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CONNECTIVITY STUDIO 

Instructor’s Preface
Mike Dobbins, FAICP, FAIA
Professor of the Practice

This studio set out to identify and analyze the gaps between the opportunities presented by the impending 
expenditure of over two billion dollars for projects requiring public funding and approval and the needs of 
the communities surrounding them. The Atlanta Falcons football team plans to build a new stadium next 
door to the existing Georgia Dome and across the street from the low wealth, African American Vine City 
neighborhood. A private-public partnership proposes to build a Multimodal Passenger Terminal facility as a 
long term mixed use, high density transit oriented development a block east of the stadium filling in the rail 
lines and vast parking fields known as “the gulch.”

The students found that the gaps were wide indeed – socially, economically, and physically – and at this writ-
ing the opportunities for narrowing them seem to be dwindling. Their analysis, however, led to proposing 
strategies that could be effective in providing the communities with benefits deriving from the development 
of the mega projects.  This executive summary and the full report detail the strategies and the foundations 
on which they were formulated. The students urge consideration of their work by the projects’ private and 
public decision-makers for its promise in gaining value for the people impacted, not just for the owners of 
the projects.  
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1. introDuCtion AnD ContExt

The stadium project, its resources and its impacts, received most of the attention of not just the students 
but, more importantly, of the impacted communities. These engaged in extensive community organizing 
bent on seeking agreements to assure some measure of equity in the use of public funds and public approv-
al authority. Both the funding and project approvals were undergoing intense scrutiny during the semester, 
culminating in votes by the City Council on December 2 to move forward with both funding authorization 
and to sanction a plan approval mechanism for the development of the stadium. 

The people living in the Vine City and English Avenue neighborhoods, mostly African American, have suf-
fered disconnection to downtown’s jobs and amenities since being walled off by the construction of the 
Georgia World Congress Center 25 years ago. The neighborhoods, by virtue of their proximity to downtown, 
the Atlanta University Center and Georgia Tech, should be prime areas for vibrant housing and community 
development activity. Instead, their populations have been declining, their homeownership rate is in the 15 
percent range, their median family income is $23,000 with 43 percent living in poverty, and the unemploy-
ment rate is 20 percent. (see table 2.1.4) 

The $1.2 billion stadium project, with substantial city support and approval authority appeared to offer op-
portunities for community betterment. The studio project set out to identify and address extreme needs 
in the neighborhoods across the street from the stadium, including jobs, transportation and land use con-
nections into Downtown, infrastructure improvements, housing stabilization, storm water management, 
education and health improvement, and cultural recognition.  

The Falcons and the Arthur M. Blank Family Foundation made encouraging representations as to their com-
mitments to prioritize positive neighborhood outcomes as the project progresses.  The authorizing legisla-
tion, however, does not bind the City, its development arm Invest Atlanta, or the stadium project beyond 
good intentions. The funding to support neighborhood infrastructure improvement consisted of $15 million 
from a Tax Allocation District (TAD) to which the neighborhoods had already long been entitled, but bal-
lyhooed in the stadium agreement as if “new.” The $15 million for infrastructure is a drop in the bucket of 
what’s needed to bring the neighborhoods up to par with the standards that are normal for more affluent 
neighborhoods. The funding committed to support the need to develop social capital was new money, $15 
million from the Blank Family Foundation, set up by the Falcons owner, Arthur Blank. That funding, to sup-
port community education, job readiness, and other human development needs, is more hopeful.

Meanwhile, the planning for the stadium is moving along at a rapid pace, and at this writing the design 
makes the physical and land use barriers that have long afflicted the neighborhoods even worse. Instead 
of seizing the opportunity to break down the wall that separates the neighborhoods from downtown, and 
the ability to build community serving space along the perimeters of the stadium for year round use, the 
current design fails. It places the stadium in the middle of new surface parking lots, extends the existing im-
penetrable wall southwards by another quarter mile, includes no year round community serving space, and 
reroutes Martin Luther King, Jr Drive from east to west, thus destroying the continuity of what should be the 
signature east-west boulevard connecting downtown to neighborhoods. It appears that the design team is 
so focused on their building as icon that they haven’t the concern or capacity to properly integrate the build-
ing into the urban setting that had seemed so promising and likely. The students have been shocked by this 
inattention to connecting in positive ways to the stadium’s larger setting and by the dismissals with which 
the Falcons have responded to agencies’ and neighborhoods’ requests for a more positive and professional 
understanding of the design opportunities. 

The executive summary addresses stadium issues related to transportation issues with recommendations 
on how the many gaps in thinking about and supporting neighborhood needs should be addressed. Below 
are sketch diagrams on how the instructors have synthesized both the students’ and the communities’ con-
cerns and recommendations for the immediate Falcons site area.          
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2. EnvironmEnt AnD HEALtH

The study area for the Connectivity Studio is located at the headwaters of Proctor Creek, one of Atlanta’s 
main urban streams and a major tributary to the Chattahoochee River. It is no coincidence that the Proctor 
Creek watershed was designated this year as one of eleven impaired watersheds under the Urban Waters 
Federal Partnership program—a directive for federal agencies to coordinate and partner with local agencies 
to address problems associated with pollution and water quality in urban streams. Due to decades of 
neglect, “the watershed experiences overlapping environmental and public health issues such as illegal tire 
dumping, numerous brownfields, lack of access to greenspace and healthful foods, blighted sites, impaired 
water quality, pervasive flooding, and combined sewer/sanitary sewer overflows” (EPA, 2013). This is the 
context and conditions in which the Vine City and English Avenue neighborhoods find themselves today.  

This section explores the sources and impacts of these and other related problems including flooding, lack 
of parks and greenspace, existence of soil contamination, and concomitant negative health consequences. 
Strategies are identified to improve these conditions.  Given impending construction of the new Falcon’s 
stadium and the Multimodal Passenger Terminal, it is of paramount importance that the health and 
environmental impacts of these development be understood and more fully considered.  We believe this 
is an opportunity to begin to reverse the environmental damage done to the watershed, and consequently 
to its residents.  This framework provides a basis for understanding how neighborhood conditions—be 
they physical, social, or economic—are connected to development that takes place the watershed that 
encompasses both the western edge of Downtown and Atlanta’s west side neighborhoods.

2.1  Existing Conditions

2.1.1 Stormwater and flooding
It has been widely recognized that flooding and stormwater problems have plagued the Vine City and 
English Avenue neighborhoods for decades.  Severe flooding in 2002 caused the displacement of many 
residents along Joseph E. Boone Boulevard, where the City was forced to purchase twelve acres of land and 
relocate residents from the sixty-five homes that had to be demolished.  While the City, under a federal 
consent order, did some work to separate the sanitary and storm sewers that were overwhelmed during the 
flooding, problems in low-lying areas of the neighborhoods persist.  

The region’s topography and the boundaries of the Proctor Creek - North Avenue watershed are at the 
root of the underlying conditions that physically connect these neighborhoods to development along 
Downtown’s western edge—including the Georgia Dome, the Georgia World Congress Center, the new 
Falcon’s Stadium, and the Gulch (the future site of the Multimodal Passenger Terminal) (figure 2.1.1).  The 
elevation change between the upper and lower reaches of the watershed dictates that runoff from storm 
events flows naturally from Downtown into the Vine City and English Avenue neighborhoods toward Proctor 
Creek’s basin.  Much of this stormwater flows underground, where tributaries of Proctor Creek have been 
buried and put into pipes.  Any impediments to that flow often cause flooding or overflow of the combined 
sanitary storm sewer. According to the City’s Department of Watershed Management, capacity of this 
system is currently sufficient, and separation of segments of the combined sewer should prevent future 
flooding and overflows of the scale and severity seen in 2002 in Vine City and English Avenue.  However, 
residents of these neighborhoods still report recurrent problems due to the area’s poor drainage and lack of 
stormwater management facilities.

The imperviousness— or amount of paved or covered surfaces that do not absorb storm runoff—of the 
upper region of the watershed is likely a major contributing factor to these recurring problems.  Because strict 
stormwater regulations were not in place when most of the development of these upper reaches occurred, 
the Downtown area produces the majority of the storm runoff in the watershed and has a disproportionate 
and acute impact on the lower elevations in the study area, namely Vine City and English Avenue.  
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Imperviousness of the entire study area is depicted in figure 2.1.2 and Figure 2.1.3, produced using 
Geographic Information Systems (GIS) software and data provided by the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA), depicts the wetness index for the study area, which shows where water is expected to collect based 
on accumulation of flow, slope, and aspect of the land surface. Together, the topography, imperviousness, 
and wetness index provide a picture of underlying physical conditions that frame the study area.  

2.1.2 Parks and greenspace
The Westside neighborhoods currently contain just four parks—Cleopas R. Johnson, J.F. Kennedy, Ashby 
Street Triangle, and Vine City Park—totaling approximately 9.3 acres of greenspace.  Residents of the area 
have repeatedly expressed concern regarding safety in these parks due to the presence of vagrants and 
perceived drug activity.  While some parks do have playgrounds and other facilities, many have fallen into 
a state of disrepair due to lack of maintenance. There is currently little programming around recreational 
activities for children, but environmental education programs are being created by community leaders. 
Although these parks are not located or designed in such a way as to provide optimal stormwater benefits, 
they nonetheless contribute to controlling runoff flows in the area.  According to the Neighborhood Quality 
of Life Index, 43.7% of residents in NPU L, 82.3% in NPU M, and 63.7% in NPU T live within a quarter mile 
of a park or recreation facility.

 Figure 2.1.1 Elevation of the study area showing downtown areas and headwaters of Proctor Creek 
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2.1.3 Soil Contamination
Historically, the neighborhoods that comprise this area were home to numerous industrial sites; this has led 
to questions concerning the lingering impacts of such an intense land use on the physical environment—
namely, soil contamination. Several recent assessments in the study area have confirmed the existence of 
sub-surface pollution, at least preliminarily on a limited scale: evidence of lead and asbestos contamination 
was found during a 2010 Phase I Environmental Site Assessment at the English Avenue Elementary School, 
and a 2013 Phase II Environmental Site Assessment identified high concentrations of lead in the northwestern 
corner of the future Mims Park site (MACTEC, 2010; City of Atlanta, 2013). 

Generally, contamination of soils can occur as a consequence of either current or historical land use; it is often 
a result of industrial or agricultural by-products that are leaked directly into the soils on-site or conveyed 
to an area from another location. The distinct topography of this area also engenders contamination by 
funneling stormwater runoff and pollutants from Downtown through the Vine City and English Avenue 
neighborhoods. As the water soaks into the ground at the lower elevations, the toxins are absorbed with 
it. Over time, this process often causes harm to vegetation, animals, and humans alike, affecting both the 
physical and built environments in considerable ways.

Figure 2.1.2 Impervious surfaces in the study area
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The presence of contaminated soil warrants concern for several reasons: first, it can negatively affect 
the health of area residents and individuals who come in contact with contaminated soils; second, it can 
encumber new development; third, it can significantly reduce market value of a property; and finally, it can 
impede the redevelopment and reuse of land in disparaged communities by presenting fiscal barriers that 
exacerbate the growing gap between the haves and the have-nots. 

Development of the new Falcons stadium without regard to stormwater runoff and the pollutants that it 
carries will likely worsen the issue of soil contamination in the Vine City and English Avenue neighborhoods. 

Figure 2.1.3 Wetness index and potential greenspace framework for the study area
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2.1.4 Health conditions
Understanding neighborhood 
quality of life and health provides 
insight into the wellbeing of 
residents and is an essential first 
step for formulating strategies to 
best serve the communities. A 
recent research project conducted 
by Georgia Tech’s Center for GIS 
derived place-based quality of life 
and health measurements for all 
25 Neighborhood Planning Units 
(NPUs) in Atlanta based on data 
from 2005-2010 (2013). Indices for 
neighborhood quality of life, health, 
and socioeconomic status were 
developed and scores were assigned 
to each NPU to identify disparities 
across the City. The findings provide a 
useful tool for identifying community 
needs and targeting investments. 

The results are provided here for NPUs 
L, M, and T to establish a baseline 
health assessment of the Vine City,  
English Avenue, and Castleberry 
Hill neighborhoods. Averages for 
all 25 NPUs are also provided. It is 
important to note that the scale of 
the NPUs encompass neighborhoods 
other than the three that we are 
primarily concerned with, so the 
results may not accurately represent 
the conditions within the individual 
neighborhoods that compose the 
NPUs.

Overall, NPUs L and T are experiencing 
poor health, neighborhood quality of 
life, and socioeconomic conditions. 
NPU M has a high ranking for health 
and quality of life, but has medium 
socioeconomic conditions.  The 
neighborhoods in these areas are 
in need of investments that will 
improve housing, public safety, and 
education, increase the availability of 
quality jobs, and create environments 
that will have positive effects on the 
health of residents.

Table 2.1.4 Neighborhood socioeconomic Index for NPUs L, M, andT

Table 2.1.5 Neighborhood Quality of Life Index for NPUs L, M, and T

Table 2.1.6. Neighborhood Health Index for NPUs L, M, and T

Data Source: http://www.cgis.gatech.edu/
nqolh/
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2.2 Strategies

2.2.1 Stormwater management Strategies
To begin to mitigate the stormwater issues at their source, as much water as possible should be captured 
before leaving Downtown area and traveling to the neighborhoods downslope. Green infrastructure should 
be developed in the neighborhoods to reduce the impacts of stormwater runoff. In the following sections 
we offer our recommendations that, taken together, represent the best overall strategy for dealing with 
stormwater based on our analyses, shown in figure 2.2.1.1.

For the Georgia World Congress Center (GWCC, site key 1 and 2), stormwater best management practices 
such as a bioswale on the western edge of the campus could capture stormwater runoff before it moves 
across Northside Dr. Installing cisterns will allow for direct stormwater capture with the added functionality 
of reusing captured rainwater. There is already a vegetated strip buffer along the western edge of the GWCC 
property that runs approximately a half-mile down Northside Dr. This linear space could be converted into 
a bio-retention feature easily and cost-effectively by creating a concave depression so as to create a trough 
for the collection of runoff.  To further improve the effectiveness of a new vegetative buffer, the soils could 
be engineered to allow for maximum infiltration and trees and other plants should be chosen based on their 
ability to process large amounts of water efficiently.  Wherever possible, campus runoff should be directed 
toward this western edge and perforations should be carved into the existing retention wall to allow that 
water to flow directly into this swale.

The current plan for the existing Georgia Dome site (site key 3 and 5) after the new stadium is constructued 
is to creates an asphalt parking lot and develop a hotel. Replacing the Dome with a parking lot will 
increase already severe flooding issues. Redevelopment of the site presents an opportunity to incorporate 
a stormwater management feature into the design that can serve as an amenity in addition to its water 
retention function.  An attractive and engaging space, accentuated with a unique water feature, would also 
greatly improve connectivity between Downtown and the West Side neighborhoods, whereas a parking lot 

Figure 2.2.1.1. Site key for parks, greenspace, and stormwater management proposals
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creates an expansive barrier.  An ideal location for this feature might be on the current site of the West Plaza, 
located just north of the Dome (figure 2.2.1.2).               

Based on preliminary designs, it is clear that the Multimodal Passenger Terminal (MMPT, site key 4) design 
will emphasize stormwater management.  This presents an opportunity to collaborate with the other 
redevelopment projects in the area to pursue a more comprehensive strategy for managing stormwater.  
The GWCC, Georgia Dome, New Stadium, and MMPT should be viewed together as a “development of 
regional impact”, especially in terms of environmental impacts because use they all sit at the top of the 
watershed and together generate severe and impacts on communities downslope.  We are calling for the 
coordinators of the MMPT project to lead the way in insisting that a comprehensive stormwater plan be 
drafted for the entire upper-watershed region.

2.2.2 Parks and greenspace Strategies 
The Lindsay St. Park (site key 6) represents the opportunity for an early victory in pursuit of green 
infrastructure in the West Side neighborhoods.  It can and should serve as an example of transforming 
unproductive properties into an engaging space that serves the neighborhood in a variety of ways.  The 
site for the park is the only place in our study area where a tributary of Proctor Creek currently sees the 
light of day, instead of being piped through a storm sewer, creating a potential opportunity for community 
members to connect with their water resources.  Effective outreach and programming around this asset 
could make it a valuable laboratory for education around water issues as well.  If it is successful, this park 
may prove to be an important first step toward envisioning water as a true asset to this community, instead 
of as a burden or plague.  The Conservation Fund is pursuing land acquisition and will be working with the 
Park Pride visioning team to complete the park design.

The new Mims Park (site key 7) will be located on the south side of Joseph E. Boone Blvd. on parcels that 
were acquired in 2002 by the City of Atlanta due to severe flooding.  The National Monuments Foundation 
has a grand vision for the park that, if fulfilled, will serve as a meaningful asset to the community.  However, it 
is also very important that one of the primary design goals for the park is for it to provide robust stormwater 
retention benefits to the neighborhood.  Our hydrological analysis indicates that this plot is located at a 
major confluence between runoff coming from the Downtown area to the east and from the southern 
reaches of our study area. The future site of Mims Park is one of the most critical opportunities to control 
stormwater inundation in the West Side neighborhoods.

Transforming stormwater flows into an accessible amenity for the community will provide an array of 
benefits and opportunities to celebrate water as an asset instead of treating it as a nuisance.  The Park  
Pride Proctor Creek North Avenue study calls for a sizable pond in the northeast corner of the park, and we 
concur that only a feature of that size will provide the level of mitigation that is necessary for this area.  A 

Figure 2.2.1.2. North view of the existing Georgia Dome    Photo Source: Google Image                      
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constructed wetland in the park would provide simlar benefits, although at less magnitude, and serve as 
a bio-filter that could help reduce soil and water contamination throughout the neighborhoods.  Urban 
constructed wetlands also provide benefits through habitat expansion (for native birds and other wildlife) 
and aesthetics, creating a unique destination. Development of Mims Park should look to the Historic Fourth 
Ward Park (figure 2.2.2.1) as a model for how a water retention feature can address flooding issues, provide 
an amenity for the community, and serve as a catalyst for economic development. 
 
We have identified an additional opportunity for greenspace that can serve a stormwater management 
function and provide benefits in terms of connectivity and economic development: the Vine City Greenway 
(key site 8) consists of a two-legged linear park system stretching south from Mims Park and linked together 
by the Vine City Promenade, a trail that the PATH Foundation is in the process of developing from the Beltline 
to Centennial Olympic Park. Inspired by the Park Pride Study, the western leg of the linear park could contain 
a reconstructed stream to channelize the stormwater that flows naturally through this corridor and end at 
Sunset Avenue Park, another proposed park from the Park Pride Plan, which should have a water retention 
feature incorporated into the design. This linear park system would create a continuous path throughout 
Vine City, totaling approximately 1 mile, providing opportunities for active transportation and recreation. 
Much like the Atlanta BeltLine, the this amenity could spur economic development around or inside the 
triangular parkway.

The Boone Street Green Street project (site key 10), initiated by the Department of Watershed Management 
and supported by the local branch of the EPA, is aimed at the installation of green infrastructure along 
Joseph E. Boone Blvd. between Northside Dr. and James P. Brawley Drive. Through features such as 
bioretention systems and permeable pavement, 100% of runoff from major storms will be captured and 
retained. A complete streets design will also be used, improving pedestiran and bicycle accessibility. While 
this is a stellar demonstration project, the design should be extended to provide increased benefits for the 
communities. To the east it should extend across Ivan Allen Boulevard into Downtown, connecting with the 
National Center for Civil & Human Rights. To the west it should extend approximately another 0.8 miles  to 
the intersection of the Atlanta BeltLine with Joseph E. Boone Boulevard. These extensions would improve 
connectivity and access to downtown and the Atlanta BeltLine. 

Similar to the situation in Mims Park, there is an area another one half mile to the west, north of Joseph E. 
Boone Blvd, where a significant amount of stormwater collects and flows. This presents an ideal location 
for potential greenspace: Boone Park West (site key 9) could be developed on currently vacant parcels 

 Figure 2.2.2.1. Historic Fourth Ward Park (Photo source: www.cnn.com 2012)
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and utilize a land trust for acquisition. Interim uses on this site, such as urban agriculture, would provide 
additional benefits to residents as it is transformed into a park.  This is also being considered as a future site 
for the Atlanta Urban Ecological Center, proposed by the Community Improvement Association. It would 
provide a hands-on outdoor classroom in conserved greenspace for environmental education opportunities.

2.2.3 Soil contamination strategies
Ideally, a thorough soil assessment should be conducted for the entire Vine City and English Avenue 
neighborhoods to uncover the precise extent and magnitude of contamination in the area. An environmental 
framework dictates that future development be partially guided by the condition of underlying soils: areas 
with extensive contamination considered unsuitable for human habitation therefore should not be targeted 
for residential reinvestment until the issue has been resolved. Once completed, a comprehensive soil 
analysis could be used as a tool to guide environmentally-conscious policies, and would do much to inform 
a community-wide equitable development strategy. 

Realistically, we recognize that such thorough soil testing may not be feasible due to the abundant financial 
and technical resources such an undertaking would necessarily entail. A preliminary assessment which 
qualitatively evaluates the historical uses of all properties in the neighborhoods may help in beginning to 
pinpoint areas of particular interest. This initial process, although by no means complete or precise, would 
be of great assistance in identifying and prioritizing sites for more thorough soil assessments, with the 
eventual goal being remediation and, ultimately, redevelopment.

Until the extent and magnitude of pollution is known, soil contamination will continue to indirectly hinder 
the redevelopment of the Vine City and English Avenue neighborhoods and have negative health impacts on 
the residents who live there. Once identified, however, the process of soil remediation and environmental 
cleanup will begin to draw reinvestment back into these neighborhoods by eliminating some of the hurdles 
to development currently in place. 

2.2.4 organization of health strategies throughout the report
The natural environment interacts with the built environment to shape the way our communities are 
designed. The health perspectives incorporated throughout this report consider how access to resources 
and the neighborhoods, infrastructure, buildings, and open spaces where we live, work and play directly 
and indirectly impact health. The challenges and opportunities within each of the four study categories 
(environment, transportation, housing and community development, and quality of life) are examined 
through their connections with five main determinants of health: equity and access, safety and injury, 
physical activity, social capital, and mental health. An analysis of health connections concludes each of the 
four sections. 
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3 trAnSPortAtion 

The need for infrastructure changes to accommodate the proposed Atlanta Falcons stadium, MultiModal 
Passenger Terminal, Green Line Plan, and Georgia World Congress Center hotel presents an opportunity to 
address long-standing needs in the area such as improved event parking management, pedestrian experi-
ence, east-west connectivity, access to transit, and network legibility. Integrative responses to these infra-
structural challenges have the capacity to enhance the character and vitality of the westside communities, 
unlock their historic value, improve public health, and strengthen the connections between Vine City, Eng-
lish Avenue, Castleberry Hill, Marietta Street Corridor, Downtown, and Midtown Atlanta. 

In an effort to coalesce various visions of transportation changes in the study area, the studio team relied 
on the wisdom contained in existing plans and reports, conversations with community members, feedback 
from local activists, consultants, and political representatives, and collaboration with transportation profes-
sionals currently engaged with projects in the region. These plans and reports identified persistent issues 
and common themes pertaining to the study area’s transportation network, along with a menu of strategies 
to address these persistent problems. In addition to these documents, Atlanta Beltline, Inc. was consulted 
for progress updates on its ongoing environmental impact assessment and Georgia Institute of Technology’s 
School of Civil Engineering was consulted for sidewalk conditions video footage and travel demand informa-
tion. Two of the principal findings are summarized below

3.1 East-West Connectivity

Martin Luther King, Jr. Drive (MLK) is a vital east-west corridor for the City of Atlanta, connecting west At-
lanta to Downtown. MLK provides residents access to important cultural sites and activity centers such as 
Oakland Cemetery, the Atlanta University Center, Booker T. Washington High School, and the Georgia State 
Capitol. In the future, MLK may also provide access to the proposed MultiModal Passenger Terminal and 
new Atlanta Falcons stadium. Splitting the superblock created by the Georgia World Congress Center and 
the Georgia Dome facilities, MLK stands as the only east-west reprieve along the half-mile of megastruc-
tures. Current plans for the new Atlanta Falcons stadium to be located alongside MLK stand to make the cor-
ridor even more important for handling east-west traffic. However, current renderings for the new stadium 
place the ability of MLK to accommodate current and future traffic volumes under threat. The plans suggest 
razing the segment of MLK between Northside Drive and Centennial Olympic Park Drive and rerouting MLK 
onto the parallel Mitchell Street to the south. This new alignment, combined with the elimination of Georgia 
Dome Drive, extends the length of the already unwalkable superblock and could have a dramatic impact on 
the already minimal access westside residents have to Downtown Atlanta. The need to accommodate the 
large footprint of the new stadium by means of realigning MLK could present the opportunity to transform 
the corridor into a complete street and to tie in infrastructure for potential streetcar service to the Multi-
Modal Passenger Terminal and stadium.

But a comparison of the current MLK alignment and the most recent proposed realignment shows a harshly 
displaced MLK, disconnected at Northside Drive. This realignment severs the continuity of the corridor and 
increases the length of the superblock to the north to an incomprehensible 0.75 miles. And a high concen-
tration of parking facilities around the new stadium would force pedestrians to walk through a desolate, 
oil-stained sea of asphalt, signaling that the stadium is more oriented towards strangers passing in their cars 
than the residents who live across the street all year round (See Figure 3.1.1). While the contemplation of 
alternatives to the proposed rerouting would require creative land use strategies, forgoing some V.I.P. park-
ing spaces, and additional analysis, some of the most memorable and inventive urban design grows out of 
peculiar site constraints. 

Whatever the final outcome, four actions must be taken into consideration before MLK is moved:
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• City Council approval of any new alignment of MLK
• A Development of Regional Impact (DRI) review and the establishment of a “green lights” committee
• A multimodal level-of-service analysis
• Consideration of a streetcar extension along MLK
•  The combination of the transportation decision-making process with the land use decision-making process

A Development of Regional Impact (DRI) review must be carried out to discover the full extent of transporta-
tion impacts that any proposed realignment will have on the entire region. Currently, only a transportation 
impact analysis has been required of any road infrastructure changes related to the stadium. However, the 
MLK corridor is of regional importance, and any changes to MLK must be considered at a more regional 
scale. The Georgia Planning Act of 1989 authorized the Georgia Department of Community Affairs to estab-
lish procedures for reviewing large-scale projects, such as the new Atlanta Falcons stadium and the Multi-
Modal Passenger Terminal. These procedures aim to improve communication between the different agen-
cies and developers involved in a large development and to reveal, assess, and resolve potential conflicts 
before they arise. An important element of the DRI is that local governments’ maintain full autonomy in 
deciding whether or not a development moves forward. 

In addition to providing a regional perspective on major infrastructure projects, a DRI provides the first step 
in establishing a “green light” committee. Such a committee establishes an ongoing line of communication 
between the developers and the various public agencies needed to make the project a reality. A similar com-
mittee should be established to coordinate efforts between the new stadium, the MultiModal Passenger 
Terminal, and other projects in the area, and a DRI that includes these projects would be the first step in 
bringing the diverse range of interested parties together.

 Figure 3.1.1. Proposed Atlanta Falcons Stadium Site Plan, Main Concourse Level, showing displacement 
of MLK and the further extension of existing barrier from the neighborhoods 
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 Figure 3.1.2. Potential Realignment of Martin Luther King, Jr. Drive, maintaining the continuity of MLK 
and connecting the neighborhoods to Downtown

Another deficiency of the transportation impact analysis is that it only considers the impact of infrastructure 
changes on the ease of travel for automobiles. Unlike this more common impact analysis, a multimodal lev-
el-of-service analysis simultaneously considers the needs of all users of a street: automobile, transit, bicycle, 
and pedestrian. This allows transportation officials to understand how a decrease in automobile level-of-
service might correspond to an increase in pedestrian level-of-service. Through this more well-rounded un-
derstanding of the interaction of all modes, roadway designers are better able to create a “complete street”.

An important alternative to evaluate in the process of a multimodal level-of-service analysis is the possible 
extension of the Auburn-Edgewood streetcar line along MLK and towards the Atlanta University. Ethan Da-
vidson, Director of Communications at the Atlanta BeltLine, Inc., told SaportaReport that a streetcar exten-
sion to the Atlanta University Center was a top priority. While there has been many suggestions on what 
route potential extensions should take and the cost of any such extension is not a small matter, any design 
for a newly aligned MLK must take into consideration the potential routing of the streetcar from the pro-
posed MultiModal Passenger Terminal site across MLK and down to the Atlanta University Center. Finally, 
any outcome of a DRI, multimodal level-of-service analysis, or streetcar extension must consider the land 
use implications. Take for example the space between MLK and Mitchell Street indicated in Figure 3.1.2.

This “leftover” space between Mitchell Street and a bending MLK creates an opportunity to incorporate 
the corridor’s geometric design into the land use decisions and the street level design of the new stadium. 
Potential options for this area include park space to serve as a meeting point between the stadium and 
potential more intensive land use south of Mitchell Street, a streetcar station if an extension across MLK is 
approved and funded, pop-up storefront space for game day vendors or small business incubators, or a food 
truck rodeo turnaround. 
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This corridor provides westside communities access to the downtown activity center and provides down-
town workers access to housing in the westside. If these four actions of conducting a DRI and establishing 
a “green lights” committee that encompass all large-scale projects in the area, performing a multimodal 
level-of-service analysis in place of the more singularly minded transportation impact analysis before any 
roadway infrastructure alteration, considering a streetcar extension into the design of the realigned MLK, 
and ensuring that transportation decisions interact with land use decisions are completed, the city and its 
partners have a chance to transform MLK into a vibrant, pedestrian friendly connection. Another major ob-
stacle to the proper redevelopment of MLK and the land around the proposed stadium is the vast amounts 
of parking included in the initial stadium plans.

Given the unarguably deadening impact of vast surface parking and the Atlanta Falcons organization’s often 
repeated commitment to improving conditions in the neighborhoods that will be impacted by the parking 
lots, the current parking strategy must be revised. The Marshalling Yard parking and Gulch-area parking 
provide ample space to make up for any perceived shortfall in parking spots, leaving the land around the 
stadium available for retail, additional roadways, and publically accessible open space. A preferred outcome 
would be the development of structured parking in which the exposed parking could be incorporated into 
a comprehensive park and plaza plan. This multi-use space could host dramatic tailgating opportunities on 
game days and serve to connect the surrounding neighborhoods to downtown throughout the year. In addi-
tion to considering non-motorists, a park and plaza plan could also incorporate a Parking Benefits Program.

3.2 Parking Benefits Program

Parking Benefit Districts (PBD) utilize revenues generated by parking meters, parking garages, and citations 
to provide transportation-related services or other infrastructure improvements in order to improve the 
vitality of an area. Development of a PBD begins with the identification and engagement of relevant stake-
holders (residents, local business owners, and government representatives) to create a set of guiding prin-
ciples in order to manage the creation and implementation of the district. The main outcome of the stake-
holder collaboration phase is the development of shared goals and a list of objectives for the district based 
on projected funding levels. Once goals and objectives are established, the public agency in charge of man-
aging the program develops an action plan in which district boundaries are set, parking revenue sources are 
delineated, an improvement fund is created, stakeholder responsibilities are defined, and a project priority 
list is formed. This action plan is then presented to the original stakeholders for approval. Once approved, 
the action plan is given back to the public agency overseeing the PBD for implementation. 

Action – The City of Atlanta’s Department of Public Works (PWD) should identify stakeholders, including 
residents, Georgia business owners, employees, property owners, elected representatives GWCC repre-
sentatives, and Atlanta Falcons representatives to develop a PBD Task Force. The identified stakeholders 
should then have the opportunity to suggest additional individuals to participate. Once the task force is 
established, the DPWD must demonstrate that the stakeholders’ involvement is sincerely desired and that 
their input will be given full account. This requires following up with individuals after group meetings to 
demonstrate how his or her comments were incorporated into plan development and expressing personal 
appreciation for the individuals involvement in the process. In a series of small public meetings with the task 
force, the PWD must outline the concept of a PBD, the process by which a parking benefits district is formed, 
the potential amount of revenue available, the expectations for the task force, the PWD, the GWCC, and the 
Atlanta Falcons, and what outcomes have historically been produced from a parking benefits district. The 
DPW should then solicit feedback from the task force on the boundaries of the district, develop a project 
priorities list and action plan to be informed by the work of Georgia Tech’s School of Civil Engineering’s side-
walk conditions project, negotiate with the GWCC and the Atlanta Falcons on what percentage of revenue 
should be diverted into a dedicated fund, establish a monitoring program of the funds, schedule on-going 
progress reports to the task force, and carry out the action plan. The sidewalk improvement fund should be 
limited to sidewalk and street lighting improvements in English Avenue and Vine City. 
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Action – The GWCC and the Atlanta Falcons should actively engage in the Parking Benefits District task force 
and negotiate with the PWD on what percentage of parking revenue will be diverted to the dedicated side-
walk and street lighting fund. 

Action – The City of Atlanta should include the PBD in the Community Benefits Plan to be formed among the 
City of Atlanta, the Atlanta Falcons, and community members around the new Atlanta Falcons stadium. This 
agreement should use the findings from the task force meetings to specify the boundaries of the district, the 
percentage of revenue to be diverted, the process by which the PWD will receive the funds, the process by 
which the PWD will spend the funds, and the ongoing monitoring process for the funds. 

Action – Community members participating on the PBD task force should actively work to understand the 
process outlined by the Department of Public Works for the Parking Benefits District, manage expectations 
on potential outcomes for the district, and provide constructive input on the boundaries of the district and 
project priority list. 

Action – The PBD task force should actively attempt to develop a fee structure for charging tailgaters around 
the new Atlanta Falcons stadium for extended parking and include those fees into the dedicated sidewalk 
and street lighting fund. 

Additional transportation issues and recommendations are included in the full report.
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4 HouSing, Community, AnD EConomiC DEvELoPmEnt

The new Atlanta Falcons’ stadium development represents an opportunity to create partnerships and devel-
op long-term strategies that will benefit all parties involved, while creating opportunities for development 
and investment. It is important to investigate the ways in which the neighborhoods connect to the proposed 
stadium, the surrounding institutions and the various organizations that are involved. This section of the 
report addresses not only ways in which the proposed stadium construction could influence the future of 
investment and development in the Westside, but also the ways in which that investment would acknowl-
edge the historic and current conditions in the area, within the context of housing, workforce development, 
business development, and education and youth services.

4.1 Housing

Addressing the key issues of vacancy and blight in Vine City and English Avenue housing stock is crucial to 
the revitalization of these neighborhoods for both current residents and potential new residents and visi-
tors. Vacant/Blighted properties can affect issues of public safety, livability and neighborhood home value; 
until these issues are addressed in a sustainable manner, there will be significant challenges in engaging any 
development in the community. Efforts should focus both on addressing compliance with absentee owners, 
supporting rehabilitation and maintenance for owner-occupiers, and implementing a targeted reinvestment 
strategy in key areas. In the short term, code compliance should be the priority with significant progress in 
2014. 

Studies have shown that targeting investment in specific development zones leads to greater levels of 
change, especially when funds are limited. The recently released City of Atlanta Strategic Community In-
vestment study calls for targeted investment in neighborhoods which are classified as at the “tipping point”, 
indicating that these investments may have greater impact.  Engagement of public-private partners in revi-
talization efforts ensures greater efficiency and effectiveness in efforts. Each of the above redevelopment 
efforts relies on public-private partnership, engaging City agencies, private developers, and nonprofit orga-
nizations. A project team must be created to manage any revitalization efforts, ensuring that community 
voice and priorities are represented in planning development efforts.  Potential representatives include a 
nonprofit development lead, community residents, a local CDC, a regional nonprofit organization, the City, 
and development partners. Activities include code compliance, property acquisition an assemblage, City 

Figure 4.1 Reinvestment Pipeline, showing a sequence of actions that can improve the neighborhoods
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infrastructure investment, rehabilitation, and demolition and new construction or employment of land in 
alternate uses like green space. 

To prevent displacement and stabilize the residential aspects of the Westside neighborhoods, it is critical to 
both preserve affordability and support rehabilitation for existing low to moderate income homeowners. 
As also described in the ADP Westside TAD Neighborhoods Strategic Implementation Plan, we recommend 
a property tax abatement program; an owner-occupied and rental rehabilitation effort targeted to current 
residents earning less than 80% AMI; and a dual Housing and Environmental Community Land Trust.   

Given the income levels, unemployment levels, and desire to both attract higher income residents and pre-
serve affordability, multi-family projects developed in the area should incorporate the following:

• Mixed-income, with affordability to a variety of income levels. 
• In the event of a demolition and redevelopment, one-to-one replacement of units at the same subsidy 

level to ensure right of return. It is recommended that the Choice Neighborhoods guidelines be utilized. 
• Equitable transit-oriented development guidelines applied, as noted below.
• Incorporation of supportive services for residents, including employment counseling, support in access-

ing education and workforce development, support in accessing health care. 

4.2 Jobs and Economic Development

In terms of workforce development, the immediate concern of programs should be to focus on the stadium 
and neighborhood improvement jobs, due to the time sensitivity of the Falcons stadium construction and 
Arthur Blank’s pledge to set up an employment pipeline.  These are all jobs that would require a shorter 
amount of training time, most likely 8 to 12 weeks. 

Once the stadium construction is underway and neighborhood residents are being successfully placed into 
construction related jobs, the workforce development program can expand to include more job types and 
industries. Because of the robustness of the distribution services industry in Atlanta, the jobs in this sector 
such as truck drivers, fork lift operators, and administration are viable options. The expansion of the music, 
film, and entertainment industries, specifically hip-hop, into the area have been suggested because of the 
plethora of abandoned warehouses for filming and production studios.  With the assistance of music indus-
try professionals, residents could be trained as production assistants and other relevant music industry jobs 
taking place in the neighborhood. The same can be said for positions in digital media, especially related to 
the stadium.  With Arthur Blank’s emphasis on the fan experience, technology will play a large role in the 
stadium, and the related jobs could go to members of the community with the right training.

Finally, the workforce development program can connect with the surrounding university anchor institu-

Criteria English 
Avenue 
School

E.R. Carter 
School

Kennedy 
Middle 
School

Bethune 
Elementary 
School

Morris 
Brown Col-
lege

Georgia 
World Con-
gress Center

Transit Access Bus – YES
Rail – NO

Bus – YES
Rail –YES

Bus – NO
Rail – YES

Bus – NO
Rail – YES

Bus – YES
Rail – YES

Bus – NO
Rail – YES

Walkability YES YES YES YES NO YES
Enough Space YES YES YES YES YES YES
Space for Childcare NO YES YES YES YES YES
Computer Access YES YES YES YES YES YES
Meeting Space YES YES YES YES YES YES
Building Condition POOR GOOD GOOD GOOD POOR GOOD
Currently in Use NO NO YES YES YES YES

Table 4.2.1 Potential Sites for Resource Center
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tions, like Georgia Tech, Georgia State, and the Atlanta University Center.  Universities are significant em-
ployers, and this workforce development program could be the first place they look when they need staff 
members in any number of areas within the university.  Additionally, these universities are all involved in 
conducting research; a specific program could be created so that workers are being trained to meet the 
needs of university researchers.

While most are in agreement that at least one resource center is a need within the community to house all 
human service programs and is a quality use of funds, the location of these resource centers is a point of 
contention. Table 4.2.1 lists the potential locations and how they match up to different criteria important in 
location selection.

The construction of a new stadium for the Atlanta Falcons has generated focus on the impact that anchor 
institutions can have on a community. If resources are aligned in a strategic way, anchor institutions can do 
much to promote positive business development just through their regular activities in doing business. This 
business development strategy takes advantage of the current spotlight on the Falcons and anchor institu-
tions to introduce an economic impact alliance. 

A coalition of west side businesses and business associations, anchor institutions, and workforce training 
programs should be formed to connect the needs and demands of anchor institutions to goods and services 
that could be provided by existing and potential west side businesses. Businesses would be provided with 
a base level of demand for goods and services that could help them establish or grow. Workforce training 
programs could relate directly to the skills needed to produce these goods or provide these services. In ad-
dition, as anchor institutions that perform research (Georgia Tech, AUC Campuses, and Georgia State Uni-
versity) develop opportunities to create new products or establish new businesses, workforce training could 
be developed directly in connection with the business to provide the skills the businesses need to produce 
their services and goods. The following is a list of required steps to be taken to establish this coalition:

1. Establish a dialogue/cohesive work group of local business associations, representative businesses, pur-
chasing departments from anchor institutions, enterprise development representatives from anchor 
institutions, and workforce training organizations. 

2. Establish umbrella organization to coordinate charting of goods/services that can be met by neighbor-
hoods now or in the future; establishment of funding mechanisms for business development, expan-
sion, and formation; incubation/acceleration strategies; and client identification and marketing. 

3. Ensure necessary funding mechanisms are in place. 
4. Establish incubation program at resource center, acceleration program at the AUC, and workforce train-

ing programs through the resource center. 
5. Provide ongoing support to connect functions of anchor institutions, local businesses, and workforce 

development (strategies shown in Table 4.2.2). 

The coalition would not be intended to replace any existing business association, workforce training pro-
gram, or CDC function. Rather, it would connect the programming of these individual associations to a larger 
west side business strategy. This strategy is comprehensive and long term, but it does not substitute for im-
mediate needs and strategies, which are discussed in more detail in the full report. 

Other elements of the business strategy include aligning transportation, urban design, business develop-
ment, and environmental strategies to encourage commercial growth along Martin Luther King Jr. Drive; 
aligning zoning to protect the historic corner store development pattern; support of the Food Oasis; the 
opening of a business incubator for service-based startup entrepreneurs; and strategies to fill vacant retail 
spaces across the study area. 
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4.3 Community Development and Education

When speaking of community revitalization or development, it is important to remember that a high 
percentage of families in the study area has children below the age of 18. There has traditionally been 
a disconnect between school districts and other local governments. Decisions involving education and 
community development are often made independent of each other. This is particularly problematic in the 
case of these neighborhoods that face problems of disinvestment and neglect. In the context of the new 
stadium development and the potential for investment in these neighborhoods, it would be wise to address 
issues with public schools not by shutting them down, but by developing long-term strategies to improve 
the quality of the institutions that exist. 

Education and educational services in the Westside are provided either through the public education 
system or through programs and services provided by a variety of student, institutional and non-profit 
organizations, as well as houses of faith and service organizations. These additional services include early 
education programs and child care, youth services that involve mentoring and social skills training, programs 
that promote STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math) education, and child advocacy. Local and 
national organizations are, and have been, attempting to improve the quality of early education and K-12 
schooling both in the Westside and across the city. What is lacking are processes by which efforts by individual 
groups can fit into an overall strategy, and ways in which the provision and improvement of education can 
be substantially linked to other aspects of community development through a structured planning process. 

It is necessary not only to consolidate and expand the various programs involved in education and youth 
services in the Westside communities, but also to create explicit connections between these programs and 
services, and future investment and development that will follow the stadium. It is vital to set investment 
in education as a priority alongside investments in housing and business development. The proximity of 
significant anchor institutions presents opportunities for resource sharing and capacity building for smaller 
organizations. There is a need to connect educational and urban policies.

Creating strategies to effect changes in educational policy and services will require cooperation between

Table 4.2.2 Goods, Services, and Jobs Paths
ANCHOR INSTITUTIONS BUSINESSES WORKFORCE TRAINING
Food for Dining Halls, 
Vendors, and Stores 
Carrying Food Products 

Food Production, 
Processing, and Retail 
Vendors 

Agriculture, Food Processing, Retail and 
Customer Service, Sales, Administration   

Printing for Advertisements, 
Program Materials, Clothing  

Commercial Printers Basic Technical Skills, Math/Computer 
Skills, Retail and Customer Service, Sales, 
Administration   

Life & Bio-Science Research 
& Production

Research consulting 
groups, advanced 
manufacturers, labware 
sales 

Lab Technician, advanced technology, 
computer-aided manufacturing and 
automated manufacturing training, retail 
and customer service, sales, administration 

Film and sound editing, 
Falcons media 

Sound recording studios, 
sound engineers  

Sound engineering 

R3 Processing (Reuse, 
Remanufacture, Recycle) 
for electronic, construction, 
food, and other waste 

High-Tech Waste 
Processing Facilities, 
Repair/Refurbish 
Businesses, Construction 
Salvage 

Basic Technical Skills, Customer Service, 
Sorting, Construction  

Ongoing Commercial and 
Residential Construction 
Projects 

Contractors and 
Subcontractors 

Construction, Electrical, Welding, Plumbing 

multiple groups and organizations. These fall into three broad categories: entities responsible 
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Participants at studio workshop at the United Methodist Church, Oct 2013
Photo credit: Studio members

for providing eduational and child-related services, entities responsible for creating planning and policy 
decisions, and stakeholders in the community and city with the capacity to share resources, and the ability 
to create collaborations. These include the City of Atlanta, Atlanta Public Schools, anchor institutions (both 
commercial and educational), local houses of faith, and local and national programs and organizations 
involved in planning and education.

One of the major strategies developed in this process is the creation of a consolidated education outreach, 
involving the previously mentioned stakeholders; a framework within which programs and services could 
function. The aim of this framework would be to facilitate collaboration, resource sharing and capacity 
building between organizations, as well as cross-disciplinary collaboration to address issues. The framework 
would comprise work in the fields of early education, K-12 education, including STEM outreach, and a wide 
range of youth services encompassing health, family, advocacy, personal development, and art and culture, 
all of which would help follow children in their development from “cradle to career”. Connections within 
the framework could include cconnecting technical and technological services from large organizations to 
under-capacity organizations, sharing of resources and manpower, and the development of STEM programs 
for both students and teachers.

Another strategy is the development of connections between education and planning on a local level, in-
cluding, for example, the creation of youth programs and curricula related to planning and civic
engagement, led or facilitated by city planning professionals and students. The development of eco-educa-
tion programming is a strategy that connects education to environmental research.
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5. QuALity of LifE

Despite being an area of only four square miles, the built environment and quality of life between different 
parts vary greatly in the study area. Downtown as the core of Atlanta is intensely developed, with office and 
residential towers, numerous sports, entertainment, culture, and convention venues, closely spaced MARTA 
rail stations, under-construction streetcar tracks, parks, and distinguished streetscape. In the near future 
it will become the home of National Center for Civil and Human Rights, the Falcon’s new stadium, and the 
Multimodal Passenger Terminal.

To the southwest, a range of Castleberry Hill historic district is a vibrant neighborhood offering residents 
as well as tourists nice restaurants, pubs, galleries, and lofts. It has succeeded in revitalizing a historical 
industrial area. Further west, the Atlanta University Center (AUC) area is the largest contiguous concentration 
of Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) in the United States. It is the home of Clark Atlanta 
University, Spelman College, Morehouse College, Morehouse School of Medicine, Morris Brown College, and 
the Interdenominational Theological Center. The beautiful campuses are a cradle for elite black professionals 
and political leaders, including the current Atlanta Major Kasim Reed. 

However, crossing Martin Luther King Drive from the AUC or Northside Drive from the GWCC and Georgia 
Dome, one enters another world: broken sidewalks, over-grown yards, dumped trash, abandoned houses, 
and drug dealers hanging around on street corners. It is the world of Vine City and English Avenue, just one 
street away from the prosperity of Downtown and the significance of the AUC campuses. However, from the 
well laid-out street grid, the luxuriant trees, and the beautiful southern style single family houses with pillars 
and porches, one could easily tell these two neighborhoods had their glorious and elegant moments too. 

Long-term inadequate public resource distribution, disinvestment from the private sector, and ignoring 
basic infrastructure improvement needs, are the pain of Vine City and English Avenue. However, it is not just 
the pain of these two neighborhoods, it is also the pain of Atlanta. Despite boasting many titles, assets, and 
Fortune Five-Hundred companies, Atlanta has not distinguished itself in dealing with persistent joblessness, 

Above shows the contrast between the Westside neighborhoods and the downtown
Image source: Google Images
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poverty, and deterioration in city core neighborhoods, whose residents continue to struggle and fight to 
rise up to the middle class. Poverty, violence, and resentment are an entrenched condition that cannot be 
contained by a street or super block.

What if instead of their turning backs on the devastation in Vine City and English Avenue, the City and its 
private sector partners could commit to building on the Westside communities’ strengths and breaking 
down the wall that divides the two? It is notable that there are mechanisms such as the Westside TAD 
(WTAD) Neighborhood Fund, which shares bond proceeds supported by the downtown and southern 
subareas’ incremental tax revenue with Vine City and English Ave. And the WTAD-sponsored projects have 
been having positive influence over the surrounding area such as the Historic Westside Village. The problem 
is that by 2013 there has been approximately a $15 million gap between what has been spent and what 
could be spent on the communities. And there ought to have been more resources and more progressive 
measurements towards the revitalization of the once stable historical African American neighborhoods. 

With this being said, the Downtown area, the AUC campuses, Castleberry Hill, Vine City, and English Ave 
are facing the same challenges: fighting crime, improving accessibility, attracting tourists, managing big 
events, and stimulating economic development. By increasing both east-west and north-south, particularly 
east-west, physical connections through streets, trails, green space, and transit service, residents of 
Castleberry Hill, Vine City, and English Avenue and the students, faculty, and staff at the AUC campuses 
will have better access to job opportunities, public services, green spaces, and all other good things that 
Downtown has to offer. Meanwhile, it will provide businesses, workers, residents, and visitors of downtown 
area with alternative office locations, closer housing, more restaurants and service options, opportunities 
to appreciate the architectural and historical beauty of black institutions, communities, and Civil Rights 
leaders’ homes, as well as an escape to the Westside trail and the Atlanta Beltline. 

The Quality of Life chapter focuses on identifying built environment issues, finding common ground while 
acknowledging differentiated needs, exploring potential resources, and providing strategies to improve the 
quality of life for all areas. The ongoing projects of the Falcon’s new stadium and Multimodal Passenger 
Terminal provide unique opportunities to break down the divide between the Westside neighborhoods and 
the downtown that has restricted the connectivity necessary to knit together cohesive, mutually supportive 
communities. Opening up the Vine City and English Avenue neighborhoods to Centennial Olympic Park is 
an opportunity that cannot be wasted. Taking steps to overcome the divide that the “Gulch” represents 
supports and encourages the kinds of development and connectivity that the Castleberry Hill citizens have 
been working to achieve. Therefore, it’s recommended that the following steps be incorporated into the 
work tasks to be undertaken by the Falcons, the GWCC, the City, and the neighborhoods.

5.1 review and revise the Comprehensive Development Plan

Acknowledging that change in development patterns will surely happen, the Comprehensive Development 
Plan should be reviewed and revised to accommodate and encourage development. This plan would prioritize 
keeping existing homeowner occupied houses and their immediate environs as single family in nature, while 
anticipating mid-rise, mixed use, mixed income housing along Northside Drive and at lower densities along 
Martin Luther King, Jr. Drive. It would also anticipate an environmental and parks framework through the 
neighborhoods as the basis for differentiating single family and townhouse areas from multifamily areas 
with parks being viewed as shared amenities for all. The plan should require that 80 percent of all stadium 
street fronts provide for retail, service, and other publicly accessibly land use; and all public and private 
spaces anticipated for tailgating activities are designed and surfaced in ways that permit and encourage 
uses for a variety of community-serving outdoor activities, including the current Georgia Dome Site. It 
should undertake a comprehensive rezoning of the neighborhoods to guide the above development goals, 
anticipating the use of MRC, MR and modification of existing SPI classifications to achieve desired outcomes. 
It should prohibit the use of bridges and tunnels to cross Northside Drive or Martin Luther King, Jr. Drive; 
instead, crossings should be designed to promote pedestrian safety and street level connectivity to retail 
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and other service activities on all sides of these major streets. Finally, a detailed plan should be prepared for 
better utilization of the Vine City MARTA station, including options for intensifying development in the form 
of a mixed income transit oriented development that would set the guidelines for zoning and development 
up and down the west side of Northside Drive. 

5.2 rezoning and urban Design guideline 

Amendments should be made, where appropriate, to promote redevelopment while protecting the 
neighborhoods’ distinct architectural and lifestyle characteristics, including providing a buffer zone between 
commercial/entertainment usage and residential area, especially single family houses. It’s imperative 
that an appropriate decision be made in regards to the industrial land through panel meetings between 
residents, small business owners, developers, and the City Planning Department.  The next step should be 
to implement the rezoning or detailed restrictions in the industrial category. The City’s Office of Planning 
should be supportive of special permit issuance regarding multiple community resource centers in the 
neighborhood to further promote quality of life.  

An Urban Design Guideline for each neighborhood should be developed to preserve the individual historic 
features and advocate healthier lifestyle (Figure 5.2). For example, a guideline for the Atlanta University 
Center area would regulate the proposed mixed housing development around the University Home’s 
site and ensure its visual compatibility with AUC campuses. The Urban Design Guideline of Westside TAD 
Neighborhoods Strategic Implementation Plan should be either incorporated into the zoning ordinance 
or form an area wide guideline including the Marietta Street Artery, Castleberry Hill, and other adjacent 
neighborhoods. All the guidelines should incorporate the Crime Prevention through Environment Design 
principles, encourage street level activities, and create more positive green spaces.  

Figure 5.2.1 Four representations of homestyles 
in the Vine City neighborhood

Figure 5.2.2 Examples of element that should be in-
cluded in urban design guidelines
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5.3 African American Historical District

Besides employing  Urban Design Guidelines to preserve the general historical character in each neighborhood, 
a preservation program should be established to promote the historical landmark designations for, 
highlighting among other sites, Martin Luther King, Jr.’s adulthood home, the Julian Bond home, Maynard 
Jackson’s home, the Wachendorf mansion, English Avenue Elementary School, and the original Paschal’s 
restaurant (Figure 5.3).

Historical signage and public art should be installed as a wayfinding system to signify the historical and 
cultural events and places in the Westside Communities. And eventually a tour could be created to showcase 
the rich history and culture within in the neighborhoods to support community business and create job 
opportunities.

Figure 5.3 Historic assets in the study area
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5.4 Safety improvement

Better code enforcement and police force collaboration are the first steps to improve safety in the short term. 
More effective strategies such as vacant/abandoned lot clear up and targeting specific areas for innovative 
housing initiatives could be implemented. These could include, for example, incentive programs to attract 
faculty and staff from AUC, Georgia Tech and Georgia State to move into the neighborhoods. Similarly, such 
a program might be set up for City, County, and State civil servants, particulary public safety employees.  
Neighborhood Watch Mechanism is an autonomous tool which could be used by neighborhood associations. 
But the ultimate way to achieve a safety environment would be through community revitalization, new 
mixed income, mixed density residential development, population increase, all contributing to a more active 
street life.

Figure 5.4 NPU-L and NPU-M rated as 23rd and 25th for public safety
Data and map source: http://www.cgis.gatech.edu/nqolh/Interactive_Map/
Note: Rating includes crime incidents as well as traffic related injuries and fatalities
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6. tEn ConnECtivty ProJECtS/ACtion StrAtEgiES SummAry

Below is a short description of ten highlighted projects and/or strategies coming out of the studio. Each 
project/strategy involves synthesizing the four aspects of environment and health, transportation, housing 
and community development, and quality of life. Detailed discussion can be found in the full report 
connectivity chapter. 

1.Comprehensive Planning and Coordination
The information developed in this report should provide the basis for the community and the City to update 
and amend the Comprehensive Development Plan (CDP) for the neighborhoods and the west side of 
downtown. These policies, then, should lay the groundwork for rezoning and capital improvement priorities 
to implement the plan over time.
 
2. gulch Stormwater management & Coordinated green Space Plan
In order to address flooding in the Vine City and English Avenue neighborhoods in a more comprehensive 
manner, we have to address the source of problem, which orignates in the highly developed, higher elevation 
subwatershed of the Gulch on the west side of Downtown. This area contains the Georgia Dome, future 
Falcon’s Stadium, Georgia World Congress Center, and future Multimodal Passenger Terminal. Much of the 
area was developed before stormwater management ordinances were in place, therefore exacerbating the 
amount and impact of runoff leaving the site and flowing into lower elevation neighborhoods. To mitigate the 
impact of existing and future development, we propose the development of a comprehensive, coordinated 
stormwater management plan for the entire 267-acre subwatershed. Interacting with the development of 
stormwater management strategies, the plan should develop an overall green space plan, incorporating 
parks, plazas, and water features into a landscape amenity connecting the neighborhoods to downtown. 
This plan should include the ability to collect, capture, and retain the runoff produced by the 100- and 
even 500-yr storm events--totalling 30 and 36 million gallons, respectively. A series of well placed cisterns 
and other water collection and retuention features that include retrofitting existing buildings and designing 
features alongside any new development could prevent future flooding of the neighborhoods below.

3. mims Park
The idea of utilizing water retention features, parks and greenspace as a type of ‘green infrastructure’ is a 
strategy we have identified for mitigating flooding and stormwater drainage problems in the VIne City and 
English Avenue neighborhoods. The future Mimms Park, which is currently owned by the City of Atlanta 
and was the site of severe flooding and sewage overflows in 2002, is ideally positioned to serve not only 
as needed greenspace in the community, but also as a centerpiece water feature that could prevent future 
flooding damage and provide additional amenity value to surrounding neighborhoods. The development 
of such a park and water retention feature would have a positive impact on the viability and desirability 
of housing and provide job opportunities in the immediate area. The example of the Historic Fourth Ward 
Park to the northeast provides a cogent argument for such positive impacts and we envision a similar park 
delivering like benefits to Vine City and English Avenues. This new park could serve as a connection point 
for a series of linear parks and greenspace as well as reconstructed streams and trails that the previous Park 
Pride study envisions for the area.

4. targeted investment
Studies have shown that targeting investment in specific development zones leads to greater levels of 
change, especially when resources are limited. Through analysis of proximity to green space, commercial 
corridors, and transit, as well as potential for flooding, we propose that targeted reinvestment areas are 
identified for intensified code compliance activities; demolition and clearing; rehabilitation and preservation 
of affordable housing; redevelopment; or alternate use for the short or long-term. The identification of 
priority areas will allow for targeting of limited public and private funds, capital improvement efforts, and 
development, leading to more sustainable change.
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5. Expanding Land trust 
A land trust can be an effective tool for preserving affordable housing, protecting environmentally sensitive 
land, creating opportunities for business development, and allowing for flexibility in land use choices and 
interim uses. Expanding the activities of existing organizations such as the Westside Atlanta Land Trust 
(WALT) and supporting the City of Atlanta/Fulton County Land Bank would be an effective strategy for 
meeting multiple community aims. WALT has acquired land in the west side communities and implemented 
interim uses, such as urban agriculture. However, to be most effective in the community, more funding 
and support is needed. Atlanta is home to a unique community land trust organization called the Atlanta 
Land Trust Collaborative that serves as a “central server” to incubate and support neighborhood-based land 
trusts. The ALTC is focused on developing land trusts in neighborhoods along the Atlanta BeltLine, but it does 
engage with other neighborhoods as well. The Westside Atlanta Land Trust has been working with ALTC for 
the last year, developing strategies for the land trust and receiving technical assistance. A community land 
trust allows for flexibility in policy and goals, unlike other organizations that are often focused exclusively 
on greenspace, economic development, or housing.    In neighborhoods like English Avenue and Vine City, 
community land trusts allow a neighborhood-based organization to make decisions about which vacant 
properties should be used for interim uses, permanent greenspace, or affordable homeownership. 

6. Economic impact Alliance 
To create an Economic Impact Alliance which will connect local businesses and associations, workforce 
development programs, and anchor institutions. This alliance establishes a pipeline that would feed 
graduates from workforce development programs directly into businesses that are addressing the needs 
and strengths of the anchor institutions in the neighborhood. This program will encourage entrepreneurship 
amongst residents and provide workforce graduates with job placement in close proximity to their home.

7. Civil rights tourism Extension
The Civil Rights Tourism Extension is a strategy we have identified that builds upon east-west connections 
physically, culturally, and historically. The aim is to honor and celebrate the Westside Civil Rights heritage 
through transportation connections and artful wayfinding installations. The Joseph E. Boone Blvd. Green 
Street has the potential to connect the Westside to the National Center for Civil and Human Rights, which 
could be a great resource and connection for the historical tour. Furthermore, the proper realignment of 
Martin Luther King, Jr. Dr. and the extension of Magnolia St. should connect the Civil Rights history in the 
Westside neighborhoods to that in Sweet Auburn and the Martin Luther King, Jr. Historic District.

8. mLk Jr. Drive revitalization
keeping MLK’s continuity through stadium site, transforming the downtown segment into two-way operation, 
implementing the complete street concept, and extending the streetcar route, would greatly improve 
the functionality of this street as a major east-west connection through downtown, accommendate the 
increasing travel need, and serve the redevelopment trends of the corridor. The proposed creation of business 
accelerator for AUC students and Falcons’ office relocation would further boost economic development. As 
MLK becomes the legacy boulervard envisioned by Major Kasim Reed, there is also opportunity to rework 
the intersection with Northside Dr to form a gateway to the Westside historic neighborhoods and prestigious 
AUC campuses.

9. Parking Benefit Program
Under most circumstances, once people park their car, they will walk to the final destination, so there is 
a natural linkage between parking and pedestrian experience. A parking benefit program will allow the 
dedication of a small percentage of the parking revenue generated from city and state owned parking lots 
surrounding the stadium to go to sidewalk and streetscape improvement and maintenance. Considering the 
poor quality, and lack of sidewalks in the adjacent areas of the GWCC, the Georgia Dome, and future stadium, 
and the concentration of publicly-owned parking lots in this area, the program would be an effective way 
to improve the sidewalk conditions and streetscapes over time and to show the dedication of the City to 
elevate the quality of life for the communities surrounding the stadium area.
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10. Consolidated Education outreach
It is necessary not only to consolidate and expand the various programs involved in education and youth 
services in the Westside communities, but also to create explicit connections between these programs 
and services, and future investment and development that will follow the stadium. The proximity of 
significant anchor institutions presents opportunities for resource sharing and capacity building for smaller 
organizations. The consolidated education outreach is an attempt to create a framework to connect various 
groups and organizations that work either in the field of education or in providing child services. Such a 
program seeks to develop a process within which efforts by individual groups can fit into an overall strategy, 
and ways in which the provision and improvement of education can be substantially linked to other aspects 
of community development, such as housing, job creation, and business development.

7. ContACt

For further information on this studio project, please visit the website:
http://www.connect.gatech.edu/

Or contact: Prof. Mike Dobbins: mike.dobbins@coa.gatech.edu
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9. inStruCtor ovErviEW - BruCE guntEr

georgia tech School of City and regional Planning Connectivity Studio: 
overview of Strategic Context, Big ideas, and a Way forward
Bruce gunter, instructor

December 11, 2013

(Note: this paper is an overview and synthesis of research and analysis by masters students at the Georgia 
Tech School of City and Regional Planning in a studio led by Prof Mike Dobbins focused on the Westside 
neighborhoods of Vine City and English Ave in Atlanta. It also reflects ideas generated by these communities 
themselves, as well as the observations of the author.)

Purpose of Studio: to learn by creating an action plan of options that promote the revitalization of the 
“Westside Neighborhoods” (focused on English Ave and Vine City but including Castleberry Hill and the At-
lanta University Center neighborhoods) while minimizing gentrification

Strategic Context: The most important strategic factor that presages revitalization in the Westside neighbor-
hoods is the trend, driven by demographics and life-style choice, of households moving in-town and into 
what are known as “walkable communities”.  Certain parts of these neighborhoods have the potential to 
be redeveloped into such a type community that allows walkable access to retail, services, greenspace, and 
transit. Creating the conditions to spur and capture this growing market demand ought to be a high public 
priority as infrastructure improvements are considered. With strengthening sub-markets from West Mid-
town to Downtown encompassing an eastern arc around the Westside, at some point, these neighborhoods 
will be attractive as affordable alternatives to the higher priced neighborhoods to the east for people who 
wish to live close to employment, transit, and cultural amenities. Moreover, as Atlanta increasingly adopts 
economic development strategies centered around knowledge-based industries, this area—inside the uni-
versity triangle described by Georgia Tech, Georgia State and the Atlanta University Center—should rise in 
marketability. 

Fortunately, this revitalization may proceed without undue displacement of existing residents, given the 
plethora of vacant land and vacant dwellings. On the downside—and to be clear, the challenges are exten-
sive--pervasive safety and security issues, the poor record of area school performance, extreme neighbor-
hood disorganization and dysfunction, and the as yet unquantified level of remediation due to endemic 
flooding and contaminated soils conditions may present very costly impediments to the onset of revitaliza-
tion or result in a scattershot approach and much slower pace than which could be realized.

Looming as a catalyst—or impediment-- for this revitalization is the new $1.2 billion Falcons stadium. Al-
though we understand that the economic stimulus provided by the construction and operation of the sta-
dium will have a relatively modest direct impact on the neighborhoods, the design and orientation of the 
stadium will have enormous impact. Thus, we note how critical it is that the stadium serves as a centerpiece 
in a rewoven urban fabric that joins together downtown Atlanta and the historically and physically severed 
Westside neighborhoods adjacent to it.  

Materially negative conditions in the physical environment must be improved and neighborhood leadership 
leading to general consensus must be forged before significant redevelopment can proceed. To signal the 
advent of positive change for neighbors and potential newcomers, a portfolio of smaller projects that have 
broad community support, are not technically daunting, do not require substantial funding, and which can 
be accomplished in a relatively short time frame should commence as soon as feasible (such as clean-up, 
streetscape improvements, and street art).  Following this phase, a much more comprehensive series of 
improvements—some of which have been planned--must be funded and developed, to include major trans-
portation / connectivity projects; environmental remediation and infrastructure (parks and trails), 
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and commencement of human capital investments such as workforce development and  educational im-
provements.  These activities will build a base of trust and support in the neighborhood to foster the col-
laborations that will provide meaningful portals for community engagement and sustainable development.

Over time, together with physical improvements, a change in tone and appearance will make the area more 
amenable to investment. Once sufficient stabilization is achieved, focus can shift to preserving existing hous-
ing, attracting new residents into new or renovated housing, and attracting new commercial enterprises.

major ideas surfaced by the Studio

1. Jobs, employment training and workforce development is the paramount human capital issue
• Develop a Resource Center to consolidate and direct initiatives for training, adult ed, and job place-
ment (see below also)
• Seek opportunities to encourage job creation with every publicly funded program 

2. Quality of Life and environmental threshold issues must be addressed before substantive revitalization 
can proceed (i.e., before market rate residents in significant numbers will move into the neighborhood)

• Safety and security concerns
• Physical appearance of neighborhood—broken sidewalks, trash, derelict houses 
• Identification of extent of flooding and soils contamination, followed by remediation

3. Greenspace can serve as a framework to catalyze future development 
• Projects include Mims Park, proposed Boone Street Urban Ecology Center, a north-south green cor-
ridor running from Boone Street to AUC, and continued creation and linkage of urban gardens.
• The east-west extension of the PATH greenway is of utmost importance as it links the BeltLine to the 
neighborhoods and into downtown / Centennial Park 

4. The schools must evidence brighter prospects before families with choices will move into the neigh-
borhood
5. Economic driver(s) is necessary to be imported if “transformation” is to be a realistic outcome for 
neighborhood residents (note: the new stadium is not a long-term driver)

• Short-term, training and hiring local residents for the stadium construction is a priority
• Marketing and promoting the MLK business district
• Promote historic tourism and rejuvenate the Sunset Ave historic district by connecting it via Boone 
St/Ivan Allen Blvd to the National Center for Civil and Human Rights

6. Single family housing strategies: a top community priority is to strengthen existing homeowners (only 
15% of housing stock) and then attract new owner-occupants to better balance the residential owner-
occupant / rental mix in the neighborhood

• A nonprofit led effort to organize and aggregate to scale an owner-occupied housing rehab program 
throughout the community, which would also have a jobs component
• Plan and initiate a major initiative encompassing land assemblage, code enforcement / demolition, 
and housing rehab / new construction. Assemble a partnership consisting of a regional nonprofit/
private developer, a local nonprofit, and the Land Bank Authority to identify, take title and assemble, 
demolish, and eventually rehab or build new houses in a carefully, legally demarcated sub-area (“re-
newal zone”) within the neighborhoods. 

7. Multifamily housing strategies: goal is higher quality rental options and mixed-income rental units to 
take advantage of proximity to the two MARTA stations

• Improve the physical appearance and operations of Magnolia Gardens Apartments, a strategic an-
chor in the SW corner of Vine City
• Support any well-positioned tax credit application that promotes revitalization and mixed-income 
/ workforce housing
• Rehab one or more TOD (transit-oriented development) candidate multifamily properties, located 
near the Vine City or Ashby Street MARTA stations 

8. Transportation and pedestrian improvements
• Retrofit Northside Drive into a pedestrian-friendly urban boulevard, with explicit connectivity as-
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pects to Atlanta University Center and Georgia Tech, and with a major gateway element at the inter-
section with MLK. 
• Enhance the several east-west connections, including MLK Boulevard; the aforementioned PATH 
trail from the BeltLine / Washington Park through the new stadium to Centennial Park; a new street 
that connects Magnolia St to Andrew Young International Blvd, and “green street” improvements 
along Boone Street.

9. New Stadium Project features and conditions
• Mitigate water run-off into the neighborhoods and track health impacts precipitated by the stadium
• Create a parking plan that minimizes disruption to the neighborhood and does not suppress devel-
opment 
• Design the space made open by the demolition of the existing stadium into a plaza that will serve 
as a connection from the Westside to Centennial Park / Downtown  

10. Leadership must coalesce and surface or a great opportunity will be lost
• Neighborhood leadership must shift toward seeking consensus, alignment, and consolidation in-
stead of the current exceedingly negative dynamic
• External leadership must assist in leveraging financial resources and partnerships
• What role will the new VP position at Blank and InvestAtlanta / CBA committee play? 

overarching factors

Executing on such a holistic and comprehensive revitalization plan will take many years, if not decades, and 
must navigate what appear at first to be insurmountable obstacles.  Four overarching observations have 
surfaced from this analysis:

• Capable leadership necessary to execute on this (or any other) plan must be identified
• The absolute importance of targeted public investment (in a legally designated zone) in furtherance of 
multi-faceted community development, particularly to catalyze new and rehabbed single-family housing  
• Overlaying an environmental conditions map (i.e., the flow of storm water) with a building conditions 
and vacant parcels map will determine what threshold improvements / remediation are necessary be-
fore at-scale development can proceed
• The anchor institutions of Georgia Tech and the Atlanta University Center must collaborate in boosting 
economic  impact and cohering said leadership and plan

Way forward

IMMEDIATELY, the New Stadium Project design must be addressed to insure the NSP facilitates connectiv-
ity between those neighborhoods and the downtown / Centennial Park area. An uninviting “wall” cements 
the present isolation; an inviting “plaza” can serve as a bridge. There are other serious issues with the site 
plan as presently depicted. It may be that more drastic action is urgently needed to call attention to this 
momentous decision.

The tone and perspective must be changed. Instead of focusing on the myriad negatives, which inevitably 
leads to demands for more public funding, we must look for ways to attract private capital to build sustain-
able models on existing assets and utilizing new technologies. 

The challenge has historic overtones in that these neighborhoods were legally and physically separated 
long ago and neglected ever since. The city political, business and civic leadership must make it a priority 
to stitch back what was sundered into the fabric of our City.  What is different now than 20 years ago when 
the  Georgia Dome was built are two major anchor institutions, vibrant and growing sub-markets adjacent 
to the neighborhood, and, most importantly, leadership that has expressed a clear commitment to doing 
just that, beginning with Mayor Reed, Arthur Blank, InvestAtlanta, and the presidents of Georgia Tech and 
the Atlanta University institutions. 
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