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Executive Summary Background

In September 2003 the City of Birmingham commissioned a team

led by Urban Design Associates (UDA) to prepare an update to the

1991 City Center Master Plan. The project was administered by the

Birmingham Department of Planning, Engineering, and Permits,

William A. Gilchrist, Director. Operation New Birmingham (ONB)

and Region 2020 provided additional support.

The goal of the Birmingham City Center Master Plan Update is

to make a good downtown into a great urban place, a destination – a

great place to live, to work, to study, to play, and to visit – a vibrant

24 hour/seven day downtown.

The physical and cultural assets of the Center City are numerous

and diverse, including Linn Park, Sloss Furnaces, Civil Rights Dis-

trict, Five Points South, the University of Alabama at Birmingham

(UAB), UAB Medical Center, major downtown banks, and utilities.

But, like other American cities, there are also issues of disinvestment,

lack of connections, physical barriers, unrealized potential, fragmen-

tation of effort, and an unfocused image.

However, impressive community outreach and planning efforts,

such as the Region 2020 process, the May 2002 Urban Land Insti-

tute Panel, and the City Center quadrant meetings from November

2002 to January 2003, are strong indicators of broad public support

for a revitalized City Center.

CITY CENTER AERIAL PHOTO Looking north with the Civic Center at the top of the photo

Civil Rights District Vacant buildings

Birmingham Green
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Planning Process

The project was directed by the Birmingham Department of Plan-

ning, Engineering & Permits. Mayor Bernard Kincaid appointed a

33-person Steering Committee to work with the consultant team

throughout the process. The planning process was highly participato-

ry with the involvement of hundreds of citizens over nine months.

The work began in January 2004 with a UDA team trip to Birm-

ingham to gather data and to conduct focus group meetings and a

public meeting. A four-day community design charrette was held in

March 2004 where alternatives were developed and tested, culminat-

ing in a public presentation on 11 March 2004 at the Carver Theater.

A draft Master Plan Update report was circulated to the Steering

Committee in June 2004. The Plan Update was presented on 20

October 2004 at a final public meeting at the Alabama Theater.

Development Program

Two market studies were prepared prior to the design charrette to

forecast commercial and residential development to the year 2015.

The commercial market study estimated up to 800,000 square

feet of new office buildings, 300,000 square feet of research and

development space, a 150-room hotel, and 100,000 square feet of

retail.

The residential market study predicted a demand of over 3,000

new housing units in the City Center and immediately adjacent

neighborhoods. The projected mix of housing will be 43% single

family, 11% townhouses, 12% condos, and 34% rental apartments.

RESIDENTIAL MARKET STUDY

2005 -  2009

HOUSING TYPES PERCENTAGE NUMBER OF UNITS RENT/PRICE RANGES

Multi-family rental 33.8% 1,040 $525–$1,500 per month

Condos for sale 12.1% 370 $100,000–$225,000

Townhouses for sale 11.1% 340 $145,000–$250,000

Single family for sale 43.0% 1,320 $150,000 and higher

3,070 total

COMMERCIAL MARKET STUDY

2005 -  2015

NEW OFFICE SPACE RESEARCH AND RETAIL NEW HOTEL

DEVELOPMENT SPACE

800,000 sf 300,000 sf 100,000 sf 150 rooms
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1 Build on Strengths 2 Enhance Connections and Gateways 3 Develop Green Streets

Urban Design & Development Principles

Five planning principles, based on citizen input and urban design

analysis by the UDA consultant team, were developed with the

Steering Committee:

1 Build on strengths

2 Enhance connections and gateways

3 Develop “green streets”

4 Reorganize the highway and street network

5 Strengthen and expand residential neighborhoods

NN N

4 Reorganize the Highway and Street Network 5 Strengthen and Expand Residential Neighborhoods

NN



©
20

0
4

 u
r

b
a

n
 d

e
s

ig
n

 a
s

s
o

c
ia

t
e

s

b irmingham city center master plan update: birmingham, alabama | october 2004 | urban design associates executive summary 4

Master Plan Approach

The City Center is comprised of 380 blocks. Not all blocks have

been planned in depth. However, four areas were determined by the

Steering Committee and the public to be of particular significance

requiring detailed study, and were designated as Focused Initiative

Areas:

1 Civil Rights District

2 Technology and Cultural District

3 Loft/Design District

4 Civic Center District

Five additional areas were designated as Existing Enhancement

Areas where major design intervention was not needed, but where

ongoing private and public development activities should be rein-

forced:

1 Birmingham Green

2 UAB and the Medical Center

3 Five Points South

4 Lakeview Existing Enhancement Areas

N

Birmingham

Green

UAB and Medical

Center
Five Points

South

Lakeview

Park Place

(Hope VI)

Focused Initiative Areas

Civil Rights 

District

Technology and 

Cultural  District
Loft/Design 

District

Civic Center 

District

N
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TOMORROW Looking north

5 Park Place

Master Plan Update

The Birmingham City Center Master Plan Update is shown in the

urban design plans and perspectives on this page. The overall plan is

tied together with a streets framework and an open space framework.

The report which follows has detailed descriptions of the four

Focused Initiative Areas and the five Existing Enhancement Areas.

The report concludes with chapters on Design Guidelines, and

Implementation. Separately bound appendices contain a Transporta-

tion Report, Commercial Market Study, Residential Market Study, a

Focus Group Summary, and Costs.

Civil Rights District

New Residential

Railroad Reservation Park

Civic Center

N
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Planning Process the birmingham city center Master Plan Update planning

process was highly participatory with the citizens of Birmingham. A

diverse and representative Steering Committee was formed to work

with the consultant team throughout the process. The Department of

Planning, Engineering, and Permits (DPEP) directed the study, with

assistance from Operation New Birmingham (ONB) and Region

2020. The City Center planning process had three phases, each of

which included public meetings and focus group meetings.

Phase I (Data and Analysis: Understanding) involved an initial con-

sultant team trip to Birmingham in January 2004 for the collection

of “hard” data, such as land use, traffic, and historic data. “Soft” data

was collected from 10 focus groups and at a public meeting attended

by over 100 citizens on 15 January 2004. This information was stud-

ied and analyzed by the consultant team in preparation for Phase II.

The analysis is summarized in the following section.

Phase II (Alternatives: Discovering) was done primarily in Birming-

ham in March 2004 at a four day design charrette, or working ses-

sion, including a second round of meetings with the 10 focus groups

from Phase I. The consultant team set up a design studio at the Cen-

ter for Regional Planning and Design on 1st Avenue North. The

Steering Committee met three times during the charrette. Urban

design alternatives were developed, revised, and tested. A consensus

plan emerged. A public meeting, attended by over 150 citizens, was

held at the Carver Theater on 11 March 2004 for citizen review and

input.

Phase III (Final Plan: Deciding) began with the preparation of a

draft report for review and comment by the Steering Committee,

DPEP, and ONB. A public meeting to present the City Center Mas-

ter Plan Update was held in October 2004.

Consultant Team

The planning process was facilitated by an inter-disciplinary consult-

ant team with national and local experience in downtown planning

processes:

• Urban Design Associates (Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania) Lead

consultant/Urban Design

• Economics Research Associates(Washington, D.C.) Commercial

Market Study

• Zimmerman Volk Associates (Clinton, New Jersey) Residential

Market Study

• Glatting Jackson Kercher Anglin Lopez Rinehart (Florida) Traf-

fic consultant

• NHB Group, LLC (Birmingham, Alabama) Architect

• Kerns/Pearson (Birmingham, Alabama) Landscape Architect
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Analysis after the data gathering from the initial trip to Birming-

ham was completed, the consultant team prepared an analysis of the

strengths and weaknesses of the project area as well as a summary of

citizen visions for the future of the City Center. The following pages

contain analysis drawings of the hard data in the form of UDA X-

Rays®, followed by a summary of the soft data from the interviews

and focus groups.

The drawing on this page (study area portrait) shows the project

area in red outline, bounded by highways on two sides (I-65 to the

west and Elton B. Stephens Expressway to the east).The northern

boundary includes the Civic Center and 11th and 12th Avenues

North. The southern boundary encompasses the University of Alaba-

ma at Birmingham (UAB) campus and the Five Points South busi-

ness district. Two areas extend beyond the expressways: the Civic

Center north of I-20/I-59; and the Lakeview District and the Sloss

Furnaces east of the Elton B. Stephens Expressway.

The Portrait is a snapshot of existing conditions in downtown

Birmingham in 2004. The drawing shows land use and buildings

with uses identified in the color key below the plan. The study area is

a rich mix of office, retail, warehouse, and institutional uses, with a

few areas of housing.

The UDA X-Rays, which are used as urban design diagnostic

tools, in affect “de-layer” the Portrait into individual uses and frame-

works to reveal underlying use patterns and to uncover opportunity

areas.

(RIGHT) Study Area Portrait

N

EXISTING RESIDENTIAL EXISTING INSTITUTIONS EXISTING COMMERCIALINSTITUTIONAL LAND PARKING GARAGES

VACANT BUILDINGS PARKS AND MEDIANSEXISTING INDUSTRIAL PARKING LOTS
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(ABOVE LEFT) BIRMINGHAM HIGHWAY & STREET PATTERN This diagram shows the highway system in
red and major arterial streets in orange. The study area is primarily a grid of streets aligned northwest to
southeast laid out in 1871 by the founders of Birmingham. Outside the study area the street pattern rotates and
varies as it is shaped by topography and organic road layouts.
(ABOVE RIGHT) BIRMINGHAM PARKS & OPEN SPACE The Birmingham region has a richness of outdoor
amenities, such as the Birmingham Zoo, Vulcan Park, Ruffner Mountain, Avondale Park, the State Fairgrounds,
and Legion Field. However, this diagram shows that within the City Center study area, open space is limited to
three urban parks (Linn Park, Kelly Ingram Park, Marconi Park), Sloss Furnace, Magnolia Park, Brother Bryan
Park, school playgrounds, and open space and plazas on the UAB campus.

(LEFT) RESIDENTIAL PATTERNS This diagram
illustrates the limited amount of housing in the City
Center study area. However the study area is
surrounded on all sides by historic and diverse city
neighborhoods (shown in yellow). These
neighborhoods identify with and have a stake in the
City Center. This is further illustrated on the following
page of UDA X-Ray diagrams.

CITY CENTER AERIAL PHOTO Looking north with the Civic Center at the top of the photo

To Memphis

To Chattanooga

I-85

Montgomery

Mobile

To New Orleans

I-65

I-20/59

Birmingham

To Atlanta

I-459

I-20

I-59

I-65

I-22

To Nashville

N N

N

N

X-Rays

Birmingham is the largest city in Alabama and is located in the center of the state. Always
a rail center, Birmingham is also at the convergence of an interstate highway network
which links, Nashville, Chattanooga, Atlanta, Mobile, New Orleans, and Memphis. In
essence, “all roads lead to Birmingham.”

I-59



©
20

0
4

 u
r

b
a

n
 d

e
s

ig
n

 a
s

s
o

c
ia

t
e

s

b irmingham city center master plan update: birmingham, alabama | october 2004 | urban design associates analysis : x-rays  9

BUILDING COVERAGE Building
footprints are shown in black. Note
the large buildings of the Civic Center,
the Central Business District, UAB,
and Medical Center – all located along
the 20th Street north/south spine.
Smaller buildings surrounding the
study area are individual houses and
garages. A significant number of one
story warehouse buildings are located
between UAB and the Railroad
Reservation, and north and east of the
Sloss Furnace.

COMMERCIAL REVITALIZATION

DISTRICTS Over the last 25 years,
starting with Five Points South,
several mayors and city councils have
designated a number if commercial
revitalization districts for targeted
public programs and investments,
including streetscapes, loans, grants,
and design guidelines. Some of the
districts overlap. Some are more
active than others, but they all
represent a significant commitment by
the City to the revitalization of the City
Center.

RAILROADS & INDUSTRIAL USES

The city was founded in 1871 as a rail
hub where north/south lines would
converge with east/west lines in the
center of the city with industrial uses
located on both sides of the tracks.
This area, known as the Railroad
Reservation, is still an active rail
corridor, but industrial uses have
diminished significantly. Rail lines are
shown in black. Industrial land uses in
the City Center, shown in brown, are
concentrated along the south side of
the Railroad Reservation and to the
north east of the study area. The uses
are primarily warehouse and
distribution, with some light
manufacturing.

NEIGHBORHOODS There are 99
neighborhoods in Birmingham, each
with a neighborhood organization.
They are an important aspect of city
life and politics in the city. There is not
a City Center neighborhood per se.
Instead, the City Center is
represented by a number of
neighborhoods, including large
sections of Fountain Heights, Central
City, Southside, and Five Points South,
as can be seen in the plan. But
Highland Park, Glen Iris, North
Titusville, Druid Hills, and Norwood
include small portions of the City
Center, and Enon Ridge, Smithfield,
South Titusville, North Avondale, and
Redmont Park abut the City Center.
Thus, 14 neighborhoods have an
immediate stake in the future strength
of the City Center. A strong City
Center and healthy neighborhoods
reinforce each other.

RESIDENTIAL SETTLEMENT

PATTERNS The lack of housing
(shown in yellow) in the City Center is
clearly demonstrated in this diagram.
Housing is scattered and includes a
small neighborhood in the northwest
corner of the study area, Park Place
(the new HOPE VI project) in the
northwest quadrant, the emerging
Loft District north of the railroad
tracks, student housing on the UAB
campus, and the Southtown public
housing community in the southeast.

COMMERCIAL PATTERNS

Commercial uses within the City
Center project area are primarily
concentrated north of the Railroad
Reservation – with the greatest
density in the 20th Street North
corridor – and the traditional central
business district (CBD) of
Birmingham, housing bank and utility
headquarters along with professional
offices. A number of car dealerships
are west and south of the CBD. Also
north of the Railroad Reservation is
the Fourth Avenue District, the
historical African-American business
district, now greatly diminished. South
of the Railroad Reservation,
commercial uses are concentrated in
the Lakeview District and Five Points
South.

Five Points South

Southside

Highland

Park

Central City

Fountain

Heights

Smithfield

North

Titusville

South

Titusville
Glen Iris

Redmont Park

North

Avondale

Norwood

Druid Hills

Enon

Ridge

N N N

N N N
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PARKING Surface parking lots (shown
in light gray), many underused, are a
dominant land use in the City Center,
and when combined with the vacant
land and buildings, convey a sense of
emptiness in some sectors. Parking
garages (shown in dark gray) serve
the 20th Street business district, the
Civic Center, UAB, and various other
medical center complexes.

VACANT LAND & BUILDINGS

Vacant land (shown in gray) and vacant
buildings (shown in black) present a
negative image of neglect and decline,
particularly in the area north of the
Railroad Reservation and west of 20th
Street.

INSTITUTIONS, PARKS, & OPEN

SPACE Institutional uses (shown in
purple) include UAB and the Medical
Center to the southwest, government/
cultural /civic uses to the north, the
Civil Rights Institute and Jazz Hall of
Fame to the west, and the Sloss
Furnace to the east. Parks and open
space shown in green are limited in
the City Center (Linn Park, Kelly
Ingram Park, and Marconi Park), plus
UAB plazas and open space.

HIGHWAYS & STREETS The street
grid established in 1871 is still
relatively intact. Block size is 400 by
400 or 400 by 300 feet, allowing for
great flexibility in uses on individual
blocks. The grid becomes
discontinuous at the Railroad
Reservation with only six through
streets. Super blocks have been
created for the Civic Center and on
the UAB campus and Medical Center.
The expressways (shown in red) offer
great regional access and excellent
connection to the Airport (10 minutes
away). However, the expressways
have also interrupted the street grid.
The I-20/ I-59 viaduct separates the
Civic Center from the government and
cultural center.

ONE WAY STREETS Most American
cities adopted one-way street systems
in the 1950s to facilitate the flow of
traffic through downtowns.
Birmingham was no exception, as
shown by the red directional arrows in
the diagram. These systems, although
efficient for daily commuters who
have the same destination every day,
are confusing for visitors. Experience
from other cities indicates that street-
level merchants prefer locations on
two-way streets for visibility and
access.

DART CIRCULATOR SYSTEM The
City Center Dart Circulator is a fleet of
rubber tired vintage trolleys which
have three interchangeable routes as
shown on the diagram connecting the
Civic Center, City Hall/Courthouse,
Museum of Art, 20th Street business
district, Civil Rights District, UAB,
Lakeview, and Five Points South. A
Central Station bus transfer facility for
commuters to the City Center is
located at Morris and 18th Street. This
station will be expanded to an
Intermodal Facility for inter-city buses
and rail.

N N N

NNN

Intermodal

Facility
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GOOD THINGS

Cultural attractions
UAB and the Medical Center
Historic architecture
City street grid
Industrial and civil rights heritage
Bank and utility headquarters
Natural setting
Loft housing

BAD THINGS

Vacant buildings
No nightlife
Poor public transit
Lack of retail
Perception of crime
Jobs moving to the suburbs
Parking
One-way streets

VISIONS

More residential
A walkable City Center
New retail
A “24-7” City Center
Railroad Reservation Park
Links to neighborhoods
Better public transit
Chattanooga, Nashville, Charlotte

FOCUS GROUP SUMMARY

During the initial trip in Phase I the consultant team met with hun-

dreds of citizens and stakeholders including 10 focus groups (resi-

dents, major employers, real estate developers, merchants, social serv-

ice providers, cultural/tourism groups, City Council, Design Review

Committee, Planning Commission and City senior staff, and

traffic/transportation agencies). An evening public meeting was held

on 15 January 2004 at the Center for Regional Planning and Design.

At each meeting, participants were asked three questions:

1 What are the strengths, good things, about the City Center?

2 What are the problems, bad things, about the City Center?

3 What is your vision for the future of the City Center five or ten

years from now?

A summary of the responses is at the right. The issues are listed

in order of importance from top to bottom according to number of

responses. For instance, cultural attractions were mentioned by nearly

every person as a prime strength of the City Center, while the nega-

tive image of vacant buildings and lots was most frequently men-

tioned as a problem. The most cited vision for the future was for

more downtown housing. A more detailed tabulation of the respons-

es is included in the appendix (as a separate document).

In addition to the three questions, the participants were each

given three green, red, and blue dots and asked to place their nine

dots on a map of the City Center indicating good places or things

(green dots), bad places or things (red dots), and places of potential

or opportunity (blue dots). The compilation of the dot exercises is

shown below the summary of issues. The bottom diagrams show the

generalized pattern of dots.

Good places (green dots) included Linn Park, Birmingham

Green, the Civil Rights District, UAB, Sloss Furnace, and Five

Points South. Problems (red dots) were clustered in the northwest

quadrant south of the I-20/I-59 viaduct, on the vacant buildings

along First Avenue North, the expressway interchanges, and on

Southtown public housing. Areas of potential (blue dots) were clus-

tered around the Railroad Reservation, the Civil Rights District, the

Theater District, and the Civic Center.

Civil Rights District Vacant buildings Birmingham Green

Summary of Focus Groups &
the Public Meeting 
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Changing Character of Downtown Traffic

Until recently in the U. S., traffic planning for downtown has been

focused on the commuting employee. This downtown traveler is pri-

marily interested in a speedy trip to work ending in a parking space

on the premises of the final destination, and a fast exit to home at the

end of the work day. Traveling along a well known path, the daily

commuter is tolerant of route complexities such as circuitous freeway

access or one-way streets.

However, the expectations of other travelers to downtown, such as

attendees at cultural events, restaurant patrons, shoppers, students,

medical center patients, business visitors, and tourists are different.

The occasional downtown traveler is more interested in the quality of

the downtown environment than speed, wants simplicity in wayfind-

ing, and does not demand a parking space on the premises of the

final destination. These occasional visitors and the residents of the

City Center are the necessary ingredients of a 24/7 downtown and

the transportation system should support their needs.

Accommodating the needs of the daily commuter, the visitor, and

downtown residents suggests four major strategies for City Center

transportation:

• update the character of City Center streets

• make parking visitor friendly

• improve transit

• reconfigure I-20/59 to better serve the City Center

Update the Character of City Center Streets

Begin the systematic conversion of some of the one-way streets to

two-way. Of the 13 streets currently in one-way operation, seven are

excellent candidates for early conversion. Traffic volumes and con-

nections to expressway ramps warrant that three of the two-way pairs

should remain one way.

Incorporate a coherent series of small-scale traffic improvements,

conferring a distinctive look and feel, such as curb extensions at cor-

ners, parallel and diagonal on-street parking, mid-block curb exten-

sions combined with pedestrian crossings, textured pedestrian cross-

walks, and mini-circles (contained within existing curbs) at selected

intersections. Complement these traffic measures with consistent

design for sidewalks, street furniture, and plantings.

Make Parking Visitor Friendly

Measures include freeing of space for visitors at highest demand

locations, reserving the most convenient spaces (lower floor of

garages) for visitors, increasing (perhaps selectively) the parking

meter rate to encourage turnover for visitors, and utilizing the down-

town shuttle service (DART) to improve the occupancy of currently

underused fringe downtown garages and lots, thereby freeing spaces

for visitors, as well as for reducing waiting lists for contract com-

muter parking. Combine parking and DART payment, so that the

user regards it as a single unified service.

Improve Public Transit

Continue the current downtown transit shuttle service (DART) in a

simplified and intensified form. Simplify routes to a single basic

north/south spine along 20th Street. Eliminate routing loops or con-

fine them to small turnarounds. Provide shuttle stops with a stan-

Transportation Analysis
Summary

dardized set of amenities (shelter, logo, seating, paving). Designate

the most important and/or most heavily used stops as “stations,”

equipping them with noticeably larger shelter and seating space.

In coordinating the DART with parking, compute and distribute

a fair-share of parking revenue increases in the underused garages

and lots to DART to help subsidize the service. The DART shuttle

system and the City’s Intermodal Facility will be important elements

in pursuing Light Rail Transit (LRT) funding from the Federal

Transit Administration (FTA) for the program known as “New

Starts,” the capital investment program already being used by over 50

United States cities.

Reconfigure Interstate 20/59 to Better Serve the City Center

This aging, elevated freeway, is now entering the last third of its use-

ful structural life. The Alabama Department of Transportation will

either have to rebuild it in place or develop an alternative plan. One

option that should be seriously pursued is to place the four through

lanes, intended for travelers with neither origin nor destination in

downtown, in a channel one level (20-25 feet) lower than the down-

town street grade. At the street level, flank this channel on both sides

with at grade boulevards, with north/south streets bridging the chan-

nel at every downtown street. Prepare the flanking boulevards for

their inevitable roles as the premier streets in the Civic Center, by

designing them with spacious sidewalks, tree plantings, and creative

bridge designs, to create a grand urban space.

As part of the design to a lower-level channel, rebuild the I-

20/59/Elton B. Stephens Expressway interchange to eliminate the

now-unneeded maze of ramps connecting to local streets at the junc-

tion. This would free up six blocks of downtown land, now under the

interchange, for high-value City Center uses.
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for office space should be in the range of 700,000 to 800,000 square

feet. This new office space could mean up to 6,500 additional office

workers in the City Center. Notably, new office construction during

the last four years has added 500,000 square feet to the City Center

office inventory, including Concord Center and One Federal Place.

As a result, the vacancy rate has increased from 9.5% to 14% in that

same period. Although it may be several years before demand will

justify new office construction between 2005 and 2015 employment

growth could generate sufficient demand for up to four new build-

ings similar in size to the Concord Center.

Research & Development

The growth and increasingly national reputation of UAB and the

Medical Center are strong indicators of potential demand for new

public and private biotechnology research facilities and related busi-

nesses. Other cities, such as Baltimore, Seattle, San Diego, Pitts-

burgh, and Boston have made major institutional investments in bio-

technology and have witnessed subsequent private development

economic expansion. The presence of a premier teaching and

research complex, such as the UAB Medical Center, is a prerequisite

to competing in the biotech arena. Additional employment growth

led by UAB as the primary economic engine, suggests demand for

approximately 200,000 to 300,000 square feet of research & develop-

ment space over the next ten years in the City Center.

Hotel

Current occupancy rates among full- and limited-service hotel prop-

erties in the greater downtown range from 54% to 59%. New invest-

ment in hotels is not likely to occur until occupancy rates exceed 65%

to 70%. However, employment growth and demand for up to

800,000 square feet of office space and 300,000 square feet of

Commercial Market
Study Summary

Study Parameters

The commercial market study examined demand for the City Center

for a 10-year period from 2005 to 2015 for the following categories:

• office

• research & development

• hotel

• retail and entertainment

Regional Economy

The commercial market study profiled those factors driving demand

for these uses, including population, households, and employment.

During the 1990s the metropolitan area’s population increased by

95,000, representing a modest rate of growth, to 1,052,000 residents

by 2000. Today the metropolitan area comprises seven counties with

a population of more than 1,068,000 residents. During this same ten

year period, the metropolitan area added 67,000 jobs. Ten year fore-

casts from 2005 to 2015 suggests 60,000 new jobs will be created.

Fortunately, unlike most central cities in the United States, the City

Center of Birmingham has remained competitive within the region

for office uses, supported by the bank and utility headquarters, the

University of Alabama at Birmingham (UAB), and government

employment.

Office Demand

Future office demand is tied closely to future employment projec-

tions. Assuming that the City Center will retain its competitive share

of office space (29 % in 2004), then over the next 10 years demand

research and development space, could be expected to generate

demand for up to 150 hotel rooms, most likely as occupancy levels

strengthen for existing city center hotel properties. In addition, if the

Birmingham Jefferson County Civic Center (BJCC) expands and

creates new growth in the region’s convention market, additional

hotel demand would be likely.

Retail & Entertainment

A key objective of the plan is to strengthen the competitive economic

position of the City Center. Thus, opportunities for new retail and

entertainment will be driven primarily by growth in employment and

new residents in the City Center. Presuming the City Center main-

tains its fair share, office employment is expected to grow by 6,500.

The housing market is anticipated to add 1,750 new units over the

next five years in the City Center in addition to the 600 or more

units in the Park Place (HOPE VI) project. New jobs and residents

could be expected to create demand for an additional 60,000 to

100,000 square feet of retail. These retail opportunities should be

equally divided among general retail (clothing, gift and book stores,

and pharmacies), food and beverage (restaurants, cafes and coffee

shops), and leisure and entertainment (art house cinema, sporting

goods stores and art galleries). Moreover, it is critical that the City

Center’s cultural anchors are maintained and expanded in order to

generate additional demand for retail and restaurants.

COMMERCIAL MARKET STUDY

2005 -  2015

NEW OFFICE SPACE RESEARCH AND RETAIL NEW HOTEL

DEVELOPMENT SPACE

800,000 sf 300,000 sf 100,000 sf 150 rooms
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Residential Market
Study Summary

From the residential market perspective, the core premise underlying

an overall housing strategy for the City Center should be that, to

retain existing households, or attract new ones, appropriate new

housing units must be provided in the City Center as well as within

adjacent neighborhoods. Residential development in the City Center

need not be a “zero-sum” exercise; rather than succeeding at the

expense of other city neighborhoods, new housing opportunities

within City Center, when properly targeted, should expand the num-

ber of households moving into the City as well as provide attractive

alternatives to households that, due to changing circumstances,

might otherwise move out of the city.

Considerable pent-up demand exists for City Center housing,

both new construction and adaptive re-use of existing buildings.

Over the next five years, up to 3,100 households represent the poten-

tial market for City Center housing. Approximately 53 percent of

these 3,100 households are currently living in the City of Birming-

ham or in Jefferson County; the rest of the potential market will be

moving from adjacent counties (5.2 percent), from the Atlanta region

(5.5 percent), or from elsewhere in the nation (36 percent). The

household groups that comprise the potential market are:

• Younger singles and childless couples, including affluent profes-

sionals, small business owners, middle- to upper-management,

artists, and university affiliates (63 percent)

• Well-to-do empty nesters and retirees (20 percent)

• A range of urban families (17 percent)

With a variety of housing initiatives, the City Center should

become a desirable residential location for households moving into

the City. The appropriate urban housing types and general rent/price

ranges and unit sizes that will attract the current potential market are

described in the table to the right.

New construction in the City Center should concentrate on high-

er-density housing types, such as multifamily and single-family

attached units. These housing types account for a market potential of

1,750 units. It is likely that most of the remaining 1,320 single-fami-

ly detached housing units would be developed on infill sites in adja-

cent neighborhoods, such as Fountain Heights, Smithfield, Druid

Hills, and North and South Titusville.

The annual capture of City Center market potential over the next

five years is, at minimum, 227 units per year. Experience in other

cities has shown that, once downtown residential neighborhoods

have been established, demand for downtown housing accelerates

and the annual build-out rate is likely to increase.

Each new residential development could contain a percentage of

affordable housing units, ranging from 10 to 25 percent. However,

for mixed-income developments to be financially and socially suc-

cessful over the long term, the affordable units must be dispersed and

indistinguishable in design and materials from the market rate units.

RESIDENTIAL MARKET STUDY

2005 -  2009

HOUSING TYPES PERCENTAGE NUMBER OF UNITS RENT/PRICE RANGES

Multifamily rental 33.8% 1,040 $525–$1,500 per month

Condos for sale 12.1% 370 $100,000–$225,000

Townhouses for sale 11.1% 340 $145,000–$250,000

Single family for sale 43.0% 1,320 $150,000 and higher

3,070 total
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Urban Design &
Development Principles

using the uda x-ray analysis, the transportation analysis,

the commercial and residential market studies, and input from the

focus groups and public meeting, draft urban design and develop-

ment principles were developed at the end of Phase One prior to the

design charrette in Phase Two.

The principles were revised during the charrette and are listed

below and illustrated on the next two pages. These principles not

only guided the consultant team in its design exploration, they were

also instrumental in testing the effectiveness of alternative scenarios.

In all the principles, the development of the Railroad Reservation

is a central focus. The five principles are:

1 Build on strengths

2 Enhance connections and gateways

3 Develop “green streets”

4 Reorganize the highway and street network

5 Strengthen and expand residential neighborhoods

The following sections will show how these guiding principles

can reinforce areas of the City Center that are already vital as well as

create new Initiative Areas. Aerial photograph looking north
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1 Build on Strengths

2 Enhance Connections and Gateways

1 Build on Strengths

The strengths include UAB and the Medical Center, the emerging

design district in Lakeview and south of the Railroad Reservation,

Loft District housing, McWane Center and the Alabama Theater,

Fourth Avenue and the Civil Rights District, Birmingham Green,

the government center, Museum of Art, Civic Center, the Park Place

(Hope VI) development, and the potential of the Railroad 

Reservation.

2 Enhance Connections and Gateways

An important objective will be to link the 14 neighborhoods within

and adjacent to the City Center to the jobs and amenities in the City

Center for drivers, pedestrian, and bicyclists. Gateways (shown as

asterisk) announcing the entrance to the City Center should be

located at the major arterials and highway entry ramps. Within the

City Center a major initiative is needed to upgrade the connections

north and south across the Railroad Reservation, now seen mostly as

a barrier.

3 Develop Green Streets

The Birmingham Green on 20th Street is one of the most cited

assets of the City Center. The Green Streets principle builds on this

major public investment by designating a network of streets which

will receive upgraded streetscapes and street trees, to link the major

assets of the City Center, including the Civic Center, Linn Park,

Kelly Ingram Park, Marconi Park, UAB, and the future Railroad

Reservation Park. The key north/south streets are 14th, 17th, 20th,

and 23rd. The key east/west streets are 6th Avenue North, 1st

Avenues North and South, and 5th Avenue South. University Boule-

vard (not shown) through the UAB campus and the proposed boule-

vard over I-20/I-59 are also proposed green streets.

3 Develop Green Streets

N N

N

14th 17th 20th 23rd

1st Ave S.

1st Ave N.

6th Ave N.

14th 18th 20th 22nd

1st Ave S.

1st Ave N.

6th Ave N.

5th Ave S.

5th Ave S.
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4 Reorganize the Highway and Street Network

4 Reorganize the Highway and Street Network

Two of the most frequently mentioned problems in the focus groups

were the barriers created by the I-20/I-59 viaduct and the one-way

street system. This principle identifies the viaduct and the one-way

streets for reconfiguration to be more pedestrian friendly and to bet-

ter serve new development.

5 Strengthen and Expand Residential Neighborhoods

The most cited vision in the focus groups was for increased down-

town housing. This diagram highlights the areas where residential

areas exist and should be strengthened, such as the Loft District and

the northwest quadrant, and areas of new housing, such as the Park

Place (Hope VI) development, the Civil Rights District, and the

Railroad Reservation area.

5 Strengthen and Expand Residential Neighborhoods

NN

14th 18th 20th 22nd 14th 18th 20th 22nd

1st Ave S.

1st Ave N.

6th Ave N.

EXISTING RESIDENTIAL AREAS

EXPANDED RESIDENTIAL AREAS
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Master Plan based on the results of the Analysis Phase and discussions

with the Department of Planning, Engineering, and Permits, four

areas in the City Center were identified for concentrated urban

design attention (Focused Initiative Areas, upper right perspective

drawing):

• Civil Rights District

• Technology and Cultural District (spanning the Railroad 

Reservation)

• Loft/Design District (spanning the Railroad Reservation)

• Civic Center District

Also identified were five areas in the City Center where major

design intervention is not necessary but where public investment will

continue to be needed to reinforce healthy areas of the City Center

(Existing Enhancement Areas, bottom right plan diagram):

• Birmingham Green

• UAB and the Medical Center

• Five Points South

• Lakeview

• Park Place (HOPE VI) Development

The four Initiative Areas and five Enhancement Areas are

described and illustrated in the following sections.

Focused Initiative Areas

N

N

Existing Enhancement Areas

Civil Rights 

District

Technology and 

Cultural  District

Loft/Design 

District

Civic Center 

District

Birmingham

Green

UAB and Medical

Center
Five Points

South

Lakeview

Park Place

(Hope VI)
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At the right is the detailed urban design plan for the Birmingham

City Center as well as an aerial perspective drawing of the plan. Note

the centrality of the Railroad Reservation park and the prominence

of the Green Streets network linking the four Focused Initiative

Areas. In the following pages each Initiative Area is examined in

detail.

N

Urban Design Master Plan

Aerial photo looking north

Aerial view today

Aerial view tomorrow
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Focused Initiative Areas the four city center focused initiative areas listed

below and shown in the plan drawing at the upper right are delineat-

ed in this section in plan, section, and perspective drawings.

1 Civil Rights District

2 Technology and Cultural District (spanning the Railroad

Reservation)

3 Loft/Design District (spanning the Railroad Reservation)

4 Civic Center District

The diagram at the bottom right shows the open space frame-

work which ties together the four Focused Initiative Areas as well as

the five Existing Enhancement Areas. This open space framework,

including recommendations on highway, street, transit, and open

space investments, is detailed in a later section.

N

N

CIVIL RIGHTS DISTRICT

TECHNOLOGY AND CULTURAL DISTRICT

LOFT/  DESIGN DISTRICT

CIVIC CENTER DISTRICT

Focused Initiative Areas

Open Space Framework



©
20

0
4

 u
r

b
a

n
 d

e
s

ig
n

 a
s

s
o

c
ia

t
e

s

b irmingham city center master plan update: birmingham, alabama | october 2004 | urban design associates focused initiative areas: civil  r ights district 21

Civil Rights District

INITIATIVE 1

The Civil Rights District was formally established in 1992 as a trib-

ute to the monumental struggle for human rights in the United

States. During the 1950s and 1960s, the area served as “ground zero”

for participants in the Civil Rights Movement. Today, the District

symbolizes, through form and design, a place of struggle, change, and

reconciliation. The District also represents hope for the future

progress in race and human relations. The District includes the Civil

Rights Institute, the 16th Street Baptist Church, Kelly Ingram Park,

the Carver Theatre/Alabama Jazz Hall of Fame, the Gaston Motel,

and the historic Black Fourth Avenue Business District.

Historically, the area north of 4th Avenue North was residential,

but demolition and disinvestment have led to a loss of population

and deterioration. Several years ago a mixed income residential rede-

velopment plan for the area north of and including The Civil Rights

Distict and Park was proposed, but ultimately not pursued. This City

Center Master Plan Update revives that initiative, but with a new

design.

The block north of Kelly Ingram Park is mixed use, with ground

floor retail below upper story apartments and/or offices on the south

end of the block. For sale townhouses and rental apartments are on

the north end. All required parking should be accommodated on site

and in the interior of the block.

The block north of the mixed use block has townhouses and a

small courtyard apartment building facing 17th Street. Blocks to the

west and northwest are a mix of for sale and rental units, including

townhouses, side by side duplexes, small apartment buildings, and

single family houses.

Two new neighborhood parks are located in the redevelopment

area at 8th Avenue North and 15th Street North and at 8th Avenue

North and 13th Street North. The new parks are surrounded on all

four sides by residential streets and single family housing for maxi-

mum public access and safety (“eyes on the park”). Eighth Avenue

North becomes a landscaped “green street” connecting the two new

neighborhood parks to Linn Park at 20th Street. Other green streets

entering the new neighborhood include 6th Avenue North which

leads to the CBD, and 14th Street, which leads to the Railroad

Reservation.

A new 600,000-square-foot Social Security Building will be con-

structed on the two blocks along 8th Avenue North just west of 14th

Street as shown on the drawing to the right. This facility potentially

will provide jobs for residents in the neighborhood who will be able

to walk to work. The landscaping and street treatments  should be

compatible with those of the Civil Rights District.

Taken all together (the new mixed income housing, the two new

parks, the connecting green streets, and the civil rights monuments),

the Civil Rights District is a highly imageable and marketable new

residential address in the City Center.

6th Avenue North

5th Avenue North

7th Avenue North

8th Avenue North

Proposed Social

Security Building

Kelly Ingram Park

1
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e
t 

N

N

(ABOVE) Civil Rights District Urban Design Plan
(BELOW) Looking north with Kelly Ingram Park in the right foreground

Locator map
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TODAY (ABOVE) Looking south on 16th Street with the 16th Street Baptist Church on the right
TOMORROW (BELOW) Looking south on 16th Street with the new mixed use development block on the left

TODAY (ABOVE) Looking west on 8th Avenue at 15th Street
TOMORROW (BELOW) Looking west on 8th Avenue with a new neighborhood park at 15th Street on the right
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Technology & Cultural
District

INITIATIVE 2

Medical Center will be the twin engines of new job growth in Birm-

ingham. New technology investment and the resultant new quality

jobs will depend on the viability of the Technology and Cultural Dis-

trict to attract entrepreneurial businesses, biotechnology spin-offs

from the UAB Medical Center, and new housing for the “Creative

Class” who will create and work in these new enterprises.

Birmingham and UAB can be competitive nationally with other

bio-technology powerhouse cities (Baltimore, Cambridge, San

Diego, Seattle, Pittsburgh, and San Francisco) if such a district is

created and sustained. In addition, UAB also has expansion opportu-

nities and plans for new research to the north and east of the campus

related to the Southern Research Institute (SRI). It will be important

to create transit and pedestrian connections between the two UAB

technology districts.

The density in the Technology and Cultural District is proposed

to be much higher than in the Civil Rights District. Mixed use and

midrise buildings are encouraged, including research buildings, incu-

bators, loft housing, cultural activities, and supporting retail. Adja-

cent blocks, or even half blocks, can be a mix of residential, commer-

cial, or institutional uses, providing that design guidelines for

parking, building massing, ground floor retail, zero setbacks,

streetscapes, and view corridors are followed.

Third Avenue North and 4th Avenue North comprise the The-

ater District, including the Alabama Theater, Carver Theater and

Jazz Hall of Fame, Lyric Theater, and the McWane Science Center.

New restaurants, shops, and an art cinema multiplex will anchor the

revitalization of the historic 4th Avenue retail district.

N

N

(ABOVE) Technological and Cultural District Urban Design Plan
(BELOW) Aerial perspective looking north

Locator map

The primary urban design thrust of the Technology and Cultural

District is to redefine two districts now separated by the railroad

tracks as one district connected by the Railroad Reservation Park.

Currently, north of the tracks includes the Entrepreneurial District

and an emerging Theater District. South of the tracks is a large

underutilized warehouse district with potential to become a mixed

use district including research and office buildings, housing, and

retail. The new park will become the seam between north and south.

New buildings and renovated/converted buildings will face the new

Railroad Reservation Park on both sides. The park will be a potent

symbol of both the industrial history of the Birmingham and its

rebirth in the New Economy.

The potential of a significant Bio-Park development north of the

UAB Medical Center and south of the tracks is similar to develop-

ment strategies in Baltimore around Johns Hopkins Medical Center

and in Cambridge around the MIT campus. UAB and the UAB

14th 17th 20th

1st Ave S.

5th Ave S.

1st Ave N.

4th Ave N.

3rd Ave N.

Morris Ave.

Powell

17th 20th

1st Ave S.

1st Ave N.

Morris Ave.

Powell

focused initiative areas: technolog y & cultural district

3rd Ave N.

2nd Ave N.
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Close-up of Railroad Reservation Park with section cut line

Section through the new Railroad Reservation Park, looking north

TODAY (ABOVE) Looking west on 1st Avenue South with the vacant Railroad Reservation property on the right
TOMORROW (BELOW) Looking west on 1st Avenue South with new mixed use development on the left and the new Railroad Reservation
Park on the right

The Central Station bus transfer station at Morris and 18th

Street will be expanded as an Intermodal facility with $20 million in

public funding. In addition to municipal buses, the facility is intend-

ed to accommodate intercity buses (Greyhound) and passenger rail

(Amtrak).

First Avenue North and 1st Avenue South are east/west spine

streets for new development which will front on the new Railroad

Reservation Park. North/south connector streets that go under the

railroad tracks are located at 14th Street (connecting the Civil Rights

District to UAB), 18th Street (connecting the Theater District and

Intermodal Facility to UAB), and 20th Street (connecting the Cen-

tral Business District to UAB). Seventeenth Street is a protected

view corridor south to the restored Vulcan statue on Red Mountain.

focused initiative areas: technolog y & cultural district

18th Street
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Loft/Design District

INITIATIVE 3

The Loft District, centered on 1st Avenue North and Morris Avenue

between 20th and 26th Streets, immediately north of the Railroad

Reservation, is one of the success stories of the City Center. In recent

years a combination of enterprising private developers and timely

public investments and incentives have produced a growing and

vibrant loft housing precinct, with an emerging retail sector.

South of the Railroad Reservation, along Powell Avenue and 1st

Avenue South, architectural and design firms have begun to renovate

and inhabit old industrial buildings. This is an extension of the

design and gallery concentrations that have begun in the Lakeview

District just to the east of the Elton B. Stephens Expressway. Pedes-

trian connections to Lakeview are strengthened. First Avenue South,

which currently has a sunken railroad bed in the center, could be

filled in to create a landscaped median to enhance the development

of buildings along the street. An alternative to filling in the First

Avenue South cut would be leave it in place as an historic artifact of

the  warehouse and railroad district to be interpreted as a feature of

the proposed Railroad Reservation Park.

The proposed Railroad Reservation Park is a seam connecting the

Loft District to the emerging Design District in much the same way

that the park merges the Entrepreneurial District and the proposed

Bio-Park into the Technology and Cultural District on the west side

of the City Center. A walk-way at Twenty-third Street, a new “green

street”, is the primary pedestrian connection between the two sides

of the Loft/Design District.

Continued renovation of loft and warehouse buildings into hous-

ing and design businesses are combined with new infill development

of similar scale on vacant blocks, particularly from the south end of

the Design District to University Boulevard and the Southern

Research Institute (SRI) where mixed-use buildings can be sited

with interior parking structures as the market expands for technolo-

gy, offices, and housing.
N

38'22'8'

4'

27'

18' 9'

3'

18'14' 27' 8'

TOMORROW WITH CUT (ABOVE) 1st Avenue South
showing sunken road bed
TOMORROW WITHOUT CUT (BELOW) 1st Avenue South
showing a landscaped median

Locator map

(ABOVE) Loft/Design District Urban Design Plan
(BELOW) Aerial perspective looking north

20th
22nd
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Civic Center District

INITIATIVE 4

The I-20/I-59 viaduct is the defining characteristic of this district

today, separating the Birmingham Jefferson Civic Center (BJCC) on

the north from the Museum of Art and government center to the

south. Expansion of the Civic Center is actively being pursued, to

include a domed multiuse facility, entertainment center, and new

hotel. This proposed expansion of the BJCC is intended to increase

conventions and conferences coming to Birmingham, and thus boost

tourism spending. The Museum of Art is also planning an expansion.

The highway viaduct is a deterrent to development on both sides,

including the BJCC and the Museum of Art, because of its visual

impact and the noise generated by traffic. In many cities, elevated

expressway viaducts have been or will be replaced by surface boule-

vards (the Embarcadero in San Francisco for example), or tunnels

(Alaskan Way in Seattle). In Cincinnati, a massive highway trench

separating downtown from the Ohio River has been placed in a nar-

rower channel with new boulevards at grade. A similar solution is

proposed in Birmingham.

With the viaduct in a subsurface channel and new surface boule-

vards running parallel, prime sites for cultural, governmental, or com-

mercial development are opened up for development. The Museum

of Art no longer has the viaduct at its back and the BJCC becomes

visually part of the City Center for the first time. The “green streets”

of 17th Steet, 20th Street, 23rd Street, and 9th Avenue North con-

nect the Civic Center District to the Central Business District, Civil

Rights District, and the Park Place (HOPE VI) development,

respectively.

N

Locator map

(ABOVE) Civic Center Urban Design Plan
(BELOW) Aerial perspective looking north

17th 20th 23rd

6th

Ave N

9th

Ave N

Proposed Dome
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TODAY (ABOVE) I-20/ I-59 viaduct looking east with the Civic Center on the left
TOMORROW (BELOW) Looking east with I-20/ I-59 beneath a new landscaped plaza

TODAY (ABOVE) Section looking east, showing the I-20/I-59 viaduct
TOMORROW (BELOW) Section looking east showing I-20/I-59 in a below-grade channel with new surface boulevards on each side

16' 30' 24' 42'

224'

42' 16'30'24'
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Existing Enhancement
Areas

there are five city center districts where public programs

and private initiatives have been successful in stimulating growth and

upgrading the public realm:

• Birmingham Green

• UAB and the Medical Center

• Five Points South

• Lakeview

• Park Place (HOPE VI) Development

Major public design and redevelopment interventions are not

necessary but public investment will continue to be needed to sup-

port ongoing successes.

Birmingham Green

Attraction of ground floor retail businesses (shops, restaurants, and

services), both day and night time, is a priority in the Central Busi-

ness District (Birmingham Green) which has a large daily influx of

office workers. Convenient and affordable parking for workers must

also be addressed as an overall parking and DART shuttle strategy

are developed for the City Center. Suburban rental rates and free

parking are constant threats to retaining corporate headquarters and

professional service firms that are essential to the economic health of

the City Center.

Continued support of two organizations which focus on the eco-

nomic and social health of the City Center is important. Operation

New Birmingham (ONB) is a public-private partnership founded in

1957 with a dual mission: to make the City Center the number-one

N

Existing Enhancement Areas

Birmingham

Green

UAB and Medical

Center Five Points

South

Lakeview

Park Place

(Hope VI)

Birmingham Green 20th street

choice for business, living, the arts, and entertainment, and to 

promote communication, understanding, and harmony among the

diverse racial and ethnic groups in the Birmingham community. The

City Action Partnership (CAPS), a business improvement district

funded by a tax assessment on property owners, was formed by ONB

and others in 1995 to provide clean and safe programs in the Central

Business District.
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UAB and the Medical Center

The University of Alabama at Birmingham (UAB) and the Medical

Center are the twin engines of future employment growth in the

Birmingham region, particularly in providing quality jobs. Operating

almost as a “city within a city,” UAB has developed open space, park-

ing, and other amenities, which have become part of the public fabric

of the City Center. UAB has an adopted Future Development Plan

(at right) which is updated periodically in cooperation with the City.

Some of the issues facing UAB include the need for outdoor recre-

ation space for students, additional parking, new medical and

research facilities, improved access to I-65 and Highway 31, and

housing for students, faculty, and staff. A major effort is needed to

provide nearby new development sites (or existing buildings) for

start-up companies spinning off from UAB and also for the attrac-

tion of private companies attracted to Birmingham by the biotech

researchers and biomedical practitioners at the Medical Center. Two

prime development areas for research buildings have emerged: east of

20th Street and north of the Southern Research Institute and the

UAB campus; and west of 20th Street and north of the Medical

Center to the Railroad Reservation Park. A collaborative planning

process between the City, UAB, and other stakeholders should be

undertaken to evaluate these two development areas in connection

with a technology market feasibility study. Finally, quality of life

issues, both on and off campus, such as affordable and mixed income

housing, quality retail and services, and recreational amenities must

be dealt with, not only to attract and retain top students, faculty, and

practitioners, but also to attract and retain private research and tech-

nology companies.

University of Alabama at Birmingham

UAB Future Development Plan Courtesy of UAB and HOK (consultants)
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Five Points South

Five Points South is one of the success stories of Birmingham. It was

one of the first commercial revitalization districts in the City Center

25 years ago. New streetscapes, a park, a parking garage, and business

incentives have led to a vibrant retail center with top level restau-

rants, music venues, and shops. Five Points South has become an

important entertainment destination for the Birmingham region.

However, traffic, parking, and public safety continue to be issues. A

reworking of the one-way street parking and access to the parking

garage could help to alleviate the traffic and parking situation. As for

the public safety issue, the Five Points South merchants have

requested that the CAPS community policing program be extended

from the Central Business District to their retail center.

Lakeview

Lakeview, anchored by St. Vincent’s Hospital and the headquarters

of Compass Bank, has emerged as a design district, supported by new

restaurants and shops. The spine of Lakeview is 29th Street,

anchored by a concentration of restaurants on the south (at 7th

Avenue South) and at the north by Pepper Place (at 2nd Avenue

South), an historic adaptive re-use project. The Birmingham Ballet.

is also located in Lakeview. Design firms and furniture showrooms

have begun to concentrate in the district. Issues that are facing Lake-

view include better pedestrian and transit connections to the City

Center, design controls for new buildings, and the appropriate mix of

housing and commercial uses.

Park Place (HOPE VI) Development

The replacement of Metropolitan Gardens by a new mixed income

community is a transforming event in the evolution of the City Cen-

ter. New quality housing will be supported by a proposed magnet

school, a public park, Marconi Park, and new streets. What was once

a blighted and outdated public housing community will become a

premier residential address in Birmingham, with market rate and

affordable units seamlessly melded together. An important issue to be

addressed is the connection of Park Place to the Loft District to the

south and to the Central Business District to the west so the new

neighborhood is not isolated from the adjoining districts. The desig-

nation of Green Streets (6th Avenue North and 23nd Street) include

extensions to Park Place. A study to examine the links to the Car-

raway Hospital and the Norwood neighborhood to the north should

be undertaken.

Five Points South(ABOVE) Lakeview
(BELOW) Park Place (HOPE VI) Development
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N

Aerial perspective looking north
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Open Space Framework the open space framework for the City Center has three

major features:

• Railroad Reservation Park

• connectivity to the regional open space system

• Green Streets network

The centerpiece of the framework is the new Railroad Reserva-

tion Park which not only becomes the central civic gathering space

for Birmingham and the City Center but also is the key link in the

regional open space framework. The park will have active and passive

elements. Finally, the park, by connecting development districts

north and south of the railroad tracks (Technology and Cultural Dis-

trict on the west and the Loft/Design District on the east), unifies a

once divided City Center and creates new marketable addresses for

commercial and residential development.

The City of Birmingham has superb outdoor and recreational

resources, such as the Birmingham Zoo, Vulcan Park, Ruffner

Mountain, Avondale Park, the State Fairgrounds, and the Birming-

ham Botanical Gardens. A regional trail system is being developed

which will connect these assets to each other and to the City Center

and other Birmingham neighborhoods.

The Green Streets network in the City Center will be an integral

part of this regional system connecting city residents to rich outdoor

resources. Internally in the City Center, the Green Streets tie together

the parks (Linn Park, Kelly Ingram Park, and Marconi Park) and

activity centers (UAB, Civil Rights District, Loft District, Birming-

ham Green, government center, and Civic Center) for both pedestri-

ans and drivers in an easily identifiable pattern.

(ABOVE) Regional open space connections
(BELOW) Open space framework
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Streets Framework the 1871 plan of birmingham established a grid of streets

with 400 by 400-foot and 400 by 300-foot blocks in the City Center.

Interventions over years (interstate highways, one-way street system,

and super blocks) have interrupted and transformed the grid. Some

of these transformations had have negative consequences, such as

dividing or isolating neighborhoods, making streets unfriendly to

pedestrians, disorienting tourists and visitors, and inhibiting ground

floor retail uses. To support the new vision for the City Center,

changes to the street network are required, including:

• revisions to the one way street system

• creation of a Green Streets network

• replacement of the I-20/I-59 viaduct with a below grade channel

One Way Streets

The diagram on the upper right shows the recommended conver-

sions. In green are conversions that can be undertaken immediately:

4th Avenue North and 13th Street between 1st and 3rd Avenues

North. In yellow are one-way pairs that can be converted later as a

group: 2nd and 3rd Avenues North; 13th and 14th Streets; and 17th

and 18th Streets. In red are one-way pairs which should remain one-

way because they connect to the interstate highway system and are

high volume traffic streets: 5th and 6th Avenues North; 3rd and 4th

Avenues South; and 21st and 22nd Streets.

The streets diagrams to the right show the flexibility of convert-

ing a typical three-lane one-way street (with parking on both sides of

the street) to a two-way street with parking on both sides and left

turning lanes (shown with and without a turn lane).

(ABOVE) Diagram of the one-way streets conversion

(TOP) Plan diagram of existing one-way street
(MIDDLE) Plan diagram of proposed painted left turn lane street
(BOTTOM) Plan diagram of proposed “no left turn” street
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Green Streets

The concept of Green Streets is to designate certain streets for

upgraded streetscapes (trees, sidewalk paving, lighting, and signage)

which become a recognizable armature for pedestrians and bicyclists

connecting parks and cultural amenities in the City Center. The dia-

gram below illustrates the Green Streets network in the City Center.

East/west streets include 6th Avenue North, 1st Avenues North and

South, 5th Avenue South, and University Boulevard. The

north/south streets include 14th Street, 17th Street, 20th Street, and

23rd Street. The landscaped boulevards on either side of channelized

I-20/I-59 are also part of the Green Streets network. The section and

plan drawing at the right show a recommended streetscape design

with bulb-outs at corners, street trees, on street parking, mid-block

crossings, left turn lanes, and crosswalk paving.

I-20/I-59 Viaduct Conversion

The conversion of the I-20/I-59 viaduct to a below grade channel

for the expressway mainlines and two new surface boulevards at

grade on either side of the channel is illustrated at the right and in

the Civic Center District section (page 24).

The current condition not only results in an unattractive and

noisy structure in the City Center, but also has an expressway on/off

ramp system which is not user friendly, particularly for visitors. The

section at the right illustrates the recommended conversion. Not only

has the intrusive viaduct been replaced with surface roads and a

below grade expressway, but the ramping system, which incorporates

the new boulevards, is much simpler and safer to use. The diagrams

to the right show the existing and proposed ramp systems. Exit sig-

nage from I-20/I-59 need only say “City Center” at either end of the

new channel because the exiting driver is deposited onto the new

surface roads which intersect withall of the north/south grid of

streets between 16th and 24th Streets. For the driver entering the

expressway, the system is similarly easy to understand and navigate

from any of the north/south streets.
Section and plan of a green street

Green streets diagram

Proposed Section of I-20/ I-59 Channel

(TOP) Existing ramp configuration Eastbound with limited North/South access
(BOTTOM) Proposed boulevard with multiple North/South connections

(TOP) Existing ramp configuration Westbound with limited North/South access
(BOTTOM) Proposed boulevard with additional North/South connections

14th 17th 20th 23rd

1st Ave S.

1st Ave N.

6th Ave N.

17th 23rd

Open space framework



©
20

0
4

 u
r

b
a

n
 d

e
s

ig
n

 a
s

s
o

c
ia

t
e

s

b irmingham city center master plan update: birmingham, alabama | october 2004 | urban design associates transit & parking framework 35

Transit & Parking
Framework

(ABOVE) The existing public transportation downtown circulator system
(DART) is a complex and disjointed series of loops.
(BELOW) Underutilized parking decks (red) can be used to accommodate daily
commuters displaced from oversubscribed parking lots (green) if DART routes
are simplified to one north/south loop and their frequency increased. 

The existing public transportation downtown circulator system

(MAX DART) is a  complex series of poorly connected East-West

and North-South loops as illustrated in the top right diagram. By

combining service routes into one primary loop (bottom right), both

visitors and frequent users will be comfortable utilizing a simpler,

more intuitive transit network. Stops should be designed in a consis-

tent way, and provide shelter, seating, and clear signage.

Transit should be one part of a downtown strategy to accommo-

date daily commuters, as well as visitors. By combining parking and

transit, underutilized parking structures can accommodate the over-

flow from garages with higher demand. Selected parking spaces in

the Central Business District garages should cater to short-term

parking to support visitor traffic. The displaced long-term daily com-

muters will be able to park in fringe parking structures and use the

simplified DART system for transportation to and from long-term

lots. Additional parking revenue from underutilized lots could be

used to subsidize more frequent service along the simplified DART

route.

A revamped transit shuttle, such as the DART as described

above, will be an important element in pursuing funding through the

Federal Transit Administration (FTA) for major new capital invest-

ment (“New Starts”), the process for developing light rail transit

already followed by over 50 U.S. cities. A City Center shuttle would

establish the future LRT corridor and will begin to influence land

use and parking policy along the central north/south spine in down-

town. The downtown shuttle, using whatever mode of vehicle ini-

tially, could smoothly transition into the downtown segment of a

regional light rail transit (LRT) system. Initially, a downtown seg-

ment of LRT could be operated as a free-standing starter system, as

in Memphis. The success of the Intermodal Centers in downtown

Birmingham, located astride the downtown transit spine corridor, is a

further factor in supporting the FTA New Start status.

Intermodal

Facility

Intermodal

Facility
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Introduction

The City of Birmingham has utilized design guidelines with great

success over the past 20 years. The combined mechanism for the

City's program has been targeting specific commercial districts for

revitalization and the creation of a centralized Design Review Com-

mittee which reviews and enforces the guidelines district-by-district.

The previous applications of design guidelines and enforcement

notwithstanding, the Master Plan Update calls for new focus and

new markets for the City Center to capture. A core ingredient in the

success of the plan implementation will be the use of design guide-

lines to establish the character of both the public and private

domains. In fact, while some existing Commercial Revitalization

District boundaries will certainly change as a result of new Initiative

Areas, it is important that the City also consider adoption of more

generic design guidelines to address the overall character of develop-

ment within the City Center, including those areas outside of a

specifically named district.

Indeed, given the Plan update’s response to the market for market

rate and affordable housing, it can be argued that the creation of a

new urban character for the City Center must extend into a general

overlay for the entire City Center. As the number of city dwellers

increases over time, each City Center and in-town neighborhood

should establish a sense of arrival and location. The assumption is

that the City Center should be a pedestrian-friendly and architec-

turally distinct area. An overlay to encourage this outcome would

establish a minimum threshold to which all development would con-

tribute. Even as the City develops design guidelines that enhance

and distinguish each of the districts of the City Center, it is also

Design Guidelines important to create continuity of urban form throughout the City,

and among and within the various districts and neighborhoods.

The consultant team, working with Birmingham Department of

Planning, Engineering, and Permits, developed urban design and

development principles to guide the revitalization of the Initiative

and Enhancement Areas. The Design Guidelines are organized in

four sections:

• Streets and Sidewalks

• Prototype Blocks

• Architecture Guidelines

• General Design Guidelines

N

Urban Design Master Plan

1
4
th

 S
t.

18th

2
0
th

 S
t.

1
7
th

 S
t.

N

2
3
rd

 A
v
e
.

1st A
ve S

.

1st A
ve N

.
6th

 A
ve N

.

Pro
posed R

ailr
oad R

eserv
atio

n P
ark

5th
 A

ve S
.

Univ
ers

ity

Blv
d.



©
20

0
4

 u
r

b
a

n
 d

e
s

ig
n

 a
s

s
o

c
ia

t
e

s

b irmingham city center master plan update: birmingham, alabama | october 2004 | urban design associates design guidelines 37

Streets and Sidewalks

The grid of streets that was established in 1871 has resulted in a net-

work of streets in the City Center that are similar in character and

scale. The Master Plan Update calls for the upgrade of selected

streets to give identity to certain districts and to improve connections

between districts. While these streets carry varying volumes of traf-

fic, their character can be established by the sidewalk treatment,

verges, and the type of parking employed. On a grand scale, the

streets of Birmingham can be divided into three types listed below:

1 Urban Neighborhood Streets

2 Green Streets

3 Arterial Mixed Use Streets

Prototype Blocks

The streets in Birmingham form regularly sized blocks that can be

developed with a few basic guidelines. To ensure a desirable street

facade, zones of development must be established to ensure the prop-

er structure of a city block. City blocks may vary from being com-

pletely residential to heavily commercial, yet key development guide-

lines should remain consistent to insure uniformity throughout the

Plan.The following elements of a prototype block must be addressed

in each district:

1 Development Zones

2 Massing

3 Character

4 Parking Prototypes

Architecture Guidelines

Buildings in Birmingham vary greatly in scale and character yet they

share common elements with regard to their relationship to the

street. This relationship speaks to the way the building meets the

ground and the character of the public realm. The catalog of building

types proposed in this plan includes but is not limited to single fami-

ly houses, small apartment buildings, loft conversions, office build-

ings, and biotech buildings. The prototypes can be divided into two

types of urban conditions. The first condition is that of a residential

neighborhood within the City Center. An example of this is the resi-

dential proposal for the Civil Rights District. The second condition

is that of a mixed use neighborhood with primarily commercial

streets. The proposals for the Technology and Cultural District fall

into this category. The main difference between these two conditions

is the expression of the first floor and the character of the pedestrian

experience rather than building height and massing. The design

guidelines for buildings will be broken out into the two categories

below:

1 Urban Residential Buildings

2 Urban Mixed Use Buildings

General Design Guidelines

In addition to the specific recommendations for streets, sidewalks,

prototype blocks, and architecture guidelines, a list of General

Design Guidelines is included.
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Streets & Sidewalks 

REPLACE

Urban Neighborhood Streets

These streets are particular to primarily residential neighborhoods

within the city. They are narrower to carry slower traffic and to be

more pedestrian friendly. These streets may be lined by several build-

ing types including single family houses, attached units, and small

apartment buildings. Occasionally there may be the opportunity for a

corner store. On street parking is encouraged to calm traffic and to

enhance the pedestrian experience. A ten-foot setback would provide

for a small garden in front of the housing.

Green Streets

These streets are selected for special enhancements because of their

importance as a connector or as a special view corridor. Because these

streets are an integral part of the pedestrian system, they would be

characterized by wide sidewalks (15-22 feet) and enhanced

streetscaping. Bulb outs would interrupt the parallel parking at cer-

tain intervals to provide for a double tree row. Also, a change in

paving materials could be employed to soften the street section and

make the streets easier to cross. These streets will connect the fabric

of the city and should, therefore, be the focus of street improvements.

Arterial Streets

The majority of city streets could remain as is with minor improve-

ments. On-street parking is encouraged whenever possible to provide

a buffer along streets with heavy traffic. There is also the need for

sidewalk upkeep, continued tree planting, and enhanced lighting.

These streets will carry the heaviest traffic and will be lined by pri-

marily commercial uses.

URBAN NEIGHBORHOOD

STREETS

1 A planted verge should be 
provided for street trees

2 A ten-foot setback provides for
small gardens along residential
buildings

3 On-street parking is 
recommended to provide for
visitor parking and narrow the
street crossings

GREEN STREETS

1 Parallel parking is 
recommended along important
commercial streets 

2 Bulb outs provide for a double
row of trees

3 Crosswalks should be 
delineated by a change in
paving material

4 A wide sidewalk (15–22 feet) is
recommended to provide for
heavy pedestrian traffic and
sidewalk cafes

URBAN ARTERIAL STREETS

1 Parallel parking is encouraged
to enhance the pedestrian
experience along high traffic
streets

2 A twelve-foot sidewalk is
encouraged to provide ample
space for pedestrians

3 Street trees are encouraged to
provide shade

KEY POINTS

Neighborhood Street Green Street



©
20

0
4

 u
r

b
a

n
 d

e
s

ig
n

 a
s

s
o

c
ia

t
e

s

b irmingham city center master plan update: birmingham, alabama | october 2004 | urban design associates design guidelines : prototype blocks 39

Prototype Blocks:
Development Zones

3

4
1

1

2

2

Residential blocks in the Civil Rights District

Blocks in the Theater District

Blocks in the Design District

The diagram to the right illustrates the key principles of develop-

ment zones:

1 Development zones guide building locations

2 Parking is shielded by development zones.

3 Parking is accessed by an alley or by a single drive, minimizing

the number of times that cars intersect the pedestrian path.

4 Setbacks can be used to further control building locations and

street character.

3
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Prototype Blocks:
Massing

5

4

3

2

1

The diagram to the right illustrates the key principles of massing:

1 Major streets can be occupied by mixed use buildings from 4- to

5-stories tall, or taller.

2 Mixed-use buildings should have public uses occupying their

ground floors, such as retail or service oriented uses.

3 Upper levels of mixed-use buildings can support housing or office

space, depending on the marketability.

4 As the plan transitions to a smaller scale residential building,

buildings should “step down” in height.

5 Garage structures can be used to help further shield the services

and parking behind buildings.

4

5

Apartment Building

Mixed-Use Buildings

Mixed-Use Buildings
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Prototype Blocks:
Character

1

The drawing to the right depicts the variety of building types:

1 Mixed-use buildings should be flat-roofed and loft-like in charac-

ter, but with clear expression of base, middle, and top.

2 Ground floor public uses should be transparent and inviting

(canopies, display windows).

3 All townhouse units and as many flats as possible should have

their own individual street address and front door.

4 Porches, balconies, and other street-facing, outdoor rooms are

encouraged.

Attached Residential

Commercial

Industrial Loft

4

3
2
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Prototype Blocks:
Parking

Parking is a critical component of urban environments, particularly

mixed use downtowns. Guidelines for parking include:

1 Parking should be located in the center of the block or behind

active uses whenever possible.

2 Structured or surface parking in the center of a block should be

accessed from an alley.

3 A narrow liner building may be used to screen structured parking.

4 Garage facades shall be designed with a modulated system of

openings that relates to adjacent buildings.

5 Openings should have some form of screening material to block

views of cars on upper levels and to screen surrounding properties

from garage lighting.

6 Garage facades should express horizontal regulating lines that

articulate a base, middle and top.

Commercial block with internal parking

Mixed use block with interior parking garage topped by a public plaza and lined on two
sides with buildings

Section showing below-ground parking garages and interior block parking garage

Residential block with internal parking
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Architecture Guidelines

The architectural fabric of the Birmingham City Center is comprised

of two urban types: urban residential buildings, and commercial and

mixed use buildings (the predominant condition). The elements par-

ticular to each type of condition are discussed below.

TYPE 1: Urban Residential Buildings

The lack of housing in the City Center presents an opportunity to

develop new types of units to increase the residential population. The

Civil Rights District is an appropriate location to expand a residen-

tial neighborhood with new single-family houses, attached units, and

small apartment buildings. There would be an opportunity for some

units to have a more urban character with a corner store on the

ground floor with apartments above. Others might have a small gar-

den or front yard. In all cases, on-street parking and tree lined verges

should be added to convert the existing street into smaller neighbor-

hood streets.

TYPE 2: Urban Mixed Use Buildings

The City of Birmingham has a range of commercial and mixed use-

building types, from one-story commercial buildings to office high-

rises. Yet all share equally in the public realm. New buildings should

respect the historic fabric and scale. Historic buildings should be

restored and adaptively reused.
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URBAN RESIDENTIAL BUILDINGS: Single Family Houses,

Attached Units,Townhouses, Apartment Buildings

Buildings may include two- to three-story detached single-family

units, attached units, and taller apartment buildings. Apartments

may be in the form of a U-shaped courtyard or they may be an

assembly of buildings forming a shared public space. Townhouses

and apartments also provide an opportunity for a neighborhood

store on the ground floor or a live work unit. Essential elements

of urban residential buildings include:

1 Three- to Five-Story residential buildings create a consistent

urban wall

2 A ten-foot maximum setback provides for front yards and

greenery

3 A tree lined verge and wide sidewalks provide for a pleasant

pedestrian experience

4 Parallel parking and bulb outs are used to narrow the street

and calm traffic



©
20

0
4

 u
r

b
a

n
 d

e
s

ig
n

 a
s

s
o

c
ia

t
e

s

b irmingham city center master plan update: birmingham, alabama | october 2004 | urban design associates design guidelines : architecture guidelines 45

URBAN MIXED USE BUILDINGS: One- and Two-Story Mid-Rise 

Commercial, Loft Buildings, Office Buildings, Biotech Buildings

Buildings in the City Center of Birmingham share the need for an

improved pedestrian environment. Regardless of building use, a con-

sistent fabric of building wall must be established at the street level.

Wide sidewalks provide the opportunity for sidewalk cafes and out-

door retail space for vendors. Although the height of buildings may

vary, it is the experience of the pedestrian at the ground floor that ties

a district together. The character of these streets in individual dis-

tricts may be defined by the type of street furniture, lighting or mate-

rials particular to that area. Essential elements of mixed use buildings

include:

1 Ground floors have storefront design with large windows and

glass doors.

2 Buildings should be designed to have an articulated base, middle

and top.

3 Simple window compositions above the ground floor with verti-

cally proportioned openings.

4 Front facades typically have parapet walls with cornice expression.
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General Design Guidelines

Public Realm (Streetscapes, Sidewalks, Public Art)

The City of Birmingham should adopt and develop its “three-zone”

sidewalk banding system in commercial and mixed use districts: a

band at the building line or edge of property, which allows for the use

of materials to complement the adjoining property; a walking band

for the pedestrian path, which should be a uniform material for the

length of the street; and a curb-edge band, which is where parking

meters, lights, trees, traffic signs, district markers, banners and other

appurtenances can be placed. The use of pavers should be limited to

intersections and as accent elements in the delineation of the side-

walks rather than as the predominant element of the sidewalk itself.

The landscaping plan for the streets (Green Streets) will feature

urban shade trees within the streetscape. The location of the trees

should establish an appropriate rhythm and spacing to present a

strong pedestrian feeling to the streets. The trees should not conflict

with the entries and storefront windows of buildings. The trees

should be located in appropriately sized tree-pits that will allow the

tree adequate room to grow without destroying the sidewalk. When

left open, the tree-pit should be planted with appropriate low-main-

tenance ground cover. Tree-grates should be designed to allow for the

incremental growth of the new tree as well as the feeding and main-

tenance.

Amenities such as trash receptacles, benches, drinking fountains,

telephones, etc. should be located at key points in the districts

preferably at locations with way finding signage and transit stops.

Specific recommendations for the locations and design standards of

bus/trolley shelters will be established by the Design Review Com-

mittee, and can be a means of branding individual districts. The City

will also provide a plan showing specific location and design stan-

dards for any newspaper, vending, or collection machines placed in

the right-of-way.

Public art in the City Center should be interactive, usable, touch-

able, interesting to photograph or be photographed with and fit

within the character and theme for the district within which it is

located. Temporary outdoor exhibits of art, especially related to the

Museum of Fine Arts, The Civil Rights Institute, The Public

Library, the McWane Science Center and other public venues are

encouraged. All artwork to be located temporarily or permanently

must be reviewed and approved by the Design Review Committee.

Lighting

Light levels will be established for differing development conditions

and uses (residential, retail. office, mixed use, parking lots, and public

spaces) for both pedestrian and vehicular safety. Creating a 24/7 safe

evening experience will be as critical as the daytime experience, par-

ticularly for the entertainment and residential districts.

All exterior light fixtures, whether pole mounted or building

mounted, must be contextual in their own design character and pro-

vide a wash of light consistent with the streetscape character of the

district where they are located. The architectural character of the

buildings in the district will contain details that suggest featured

lighting. In addition, art that is located on building facades or in lob-

bies should be appropriately lighted. Lighting displays, developed

with artists, may be used at special venues and for special events.

Historic Fabric

Encourage the reuse of existing buildings. Birmingham has a rich

collection of historic buildings that have established a unique charac-

ter and a tradition of addressing the street positively at the lot line

with doors, windows and signage. Even buildings that may be non-

contributing to a historic district still can enforce this positive rela-

tionship between private property and the street. For buildings that

are historic or contributing in this manner, remodeling and adaptive

reuse should employ the best historic rehabilitation practices.

New Buildings in Context 

New or replacement structures should respect the urbanism of the

district where they are being developed. Zero-lot setback, height

compatibility, fenestration, design of entrance, and anchoring of cor-

ners, where appropriate, are critical elements.

Entry plazas that are not in context with adjoining setbacks

should be discouraged. Occasional exceptions for entrance plazas

may occur, but they should be considered only when they form part

of a coherent plan for the building and contribute to the public

domain, are designed as places where citizens may gather on a regular

basis and do not create dead spaces. Private open space and private

recreational areas associated with developments internal to the site

should provide sufficient and compatible screening or a positive and

intentional vista into the activity.
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Entrances should be visually clear so that visitors are not confused

where to enter. The entrance should be oriented to the sidewalk and

right-of-way. Over the extent of a block, the window alignment on a

building should be visually contextual and blank walls should not be

permitted. Corner buildings should be designed so that the building

anchors the corner on the block and the entrance to the building is

on one of the public elevations.

Stair and elevator towers should be designed as an integral part of

the architecture of the building or parking structure. Roof-top club

houses and patios should be designed as an integral part of the build-

ing so that they do not appear to be an afterthought.

Right-of-Way Projections (Awnings, Pedestrian Bridges, Bay Windows,

and Balconies)

All right-of-way projections must be reviewed and approved the

Design Review Committee.

Awnings are permitted and encouraged for merchants and restau-

rants on commercial streets and for entrances to apartment buildings.

Pedestrian bridges over streets or between buildings should be

discouraged except in the most demanding cases, such as the passage

of patients in the Medical Center. Otherwise, they should be avoided

because they detract from the street level pedestrian environment by

encouraging the abandonment of sidewalks, thus decreasing street

level activity. Where pedestrian bridges are necessary, they should be

statements of design excellence, adding to the visual experience of

the pedestrian from outside and inside.

Bay windows and balconies have increasingly become a desired

amenity for mid-rise and high-rise apartments in the downtowns of

American cities. In some instances where the apartment tower steps

back from the street above a lower floor street front building, the bay

windows or balconies do not protrude into the right of way. Howev-

er, when the apartment tower is located at the sidewalk line, bay win-

dows and balconies are permitted but they should not project over

the sidewalk more than two feet for bay windows and five feet for

balconies.

Parking

Parking lots should be internal to the development and should not be

placed at corners. Wherever parking lots abut the sidewalk, low

screening such as dense hedges, decorative fences, or walls should be

placed to define the edge of the public and private property and to

screen the cars from the street.

Parking decks in conjunction with a building development should

be internal to the project allowing for the retail, housing, or office

uses to wrap around the structure. If the deck must abut the street,

then street level space should be an active use, such as retail, service,

or recreational (fitness and health clubs). The overall elevation should

be designed in a way that is compatible with the architectural charac-

ter of the buildings in the vicinity.

Stand alone parking decks should follow the basic guidelines for

New Buildings in Context (previous page) in that they often end up

on corners or with significant presence on streets. Where the market

justifies it, ground level retail should be encouraged.

Townhouse developments should have rear garages (separate

garages or under the building) or rear surface parking areas. Front

garages with frequent curb cuts are prohibited.

Servicing

Loading and service areas and dumpsters should be internal to the

development and should be accessed from the alley where feasible

and from side streets where alley access is not possible. In all cases

the servicing elements must be designed in ways that are compatible

with the architecture of the building and the district.

Mechanical and electrical equipment should be screened at the

rear of buildings or placed on the roof behind parapet walls and

painted colors that will cause them to recede visually. The elements

used for screening should be compatible with the architecture of the

building and the district.

All utilities serving the City Center shall be below ground from

the curb to the building. No overhead power or communication lines

are allowed. Gas meters, transformers, backflow preventers and simi-

lar fixtures shall be contained within the buildings or in the designat-

ed below-ground vaults, and will not be permitted in open areas in

the district.
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Implementation Many resources, both public and private, will have to be mobilized to

implement the City Center Master Plan Update. The projects will

require multiple funding sources and a firm organizational founda-

tion. The tools and mechanisms can be organized into six categories:

1 Organizational 

2 Regulatory

3 Public Finance

4 Private Finance

5 Public/Private Partnerships

6 Additional Studies

ORGANIZATIONAL

The City of Birmingham has been proactive in the development of

public projects and cultural institutions for its citizens. The City

Center has many examples of such initiatives including museums,

libraries, and parks. The City has also forged public/private partner-

ships that have facilitated both commercial and residential develop-

ment.

Downtown Development Authority 

The recommendations in this City Center Master Plan Update sug-

gest a new climate of development in which the City should consider

forming a Downtown Development Authority to focus on City Cen-

ter development opportunities. The creation of such an agency, also

recommended by the Urban Land Institute Panel in May 2002,

could be done either by amending the bylaws of one of Birming-

ham's existing authorities currently enabled under state law, or by

creating a new agency with a specific development charter and strong

accountability to the City.

Coordinating Task Force

While the creation of a redevelopment authority is being considered,

existing public/private agencies should convene on a regular basis to

ensure a coordinated effort to support the implementation of the

City Center Plan. These existing agencies operate under their own

charters and have their own missions, but many of their decisions

have far-reaching implications on the quality of life and economic

development opportunities for the entire community.

It is recommended that the City form a Coordinating Task Force

of these existing agencies to implement specific projects and to

ensure that their efforts complement each other for the best possible

outcome consistent with the City Center Plan. As a minimum, the

following organizations should be represented in the Coordinating

Task force:

• Birmingham Jefferson County Transit Authority

• Birmingham Parking Authority

• Birmingham City School Board

• City of Birmingham

• University of Alabama at Birmingham (UAB)

• Housing Authority for the Birmingham District 

• Citizens Advisory Board and Neighborhood Associations 

• Operation New Birmingham (ONB)

• Region 2020 
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This list is not intended to be exhaustive or exclusive; however, the

intent is to establish an ongoing, task-oriented forum to leverage

public projects and investment to the greatest extent possible in fur-

thering the development goals of the City Center Plan. It is intended

to be a working forum that provides and receives regular reports on

the status of City Center projects under way and on new projects as

they are being planned and implemented.

Working Committees 

During the City Center Master Plan Update process, the Birming-

ham community demonstrated intense interest in the Plan. The per-

sons who attended the focus groups (residents, major employers,

developers, service providers, merchants, and transportation officials)

that were convened during the planning process should continue

their involvement as a resource for the Coordinating Task Force.

They could be organized into Working Committees (such as Busi-

ness Needs and Amenities; Neighborhood Needs and Amenities;

Cultural and Entertainment Support; Permitting and Development

Procedures; and District Committees) to promote, direct, and enact

current components of the Plan, as well as incubate new ideas in fur-

therance of the Plan. The committees could be organized and sup-

ported administratively by the City and ONB.

The enthusiasm and value that the focus groups brought to the

City Center Master Plan Update process must not be lost. The sug-

gested committee structure is a starting point to keep that energy and

expertise focused on implementation.

REGULATORY

Land Use

Current land uses for office, business, institutional, commercial, and

residential in the study area would remain valid under the Plan

Update. However, the Plan also makes bold recommendations for

land use in the City Center, some of which suggest changes in cate-

gory, such as the expansion and enhancement of residential develop-

ment. The Hope VI project, Park Place, is coming on line shortly

and will establish a strong presence in the northeastern quadrant of

the City Center complementing the revitalization of the Northside

communities and the Loft District.

The land-use update should also account for the proposed mixed-

use developments around the proposed Railroad Reservation Park

with specific emphasis on supportive land uses stemming from the

proximity of the Entrepreneurial District, the University of Alabama

at Birmingham, and the Medical Center as they blend with a strong

new housing market and biotech and research development.

Zoning

In general, the current zoning for Birmingham City Center allows

for the type of mixed-use development that the Update Plan recom-

mends. However, there are aspects of the zoning that still need to be

addressed to facilitate project mixes and support developers who

undertake these projects. At a minimum, the following steps need to

occur:

• Reconcile the zoning requirements for residential uses under

industrial or business zoning categories, so that inconsistent set-

backs and other limitations do not apply merely because of a resi-

dential use in an urban area

• Update parking requirements to support market driven on-site

needs and to account for the availability of off-site parking in the

area

• Implement a range of zoning incentives for developers when they

achieve other objectives of the plan for mixed-market housing,

open space, or similar targeted outcomes of the Plan

Special District Boundaries

Birmingham has had great success in its commercial revitalization

district program in many areas of the city, including the City Center.

For decades, targeted areas have benefited from public and private

initiatives where design regulations emerged out of cooperative

efforts with private property owners to protect their investments and

to establish and maintain a strong architectural character and a sense

of destination.

However, there has been such a proliferation of adjacent and

overlapping commercial revitalization districts, urban renewal areas,

and historic districts over the decades that there is now a real need to

revisit their overall efficiency and ongoing value as currently config-

ured. Moreover, the new Focused Initiative Areas of the Master Plan

Update fall within several of these existing districts, begging a thor-

ough review of the district boundaries and regulations to see how

well they can support and advance the Plan implementation.
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Overlays 

In addition to the land-use, zoning, and district designations there

will be opportunities to apply special overlay regulations that induce

plan objectives in specific areas. This exercise will call for focused

investigation of overlay boundaries, development intent, and design

character to have tangible value as a development tool.

PUBLIC F INANCE

The City has used two primary sources for financing public infra-

structure in the City Center: Federal-Aid transportation program

funding using Federal and State funds for projects such as land

acquisition for the Railroad Reservation Park, 14th Street, and Vul-

can Trail; and the City bond fund program for park projects, sewer

construction, and street improvements.

City bond funds can also be a source for financing affordable

housing programs, as well as public facilities, such as schools, muse-

ums, libraries, and public buildings.

The two main public funding sources for affordable housing are

the Federal HOME program and Federal Community Development

Block Grants (CDBG). HOME is used exclusively for housing,

while CDBG funds can be applied for both housing and infrastruc-

ture in eligible areas. A good housing strategy is to use CDBG funds

for rehab of existing low and moderate income housing and infra-

structure and HOME funds for down payment assistance, first time

home buyer counseling and assistance, and construction of new infill

affordable housing. Local sources of funds for affordable housing

have come from the Housing Authority for the Birmingham District

(HABD) and the Housing Enterprise of Central Alabama (HECA).

There is a City Center Tax Increment Finance (TIF) District

currently in place and its current capacity for new project financing

within the City Center should be explored. An expansion of the

authorization of geographic area may also be advisable to make TIF

funds available for public infrastructure, such as streetscapes, parks,

and parking, to support the private development opportunities out-

lined in the Plan Update.

Other special purpose Federal and State grant and loan programs

should also be included, such as: Federal-Aid transportation program

funding for streets, trails, and parking; brownfield funds for environ-

mental remediation; Section 108 Loan Program; Industrial Develop-

ment Loan Fund; and Federal Home Loan Bank Economic Devel-

opment & Growth Enhancement (EDGE).

Lastly, Federal Community Development Block Grants (CDBG)

could be used for public infrastructure and for site assembly in the

City Center.

PRIVATE FINANCE

All Federally chartered banks are required to provide loans and equi-

ty investments in low- and moderate-income neighborhoods under

provisions of the Community Reinvestment Act of 1977 (CRA).

Three Federal tax credit programs are especially valuable in

attracting private equity to historic downtowns undergoing revital-

ization: New Markets tax credits; Low Income Housing tax credits;

and Historic Rehabilitation tax credits.

Local and national foundations, such as the Ford Foundation, and

non-profit organizations, such as the newly formed Intown, Inc., can

invest private dollars for progressive housing and economic develop-

ment projects in the City Center and in adjacent neighborhoods.

The backbone of private financing will come from developers,

anchor tenants, merchants, entrepreneurs, and institutional investors

(insurance companies, pension funds, and trusts). These private

investments will be attracted to the City Center by the leverage pro-

vided by the public finance programs listed above, by a favorable

business climate provided by groups such as Operation New Birm-

ingham (ONB), and by the opportunities presented by the expansion

of UAB and the Medical Center.

PUBLIC/PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS

The future formation of a Birmingham City Center Redevelopment

Authority discussed above would be a strong platform to facilitate

public/private partnerships whereby land acquisition, approvals and

entitlements, infrastructure funding, and private investment can be

coordinated between the City and for-profit developers and non-

profit organizations. National experience indicates that successful

long term downtown revitalization depends on such public/private

partnerships combined with a broadly accepted strategic investment

plan, such as the Birmingham City Center Plan Update.

Birmingham has had a strong tradition of public/private partner-

ships in the delivery of projects, such as the McWane Science Center

and the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute. The spirit of this tradi-

tion will also need to embrace projects that combine commercial and

residential opportunities for investment by leveraging transportation,

such as the Phase II of the Intermodal Facility, and by taking full

advantage of public amenities, such as the proposed Railroad Reser-

vation Park, to encourage private investment. Attraction and reten-

tion of biomedical and other technology businesses will involve part-

nerships with UAB, the Medical Center, the City, and local

developers.



©
20

0
4

 u
r

b
a

n
 d

e
s

ig
n

 a
s

s
o

c
ia

t
e

s

b irmingham city center master plan update: birmingham, alabama | october 2004 | urban design associates implementation 51

ADDITIONAL STUDIES

The City Center Master Plan Update is a policy document, in

essence a strategic development plan, a road map for the future. The

hard work of implementing the Plan will now be the focus of the

City, the major stakeholders, and the citizens of Birmingham. Addi-

tional detailed studies and plans will need to be undertaken.

Biotechnology Development Feasibility Study

Scientific and medical research at UAB and the Medical Center

is expected to lead to spin-off companies as well as attracting

biotechnology companies to locate in Birmingham. A feasibility

study will determine the market demand and strength of Birming-

ham in the international competition for biotechnology develop-

ment.

I-20/I-59 Viaduct Redesign feasibility Study

The I-10/I-59 Viaduct is in its last 30% of useful life before it

must be substantially rebuilt. The City Center Master Plan Update

proposes that the viaduct be replaced with a channelized below grade

highway flanked by at grade boulevards. A transportation engineer-

ing study will examine the this idea in terms of traffic impacts, con-

struction feasibility, costs, and phasing.

Railroad Reservation Park Program and Concept Plan

The Railroad Reservation Park is the center piece of the City

Center Master Plan Update. A study (with public participation) to

develop the program of uses for the park and a concept plan will help

to determine a budget and timetable for implementation.

Affordable Housing Strategy

One of the goals of the City Center Master Plan Update is to

strengthen and expand downtown housing. It is also a goal for down-

town to have a mix of houses types and prices, including the provi-

sion of affordable housing for low and moderate income families.

This is also a goal for the City of Birmingham as a whole. A city

wide Affordable Housing Strategy Plan will allow the City to focus

resources to provide affordable housing using government programs

and private investment.

Commercial Revitalization District Evaluation

The City Center has multiple Commercial Revitalization Dis-

tricts which have been created over the past twenty years, some suc-

cessful and vibrant, some with overlapping boundaries, and some

inactive. A study to review the viability of the districts, including an

evaluation of incentives and guidelines, will lead to the overall

strengthening of the program, which may entail consolidation or

phasing out of some districts.

Lakeview Urban Design Plan

The City Center Master Plan Update identified Lakeview as one

of five Existing Enhancement Area, which did not permit the same

level of urban design attention that was given to the four Focused

Initiative Areas. However, development pressures in Lakeview have

led to concerns about land use, density, height, and parking demand a

more detailed urban design plan.

Downtown Development Authority Implementation Plan

Both the 2002 Urban Land Institute Panel and the City Center

Master Plan Update recommended the creation of a Downtown

Development Authority. A study to determine the powers (under

state and municipal law), funding capability, and mission of such a

new organization must now be undertaken before any political action

can take place.

Transportation feasibility and Design Study

The City Center Master Plan Update includes recommendations

on one-way street conversion, DART system reconfiguration, Light

Rail Transit, parking, and highway interchange revisions. A compre-

hensive look at the detailed engineering considerations of these rec-

ommendations will establish the rationale for seeking funding and

for completing system upgrades.

Update Neighborhood Revitalization Plans for In-Town Neighbor-

hoods

Fourteen of the ninety nine city neighborhoods either include the

City Center in their boundaries or immediately abut it. Each of those

neighborhoods over the years has developed a revitalization strategy

with the City for housing and economic development. These plans

need to be updated to align with the strategies in the City Center

Master Plan Update.


