Lyndhurst Foundation – Vision 2000 participant:  “It serves you well to realize it’s not by Draconian authority that your really going to make a good community; it’s by lifting people’s vision and spirit.  I think that institution (Design Center?) has been enormously influential in very, very quiet ways to drive the standard of quality.”

In Chattanooga a unique combination of government, corporate and foundation money pays the bills.  

Eugene Roberts, Mayor of Chattanooga comments: “One of the first places we take business prospects is to that Design Centre.  We want business prospects to see we are working in an organized focused fashion in Chattanooga.  And that what we are doing in government will complement, enhance and even protect the private investment they have made in this city. The Design Center is a great asset to us in economic development.”
The Tennessee Riverpark Master Plan:  One of the most important goals to emerge from Vision 2000 was the idea of reconnecting people with the Tennessee River.  The return to the River has helped reunite the city with its past but, more importantly; it has helped insure its future.  The redevelopment of the riverfront has become the engine for economic rebirth.  The Tennessee Aquarium now attracts more than a million visitors a year making Chattanooga one of the hottest places to visit in the South.  But in the beginning it was not an obvious solution.  It was risky!  A 45 million dollar gamble on a new untested direction for Chattanooga economy.  

The 100-year-old Walnut Street Bridge:  This Bridge was converted to a pedestrian bridge and now connects downtown with the city’s isolated North Shore. It is the longest pedestrian bridge in the world.

By focusing design elements that would reinforce a sense of community, Vision 2000 made it possible for Chattanooga citizens to be actively engaged in their city’s design and planning process.  It’s a work in progress that brings ordinary citizens together with architects and planners, business and civic leaders to lead Chattanooga “back from the brink”. 

Jack Murrah:  “You should ask ‘what kind of community do you want it to be’ – not within two years from now but in twenty years from now.”
So the future looks good for Chattanooga, Tennessee.  It’s back on its feet and confident it will grow.  Growth however can bring its own challenges. Portland, because it has become one of the best places in the country to live, expects more than 500,000 new people in the next 10 years.  Another ½ million may move in before the year 2040.  So, for Portland, the question is how to manage such growth without repeating the mistakes of the past – sprawl, gridlock, and loss of community.

In Portland, helped by a tough state law, growth management is regional and designed to promote city suburb cooperation and long range planning.  It all comes down to a line drawn in the sand – the urban growth boundary – the UGB.  Jon Chandler, representing the Oregon home builders and Robert Liberty, growth management advocate.

Jon Chandler, Home Builders Association of Metropolitan Portland:  “What it is – is a line on a map that does not exist on the ground that outside of which are farms and forest – inside is city.”
Robert Liberty, growth management advocate:  “The boundary defines the limit to grow over the next 20 to 50 years – psychologically, that’s very important because you’ve actually drawn a boundary and started thinking about how you are going to use land inside.  I like to say the boundary encourages wise use of land.”
Jon Chandler:  “Our starting point was farm and forest preservation.  It wasn’t urban growth management.  The urban growth management component came as a way of saving farms and forests; that if you want to keep development from piling on to farmland the best to do that is to create areas where development is allowed and encouraged and told to be.”
Robert Liberty:  “If you draw a boundary and say this is where we are going to focus growth and development for the next 20 years, then we want it to work well.  It also suggests it’s wasteful, imprudent to simply grow outward forever and pay no attention to the core of the city – the older communities.”

For two advocates on opposite sides of a line in the dirt, Jon and Robert displayed the remarkable level of cooperation, compromise and long-term commitment needed to make real change happen.  They took me to the boundary itself!

This relationship between the “environmentalist” and the “developer”, the “preservationist” and the “housing developer” is a contentious, confrontational and a difficult one in most cities.  

Jon Chandler:  “It gets confrontational and contentious here as well. There is no shortage of things to argue about.  We do agree on the fundamentals.  The homebuilders weren’t exactly in the church when the services were started but we came before the sermon and we see it as a marketing incentive.  When I talk to our builders around the country, my counterparts, we have faster processing time; we have more certainty on what we know we can do; and we have less need for government rigmarole then almost any place else.  And yes, in exchange for that we put up with a greater degree of governmental intervention in the market place but it was a trade-off we were willing to make.”  
Robert Liberty: “We’ve reached a kind of common understanding about what it takes to arrive at a different future than other places are going and includes making it easier to develop the right way inside the boundary.  Second, what’s outside the boundary for farm and forest use and natural resources?  And, we have plenty of arguments here, and people outside Oregon and the outside region, say, “Oh well, we could never do what they are doing because those people have – oh, we don’t know – there’s something in the water!”  This has not been easy; this has been a 20-year discussion and argument.  If it’s a tea party, it’s a tea party where people have buttered their toast with axes.  So it’s not been easy – it’s just been worth it.”

Common to the experience of all three cities is the ability not only to come up with new ideas but also to come up with new institutions to get the work done.  In 1973, Oregon governor Tom McCall took the lead in passing a state law creating a new type of organization and an elected regional government called Metro.  Its main functions were to oversee and resolve any land-use and transportation issues which transcended local concern.  Portland’s Metro government is a brave and unique attempt to resolve issues regionally.  

Robert Liberty: “It is insanity to take on metropolitan region and to slice it up into little bits and make each of them a little empire, because no one has a broader perspective.  You have to have a metropolitan perspective and I don’t think councils of government are going to provide that because none of those people are responsible for the region.  You really need what we have here which is a regional perspective embodied in a regional elected council and executive.

The executive officer of Metro is Mike Burton.  Tom Walsh is Director of the Regional Transit Authority Tri-Met which manages the bus and rail system that connects downtown Portland to the suburbs.  

Michael Burton, Metro Regional Council:  “Here we had an opportunity to design what we’re doing.  We had the opportunity to sit down and have a visioning process where everybody in the community is in this extensive process which brings people to say: ‘What do we want this community to look like 40 or 50 years out.  We had the opportunity to do that – we haven’t filled up yet.  I think a lot of the growth in the east coast just kind of happened before anybody though about it, before they had an opportunity to plan ahead so we’ve had a planning process of a vision that looks down the road and says we needed to make things happen in a particular way that everybody buys into.”

Region 2040 is Metro’s long-range plan which is Portland’s vision of itself in the next century. Through meetings, mailings and other media, Metro asked the Portland region a simple question: “Two years ago Portland area voters asked Metro to figure out what this area should look like in the next 50 years.  Since then we have been asking and analyzing, listening and learning, researching and reviewing, testing, talking and thinking.  It’s your turn.”  In the next few days you’ll receive this in the mail.  Please read it and fill out the reply card.  Let us know what you think.”

The response was overwhelming and after 20 years the voters still strongly support a regional approach to community development.  Nowhere is this approach needed more than in the rapidly exploding western suburbs.  In Portland mass transit is the tool of choice to manage growth.  Metro has no plans to build major new highways.  First, it plans to build light rail and bus lines.  Then, it will be an active partner with local governments in designing mixed-use neighbourhoods around each station.  

Thomas Walsh, Tri-Met:  “No transportation system can chase growth. The one we have in this region doesn’t have to because our policy is, not to stop growth, but determine where it goes.”  

Mike Burton:  “What Tri-Met is doing right now, in the design of the west sideline, shows where that line goes.  If you were to fly over the area, you would say, ‘gee, there is a lot of open space around it’. That would be right because that’s where we will fill in with transit end developments and where we will put a lot of that growth.  We will be able to do that because the transit system will be there before the population gets there.”
Jon Chandler: “If you have a good people mover like light rail and if the theory works the people will actually use it. Then the way to make that more possible is to have housing, jobs, shopping in an area where people can get off the train and do all the above – they can go to the grocery, they can go get their dry cleaning, they can go to the daycare, and they can go home.”
George M. Crandall:  “So we’re trying to use light rail.  Transit is the organizer out in these areas.  We’re trying to get more density around the transit stations, concentrations of development, and reduced reliance on the auto.  We’re trying to create mixed use centres at those transit stations so people can live, stay, work there, play there, without having to drive all over the region to satisfy the basic needs.  That’s the start.”

Mike Burton:  “I think the term suburb in this region is outdated and outmoded because if you think about it, it means something that is apart from the urban area.  Really what we have here is a large urban area where these town centres are focused.  It’s a different way of approaching planning methodology.” 

Vera Katz:  “There is a tremendous cost for sprawl; the cost for transportation and the cost for utilities and the cost of services grows enormously if you aren’t living in a more compact community.”
Gussie McRobert: “I think in any city, I don’t care what size it is, you need to have ways for people to connect.”

Gussie McRobert is the Mayor of the east side suburbs of Gresham.  She’s on the front line of the region’s effort to manage growth and sounds remarkably like the mayor of Portland in talking about the importance of design and the quality of life.

Gussie McRobert, Mayor of Gresham:  “We have isolated people by our design, by the freeways, by our cul-de-sacs instead of through streets, by not having sidewalks.  You know, by making the single family home a place to worship the lawn and the garage, instead of having the front yard be a kind of gathering place.  So all of those design issues fit into the community going to hell in a hand basket as it had and points the way to what we need to do to reclaim it.”

Can the same design tools used in revitalizing downtown neighbourhoods, an emphasis on pedestrians, mixed use zoning, public amenities, civil spaces.  Can these be used to renew the suburbs?  Near Gresham, Ric Holt is a builder designing a sense of community into his new multiuse development called Fairview Village.

Ric Holt, Builder: “Look at the house in the middle up there.  That window is a child’s bedroom.  It looks out right down on the park.  If she’s home from school and up there when her friend happens to walk out on the porch down here – she will see her.  It’s that intimacy, the ability of good design.  Each little piece of this entire town has the design elements build into it.”
As we saw in Suisun City’s Victorian Harbor, Holt and his architects have worked hard to change zoning laws and building codes so they can build narrow, intimate streets, put garages behind homes and provide a mixture of residential, commercial and civic functions all within walking distance of each other.

William Lennertz, AIA – Architect: “Design does affect behavior and the type of streets that you talked about where people downsize the living room and make a huge TV room starts with the fact that the street is a miserable place to be.  If a street is designed to be nothing but garage doors and not a place that’s interesting to walk on then it’s naturally going to push people back into their homes and into their backyards.  But then if the street is a wonderful place to be and the expression of human life and creativity is out there instead of garage doors then you set up an environment where people want to go and want to walk and meet their neighbour.”

Ric Holt: “We’re doing this specifically to show that it can be done.  We can create better places to grow families in.  Our elders go to live in special places; the kids are bused away to learn in special places and everybody gets in their car or into some kind of transportation and goes away to do their thing.  This is a lost art, you know, bringing communities back and the diversity that goes into communities.” 
Robert Liberty:  “The community has plenty of authority, indeed responsibility to say we are not going to have commercial strip development, we are not going to design everything around freeways, we are not going to destroy the countryside and hollow out our cities. Those are all decisions – not inevitable.”  

Vera Katz:  “It’s a sense of community that people want to preserve.  It’s the quality of life that goes hand in hand with the natural beauty of this environment and I think that translates itself around the regions as well.” 

Neil Goldschmidt: “What I’ve always found fascinating is why it is that all the things we love when we go to Europe and other places in the world, we are so sloppy about taking care of in our own lives here.  What we liked the most about European cities quite often is that the automobile is kept away from some parts of their lives or, at least, kept in a reduced fashion.  And that these investments that they make in space, sort of the public common as it were, were made by the oldest people in their communities.  The parts that they liked the most were all done by people who thought they were places where folks ought to share.  I don’t think that’s changed and what I would say to people is “don’t think any small thoughts – it isn’t worth it!  Think about what you really love in life; where you would really rather spend your time and what kind of city that would be.”

Well, it’s a good question, “what kind of city would you like yours to be?”  What can work in your own community to get to a higher and better quality of life now and for your children?  These very different stories from Portland, Suisun City and Chattanooga do have some ideas in common.  All three look to the built environment.  They decided that quality mattered, that they could use architecture and planning to bring people together, literally and figuratively.  All three cities decided their future depended, in large part on their downtowns, the very hearts of their cities.  The ground very often on which their cities were born.  This too, they had in common, the search for their roots and their traditions.  Notice they all returned to where they came from – the waters of the Tennessee, the Willamette, and the Suisun Channel.  All took charge, in some form, of their future.  They literally designed it.  They made plans and wrote rules and processes that turned out to be almost more important then the results.  They involved people, lots of new people, and the plans they drew and the rules they wrote.  They created new institutions if they needed them.  Portland’s Metro; Chattanooga’s Design Centre; Suisun’s Re-development Agency.  And importantly, for these times of distrust in government, these places carved out helpful, practical positive helpful things for the government to do – necessary things only the government can do in a democratic society.  New partnerships were formed linking public and private resources.  They knew ultimately the private sector would create the jobs but that the public sector had to provide the basic systems and quality settings to keep and attract the people to fill the jobs and, in the end, they succeeded.

Portland, in spite of rapid growth, remains one of the most livable cities in America.  Chattanooga, once one of the most polluted cities in the country, is now a major tourist destination with a healthy downtown and a renewed sense of confidence.  And little Suisun City, a few years ago the acknowledged worst place to live in the San Francisco Bay area, is now thriving on the historic banks of its waterway – a charming place with enormous potential.

So is this the recipe for success?  Of course, it’s not that simple.  The places in which we live are unique.  They’ve grown up differently. They may not have the same assets, the same opportunities as the places we examined but I do know from my own city Seattle that good things happen only when people start asking the hard questions.  Like why isn’t my neighburhood safe for kids? Why are stores leaving downtown?  Why do I have to sit in traffic just to get a gallon of milk?  People say – what can I do?  Well, you can get engaged, you can join the debate, you can insist on change.  Talk to your neighbours, the people at work, even the government.  Join with the people who can help make change happen like business, civic leaders, architects and planners.  I think you’ll be surprised, as we were, what good ideas there are, and how people can get them done – working together!   I’m Charles Royer. 
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Endnote – Text above is from the video program “Back from the Brink”.  It consists of the commentary by Host, Charles Royer, former Mayor of Seattle (1977-1989) along with some of the dialogue with participants.  

NOTES

Videotape of this program ends at 0:58:00
“Back from the Brink” was available for $28.90 US Funds, including shipping and handling.  The telephone is (800) 440-2651.  Oregon Public Broadcasting made the offer in 1996 but not sure if this tape can still be obtained.   
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Websites – homepages of following cities

www.portlandonline.com/
www.chattanooga.gov/
www.suisun.com/
Telephone Numbers

PBS – (800) play pbs



AIA (585) 232-7650



WXXI (585) 325-7500 – Rochester 

