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ABSTRACT 
 

This report presents an investigation of the application of placemaking practices 

in downtown Tucson. It begins with a classification of planning and design elements of 

placemaking and an identification of the role of the community in the placemaking 

process. Selected Tucson downtown plans are evaluated to determine the extent to which 

the placemaking elements are reflected in the plans. Finally, observational findings on 

any placemaking elements from the plans that were implemented are presented.  
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It is difficult to design a space that will not attract people. What is 

remarkable is how often this has been accomplished.  

 
—William Whyte 
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION 

There is a growing interest in recreating identity and a sense of place in once-

vibrant downtown areas of cities across the United States. This report focuses on the 

placemaking movement and examines the extent of influence it has had on the practice of 

urban planning as it applies to downtown Tucson. “Placemaking” is used in this report to 

refer to the method of transforming public places to cater to physical and social human 

needs, evoke a sense of place, and stimulate human activity and interaction. The terms 

“public space,” public place,” and “public realm” are used narrowly to refer to open 

spaces where all the members of the public have the right of use without paying a fee or 

being required to make a purchase. Examples include streets, sidewalks, squares, public 

parks, and plazas. Private establishments such as restaurants, cafes, and bars that are open 

to public upon paying for services are not included in this definition. 

The review of placemaking literature, which is discussed in this chapter, revealed 

no classification of concepts or list of elements for placemaking with which to evaluate 

public space plans. A key outcome of the literature review, therefore, was the creation of 

such an evaluation tool in the form of a detailed list of placemaking planning and design 

elements applicable to downtown/urban settings. While this list is based primarily on the 

review of the works of “placemakers” identified by Project for Public Spaces (PPS), a 

New York based non-profit organization, it also was informed by a review of documents 

on public places by authors who are not normally classified as “placemakers,” as well as 

plans from several cities that provided well articulated explanations of particular 

placemaking elements.  
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1.1 Placemaking 

Placemaking is a method developed and widely used by PPS, a New York based 

non-profit organization, to create vibrant, functional, and well-managed public places. 

The term was coined by PPS in 1975, building on the pioneering ideas of urban thinkers 

such as Jane Jacobs and William Whyte. This method is anchored in the influence of the 

built environment on human behavior and interaction. “Central to placemaking is the 

recognition that the sense of ‘place’ is dependent on people’s connection to public 

spaces” (Greenspace Scotland n.d.).  

Different definitions of placemaking are provided in this section to illustrate 

different facets of the concept. Christopher Ryan describes the aim of placemaking as: 

turning public spaces into places; places which engage those who inhabit 
them, places through which people do not merely pass, but have reason to 
‘stop and become involved’; places which offer rich experience and a 
‘sense of belonging’; places, in short, which have meaning, which evoke 
pleasure or contemplation, or reflection, and most importantly, an 
appreciation of cultural and environmental diversity (Ryan quoted in 
Winikoff 2000, 7).    

 
David Yencken, a professor of planning, elaborates on the concept of 

placemaking by contrasting space and place, the former being “unknown and 

intermediate” while the latter being “immediate, known, and lived in.” Thus, 

placemaking is the “skill of turning public spaces into places which have meaning for 

people, which give them pleasure to be within, and which resonate with feeling and 

memory” (Yencken quoted in Winikoff 2000, 12).  

Among other things, placemaking emphasizes the design elements that shape 

public spaces. However, it is important to acknowledge that this method is not about 

creating buildings that win architectural awards, yet stand out as self-contained objects 

poorly connected to the public spaces that surround them. On the contrary, the method 
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focuses on design elements that collectively contribute to creating public places that are 

functional, comfortable, and sociable for their users based on the relationship between 

human behavior and the character of the built environment. Indeed, as planners/architects 

Schneekloth and Shibley (1995) stress placemaking is about the relationship of people to 

places and also relationships among people in places.  

Another definition of placemaking emphasizes its community-driven 

methodology. As illustrated in this definition from planner Al Zalinka (2006, 1) 

placemaking is “the process of adding value and meaning to the public realm through 

community-based revitalization projects rooted in local values, history, culture, and 

natural environment.”  

While the definitions vary, the underlying thought central to placemaking can be 

summarized as adding value to public places through shaping the built environment in a 

way that evokes a sense of place, belonging, and identity, with the ultimate aim of 

providing functional and comfortable places conducive to human activity and interaction. 

 

1.2 The Significance of Placemaking in the Field of Planning  

Accelerated in the post-World War II era, suburbanization, the widespread use of 

the automobile, and the emphasis on the private sphere along with associated social and 

cultural values marked the true beginnings of the decline of public spaces across the 

United States. With suburbanization came the exodus of residents and businesses from 

central cities where most vital public places were located. New communities were formed 

to accommodate the automobile, which became a significant player in shaping the built 

environment. Technological changes and the rise of social and cultural values 
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emphasizing the private realm and domestic privacy led to further civic disengagement. 

This is not to say that localities don’t exist where there is a great effort to transform the 

deserted public spaces or create new spaces that are functional, comfortable, and tailored 

to meet human needs. Cities that have not abandoned or have reintroduced the art of 

placemaking in their planning practices, such as San Francisco, Seattle or Portland, still 

have a thriving public life in their public places.  

James Howard Kunstler, author of Geography of Nowhere, refers to most of what 

is built in the United States in the last fifty years as “depressing, brutal, ugly, unhealthy, 

and spiritually degrading” (1993, 10). Ugliness has become a pervasive and permanent 

condition of the man-made environment in many American cities negatively affecting the 

social and the emotional well-being of their inhabitants (Lennard and Lennard 1995). 

Obviously, the discipline of architecture is one of the suspects for shaping the built 

environment in such a way. But the planning practices that have taken place during this 

period are just as culpable since planners are one of the key actors in the making of 

places, having a profound impact on the patterns of development and the physical layout 

of the built environment.   

Planning and architectural ideologies have failed to consider the connection 

between physical changes and their social consequences (Lennard and Lennard 1995). 

Under current zoning regulations, cities have created monofunctional and homogeneous 

areas resulting in the loss of physical as well as social and cultural diversity. Growth 

patterns have been determined based on “two-dimensional land use plans, without 

considering the three-dimensional relationships between buildings and spaces and 

without a real understanding of human behavior” (Trancik 1986, 1). Consequently, 
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communities are created in a formulized way employing a one-size–fits–all approach, 

leading to great uniformity and the loss of a sense of place, i.e. “the idea that people and 

things exist in some sort of continuity, that we belong to the world physically and 

chronologically, and that we know where we are” (Kunstler 1993, 118).    

Currently public spaces in urban areas of the United States often lack a sense of 

place and identity, that is, they do not promote civic life, cultivate a civic culture, nurture 

the human spirit, or induce sociability that is necessary for human well-being. While the 

geography of the United States has been reshaped to accommodate the automobile, 

especially since World War II, this physical reconfiguring has erased “too much of the 

public realm” (Gratz 1998). Suburbanization has removed the critical mass of people to 

support diverse activities in once-vibrant downtowns. Downtown retail has been replaced 

with suburban shopping malls. The new bedroom communities rarely offer public 

gathering places and even when they do, these places are not able to seed much activity 

because they are located in monofunctional areas that do not give residents many reasons 

to leave their homes for public spaces. Consequently, public spaces designed with a 

consideration for physical and social human needs have been erased in many cities not 

only from the physical landscape, but also from the collective memory of the society as 

generations grow up in cities and towns that do not posses the qualities of good 

placemaking.  

There are certain physical qualities that make public places friendlier and more 

attractive to pedestrians. Studies in fields concerned with the relationship between 

humans and the built environment, such as human ecology and environmental 

psychology, show that the built environment has a profound impact on human behavior. 
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“Public urban spaces require certain conditions if the community spirit is to thrive” 

(Lennard and Lennard 1995, 25). Placemaking elements are crucial to the planning and 

design fields to re-establish a planning and design culture that recognizes the need for 

public spaces that cater to the physical and social human needs and stimulate public life. 

Adding value to the public realm in a meaningful way will only be possible once the 

culture of good placemaking is put back into practice. The following section examines 

the planning and design elements promoted by placemakers to shape the built 

environment in a way that accommodates human needs.  

 

1.3 Planning and Design Elements in Placemaking 

Planning and design elements embraced by placemaking are an expression of 

what most people intuitively prefer in the built environment. The elements are geared 

towards creating comfortable, functional, and attractive environments for people. They 

are about creating public places with people and their needs in mind. In placemaking, 

design is not an end in itself; rather it is a means to an end. Public space design should be 

grounded in social understanding with a “special responsibility to understand and serve 

the public good, which is only partly a matter of aesthetics” (Carr, et al. 1992, 18). 

Placemaking promotes designing the built environment for the comfort and appeal of the 

pedestrian and creating public places conducive to social interaction. 

Below is a list of the nine key elements that are identified through the review of 

the placemaking literature. The following sections detail these planning and design 

elements. 

• Buildings and their facades 

• Spatial definition 
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• Human scale 

• Sidewalks 

• A mixture of uses in neighboring private spaces 

• Concentrating activity 

• Opportunities for sitting and standing 

• Microclimatic conditions 

• Street furniture  

 

1.3.1 Buildings and Their Facades 

The way buildings relate to their surroundings is an important criterion in terms of 

how the neighboring public realm (streets, sidewalks, plazas etc.) is perceived by 

pedestrians. The physical features of buildings have an impact on the public space that 

they define, which in turn has social consequences. Fostering pedestrian street activity 

necessitates offering visually interesting things to attract and engage pedestrians.  

In an urban environment, since people generally cannot step back from buildings 

far enough to view the entire structure, they tend to notice “segments of the architecture, 

facades, entrances, thresholds, windows, balconies, details, materials and light” 

(Chambers 1998, 11). Details at the street level are particularly important since the 

ground floor spaces tend to be the main focus of the pedestrians. Ground floor facades 

make the city interesting to walk through and to look at. Unattractive ground floor 

features include “large units with few or no doors, no visible variation in function, closed 

or passive facades, monotonous facades, lack of detail, nothing interesting to look at” and 

they should be avoided (Gehl and Gemz 2004, 33).  

Narrow buildings are also associated with making streets more interesting because 

they increase the number of architectural details such as doors and windows as well as 
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the number of different ground floor spaces. Narrow street frontages create a more 

interesting and lively streetscape by reducing the walking distance between entrances 

which is where major activity takes place on a street while buildings with long dull 

frontages make lifeless and boring cities. (Gehl 1987).  

The qualities of the buildings defining a street also influence the pedestrians’ 

perception of distance. Interesting things to see or look at along a street make the route 

more interesting as a whole and therefore reduce the experienced distance. Buildings with 

blank walls and facades have the opposite effect. Additionally, narrow buildings with 

predominantly vertical structures also have the “visual effect of making the distance feel 

shorter” (Gehl and Gemz 2004, 32). Reducing the perceived distance creates a more 

comfortable and pleasant environment which encourages people to walk.   

Certain ground floor characteristics play a major part in creating attractive and 

interesting street frontages. For example, display windows lead to window shopping and 

window shoppers attract more window shoppers (Whyte 1988, 85).  Ground floor spaces 

should be visible from the street and “should not be hidden behind dark, tinted glass or 

closed venetian blinds” (Gratz 1995, 261) (Figures 1 and 2). Because windows and doors 

are the crucial elements in establishing transparency, windows blocked by blinds, drapes 

or screens are not any different than walls and therefore, should be avoided (A. Jacobs 

1993). The closing down of storefronts at night is a “harmful” practice because it creates 

unattractive, unfriendly, and unsafe environments that leave the streets deserted (Gehl 

and Gemz 2004). Visibility and transparency between indoor and outdoor spaces should 

be maintained so that the indoor spaces contribute to the street.  
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Figure 1 - Non-transparent ground floor spaces due to curtains and reflective glass  

 

          
Source: Evren Sonmez, 2007                    Source: Evren Sonmez, 2007 
 

Figure 2 -  Lit vs. closed-down storefronts at night 

        
Source: Jan Gehl and Lars Gemz, 2004 (from Public Spaces, Public Life) 
 

Buildings should be designed in a way to create connection between public and 

private spheres. The orientation of the buildings and location of their entrances is one 

element in establishing an inside-outside/private-public relationship. Building entrances 

and outdoor seating areas of ground floor businesses should be oriented towards and 

visible from the sidewalks. Windows that open and balconies are encouraged at the upper 

levels to extend this connection vertically (Lennard and Lennard 1995). The second 

element has to do with creating what Gehl refers to as “soft edges” that blend public and 

private spheres (Gehl 1987, 185) (Figure 3). Examples of soft edges include sidewalk 

cafes, display areas extending to the sidewalk, and sittable stairs and ledges. Soft edges 
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increase the interaction between people and encourage them to spend time near the 

buildings where they open to the sidewalks.  

 

Figure 3 – Soft edges created by an outdoor seating area and a sidewalk display 

         
Source: Evren Sonmez, 2007                                            Source: Woodstock Chamber of Commerce, n.d. 
                                                                              www.woodstockvt.com/press_images.php 

 

Blank walls are highly criticized by a number of placemakers and warned against 

as street killers (Figure 4). Blank walls are one of the contributors to the deadening of 

street life that might have otherwise been possible (Whyte 1988). They not only deaden 

one part of the street, but also cut the street into disjointed segments (Whyte 1988). 

Pedestrian counts indicate that streets lined up with blank walls are not heavily used by 

people, and even when used, people tend to walk at a faster speed (Whyte 1988).  Blank 

walls are very inhospitable to pedestrians because they offer nothing to look at. 
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Figure 4 - Blank wall deadening the street 

   
Source: Evren Sonmez, 2007 
 
 
1.3.2 Spatial Definition  

Buildings that align the sidewalks create a streetwall that defines the street. 

Streetwalls are the “facades of buildings along the street sidewalks” (City of Batavia 

2002, 3). The Downtown Batavia Master Plan describes the function of the streetwall as 

creating a comfortable and inviting pedestrian environment by enclosing the streets and 

defining the public realm. In order to fulfill this function streetwalls should be continuous 

and should not be interrupted by vacant lots, setbacks or parking lots. Vacant lots and 

parking lots disrupt the continuity of streetwalls, create holes in the urban fabric, and 

negatively impact the street definition. Fences, low walls, hedges or other vertical 

features can be used to provide the continuity of the streetwall where it is interrupted 

(City of Batavia 2002).    

The other physical condition for successful spatial definition is the ratio of 

building height to the width of the space between the buildings on both sides of the street 
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(Figure 5). This enclosure effect and the resulting street definition are related to the 

physiology of the human eye (City of Batavia 2002). The Downtown Batavia Master Plan 

sets the ratio of one increment of height to six increments of width as the absolute 

minimum for creating a sense of spatial enclosure and states that 1:3 is the necessary ratio 

for “a good effective minimum” (City of Batavia 2002). A minimum building height to 

horizontal distance ratio of 1:4 is necessary for street definition and a ratio of 1:2 creates 

strong definition (A. Jacobs 1993). Positioning the buildings closer to the street, having 

on-street parking, and providing tree canopies create a sense of “enclosed street” where 

pedestrians feel more comfortable. It is necessary to give streets a ratio of 2:1 to 3:1; 

width (from building to building) to building height. For example a 40-foot right of way, 

with buildings 25 feet high, requires building-to-building separations of no more than 75 

feet (Burden 1999, 29).  

 

1.3.3 Human Scale  

Maintaining human scale is another key element in providing for pedestrian 

comfort in public places. Human scale refers to the “quality of a building that includes 

structural or architectural components of size and proportions that relate to the human 

form and/or that exhibits through its structural or architectural components the human 

functions contained within” (City of Seattle 1999, 57).  
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Figure 5 – Spatial definition 

 

 

 

 

Source: Evren Sonmez, 2007 

 

While enclosure and street definition are fundamental ingredients in establishing 

human scale, “buildings taller than about four stories begin to lose their humanity and 

place their occupants in an artificial environment” (Alexander quoted in Sexton 1995, 17).  

Shorter buildings tend to be in harmony with the people who use the streets and the way 

their senses function, so anything above the fifth floor loses its connection with the 
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ground level (Gehl 1987). Multi-story structures can become overwhelming in urban 

settings but when buildings incorporate elements such as doors, windows, awnings, 

balconies and other details that relate to the size of the human body it gives buildings 

human scale. These features capture the pedestrians’ attention, invite them to enter the 

building or encourage them to spend time in outdoor spaces defined by the building 

(Chambers 1988).  

Creating human scale is also important in parks, plazas, and other open public 

spaces. Over-scaling disperses and dilutes activity in public spaces, which works against 

the simple idea of creating a “critical mass of activity to seed more activity” (Whyte 

quoted in LaFarge 2000, 242).  

 

1.3.4 Sidewalks 

Planning for the right sidewalk area width ensures pedestrian comfort and also 

opens up possibilities for a variety of activities that can take place on the sidewalks. 

Sidewalks are crucial components of placemaking because significant social interaction 

takes place on them.  The sidewalks that are most popular with pedestrians tend to range 

between 15 to 20 feet (Whyte quoted in LaFarge 2000). This is wide enough to 

accommodate heavy use and narrow enough so that the sidewalk does not feel empty 

when fewer people are using it (Whyte quoted in LaFarge 2000). This range, however, is 

not the optimum since the appropriate sidewalk width highly depends on the context. A 

sidewalk should have about eight feet clear to make enough room for two couples coming 

from opposite directions to comfortably pass each other (Barnett 2003). Furthermore 

sidewalks need extra room for street furniture such as street lights, hydrants, call boxes, 
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newspaper vending machines, postal boxes, and parking meters with additional space 

around trees (Figure 6). These amenities require 13 feet including a 5-foot wide linear 

area next to the curb for trees and street furniture. To accommodate sidewalk cafes the 

necessary minimum width is 18 feet (Barnett 2003). Sidewalk extensions (neck-

downs/bulb-outs) are recommended at intersections to enhance pedestrian comfort and 

safety. Distinct paving materials can be used for sidewalks, bulb-outs and crosswalks 

extending from the sidewalks to help define the pedestrian realm.  

 

Figure 6 - Sidewalk with pedestrian and landscaping/street furniture areas 

 
Source: Cyril B. Paumier, 2004 (from Creating a Vibrant City Center) 
 

Another important element related to sidewalk design is street trees. Even though 

the sidewalks are physically separated from the street, they don’t necessarily create a 

“sense of safety or tranquility;” however, trees planted at the curb line with close 

proximity to one another produce a pedestrian realm that feels safer for its user (A. 

Jacobs 1993, 273). Another benefit of having street trees is that they help define the street 
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and bring the streetscape to human scale, thus creating a sense of place. Besides, tree 

canopies offer good weather protection especially in sunny climates. The most effective 

spacing that creates these effects is between 15 and 25 feet (A. Jacobs, 1993).  Box 

hedges also work well for creating a buffer between the street and the sidewalk, yet they 

do not offer weather protection.  

Although not a feature of the sidewalk itself, on-street parking is another factor 

that adds to pedestrian comfort on sidewalks. On-street parking is encouraged since it 

serves as a buffer between the pedestrians on the sidewalks and the flowing traffic, and 

also because it slows down the traffic (Burden, 1999). On-street parking is also beneficial 

for supporting businesses and pedestrian activity because it makes it easier for people to 

stop to shop, dine, or run errands (Gratz 1995). 

 

1.3.5 A Mixture of Uses in Neighboring Private Spaces  

Besides focusing on design of public spaces, placemakers also acknowledge that 

the use of streets and other public places depends on the adjacent private uses.  In this 

respect, it is important to have a mix of land uses creating a multi-purpose destination and 

generating activity at different times of the day for diverse groups of people. Dividing the 

city into monofunctional areas, as is done with traditional zoning, creates dull 

environments, while integrating different people, activities, and functions contributes to a 

more vibrant street life as these functions start to support each other (Gehl 1987). “A 

single-purpose destination cannot function as a public crossroads” (Gratz 1998, 42). 

While many cities are attempting to revitalize their downtowns with special districts, they 

forget this important maxim.  
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Uses that extend activity to the evening and night hours such as stores, bars, and 

restaurants are essential in terms of street vitality, safety, and the perception of security. 

Such uses provide reasons for people to use the sidewalks, ensuring continuing use of 

streets at different times of the day. They also put more “eyes upon the street” both by 

attracting users and also because the owners of these establishments are usually 

concerned with what happens on their street (Jacobs 1961, 35). Consequently, they also 

improve the perception of security since people feel safer in public places inhabited by 

other people as opposed to deserted ones. 

Another important component for ensuring continuing activity in public places, 

especially streets, is to have residences as part of this land use mix (Figure 7). Cities need 

a critical mass of people to support its establishments such as shops, restaurants, 

museums, and theatres (Whyte quoted in Gratz 1989). One of the generators of diversity 

in city streets is to have a dense concentration of people, and especially a residential 

population, to support the different uses (Jacobs 1961). Having residents creates a more 

vital city as these people use the streets even at times when the usage is not very high, 

such as evenings and holidays (Gehl and Gemz 2004). Another benefit of having 

residents in an area is that they tend to care about that part of the city for more personal 

reasons.  A local residential population is important for creating an immediate 

community whose members recognize each other and also care for the public spaces 

located nearby (Lennard and Lennard 1995).  
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Figure 7 - Mixed-use buildings with retail at the street level and residential uses above 

                  
Source: © Project for Public                  Source: Portland Ground: Pictures of Portland Oregon, 2005 
Spaces, Inc., n.d. www.pps.org              www.portlandground.com/archives/2005/02/mixed_use_build.php 
 
 

If included in the land use mix, certain types of retail and service oriented 

businesses (coffee shops, bakeries, small grocery stores, post offices, bookstores, etc.) 

can act as catalysts of sociability. Ray Oldenburg uses the term “third place” referring to 

“a great variety of public places that host the regular, voluntary, informal, and happily 

anticipated gatherings of individuals beyond the realms of home and work” (1989, 16) *.  

These third places are important as they provide “neutral ground” enabling and hosting a 

variety of interactions and activities (Oldenburg, 1989). Such establishments help foster a 

sense of place and community as streets start to be identified with unique establishments 

they host.  

 

                                                 
* Oldenburg’s use of “public places” is different than the use of the term in the rest of this report. He refers 
to places open to the public such as  pubs, coffee shops, and restaurants as “public spaces” whereas the rest 
of the report uses the term with reference to public spaces that are truly public, i.e open to all and free for 
all.  
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1.3.6 Concentrating activity 

Another element that goes hand in hand with providing a mix of uses in 

downtown areas is concentrating activity. Compact downtowns tend to work the best 

(Whyte 1988). When the new activities are leapfrogged, the continuity is broken. So, it is 

important to locate activities adjacent to one another. This element is important within 

particular public places as well. For example, concentrating and not dispersing activity 

creates more sociable plazas (Whyte 1998).  

The significance of concentration can best be understood based on the simple 

reality that people attract more people. The life between buildings is a “potentially self-

reinforcing process” (Gehl 1987, 75). In other words, once an activity becomes popular, 

it is likely to be followed by others and attract more people. Activities and people 

reinforce each other and grow together, eventually creating a whole that is greater than 

the sum of its parts. Dispersed activities, on the other hand, do not stimulate one another. 

“Triangulation,” a related concept introduced by William Whyte, refers to “the process 

by which some external stimulus provides a linkage between people and prompts 

strangers to talk to each other as though they were not” (1980, 94). The source of such 

stimulus can be a physical object (such as a sculpture), street performers or even a view 

(Figure 8). Such stimuli tend to start conversations between people and are conducive to 

social life in public spaces. 
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Figure 8 -  Street performer activity in a public plaza 

   
Source: David L. Ryan, 2005 (Boston Globe) 
www.boston.com/news/local/massachusetts/articles/2005/08/25/minstrels_mired_in_market_melee/ 
 

1.3.7 Opportunities for Sitting and Standing 

Planning and designing for sitting and standing opportunities in public spaces is 

vital because they can enhance users’ comfort and lead to longer durations of stay which 

ensures activity and increases the chances for sociability. Seating is an important 

determinant of the amount of recreational activity that takes place in public spaces. 

Sitting opportunities in public spaces are critical since sitting is the primary activity that 

leads to other attractions, such as eating, sleeping, reading, and/or people watching, 

which translates into “staying” in a place for a period of time (Gehl 1987).  

Seating choices are generally driven by certain psychological factors. Places 

located along the edges of public spaces provide a feeling of security and intimacy while 

offering a good view of the surroundings. Therefore, locating places for seating in public 

spaces is a strategic decision. Benches scattered around the middle of open spaces don’t 

offer good places to sit regardless of the number of seating spaces they provide. “Each 
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bench or seating area should preferably have an individual local quality and should be 

placed where there is, for example, a small space within the space, a niche, a corner, a 

place that offers intimacy and security, and as a rule, a good microclimate as well” (Gehl 

1987, 161).  

Public spaces should also offer a variety of seating opportunities which would 

appeal to different groups of people. A sufficient number of “primary seating” 

opportunities (such as benches and chairs) should be present in carefully considered 

locations since many people require this type of comfortable seating. Additionally, 

“secondary seating” such as stairways, low walls, planters with large edges, fountains, 

ledges, and steps should also be provided to supplement the primary seating, especially 

for those who prefer this type of “casual” sitting (Figure 9). The preferred combination 

would be relatively limited primary seating and a greater number of secondary seating 

opportunities so that the place does not look deserted when there are fewer users (Gehl 

1987). Combining different types of seating also makes the place more interesting. 

 

Figure 9 - Plaza with primary and secondary sating and vendors 

 
Source: Cyril B. Paumier, 2004 (from Creating a Vibrant City Center) 
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Seating has a profound impact on people’s patterns of public space usage. Seating 

places should be physically and, more importantly, socially comfortable (Whyte 1980). 

Comfort is associated with availability of choices for sitting, and the best way to provide 

seating variety is to build “sittable ledges” into the features of a public places. People do 

not have a specific preference in terms of the ledge heights, but any height between one 

to three feet is the most appropriate range. Ledges that are at least 30 feet wide and 

accessible on both sides serve better as they provide seating space for more people back 

to back (Whyte 1980). Movable chairs are a desirable form of seating in public places 

such as parks and plazas. They allow for fine-tuning the social distance depending on the 

situation and adjusting the comfort level depending on weather conditions by moving to 

the sun or to the shade (Whyte  1980) (Figure 10).   

 

Figure 10 - Movable chairs 

 
Source: Cyril B. Paumier, 2004 (from Creating a Vibrant City Center) 
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Similar to sitting, there are considerations to be made when planning and 

designing for standing in public spaces.  When people stand with the intention of staying, 

they care about their surroundings and look for a good place to stand, unlike standing as a 

temporary stop (Gehl 1987). Peoples’ favorite spots in which to stand in urban public 

spaces are generally along the borders or edges of these spaces (Gehl 1987). This choice 

has to do with psychological factors as people feel less exposed and more protected at the 

edges. In a street setting the areas along the facades provide numerous opportunities for 

standing such as doorsteps, awnings, niches, and recessed entrances.  Additionally, “trees, 

columns, street lamps or comparable physical supports” are other features that attract 

people to stand (Gehl 1987, 153).  

Carefully designed public spaces have a significant role in creating incentives for 

people to stay. Furthermore, the design of public spaces and its impact on peoples’ 

duration of stay also determine the likelihood of social interaction. Gehl distinguishes 

between three types of talking: “talking with people one accompanies,” “talking with 

acquaintances one meets,” and “talking with strangers.”  The first type, which is the most 

common talking activity in public spaces, is not affected by the quality of the 

environment other than the noise level. The second type does not depend highly on the 

quality of the environment since people generally stop and talk to other people they know; 

however, the higher the opportunities for people to stay in an area, the more frequently 

they are likely to encounter acquaintances. The third type, on the other hand, is highly 

dependent on the quality of the outdoor environment. Strangers start conversation “when 

they are occupied with the same thing, such as standing or sitting side by side, or while 

engaging in the same activity together” (Gehl 1987, 170). Therefore the design of seating 
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places and their orientation to one another are critical to encourage sociability in public 

spaces.  

 

1.3.8 Microclimatic Conditions 

Providing microclimatic conditions that can accommodate seasonal weather 

changes enhances the use of public spaces. This can be achieved by providing shade and 

a fountain for hot days and leaving certain areas exposed to the sun for the cool days 

(Barnett 2003). Access to sunlight in public places is very important because people 

generally like warmth and the sun except for the very hot days. Providing shade is also 

important, but sunlight is still the principal element since shade is only meaningful when 

there is sunlight (Whyte 1980, 42). Creating semi-outdoor spaces with the use of glass 

canopies or small pavilions can maximize the use of public places under different 

weather conditions (Whyte 1980).  

 

1.3.9 Street Furniture  

Street furniture can assist enhancing public places and creating comfortable and 

functional pedestrian environments. In addition to the seating features covered in the 

previous section, other types of street furniture include streetlamps, waste receptacles, 

signs, planters, bike racks, bus shelters, fountains, drinking fountains, telephones, 

vending carts, and kiosks.  

Careful consideration should be given to the design and location of street furniture 

to ensure that it will be used. Design is not only an aesthetic issue, but is also about 

function and convenience. Project for Public Spaces (PPS) provides specific guidelines 
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for different types of street furniture. This report will not elaborate on the details 

regarding each individual kind of furniture, but the major thing to consider is that before 

locating these different amenities the space should be studied and people’s behavior 

patterns should be observed. Common sense rules of positioning amenities strategically 

also apply, such as locating a trash can and possibly a newspaper vending cart next to a 

bus stop.  

Street vendors also have an important role in promoting activity in public places 

as they are the “caterers of the outdoor life of the city” (Whyte 1988, 31). Different kinds 

of vending activity should be encouraged, and particularly the food vendors should be 

emphasized, because having food attracts people and vendors are one of the most 

effective ways to cultivate activity and social life in a public place (Whyte, 1980). 

Vendors who regularly locate in a public place also help with security because they get to 

know the environment and users and can help call attention to unusual behavior.  

As reviewed in this section, placemaking’s planning and design elements are 

geared towards creating physical environments that open possibilities for social activities 

and interaction and crafting public places that people use, feel attached to, and care about.  

 

1.4 Placemaking Process and the Role of the Community 

The process of placemaking is grounded in active community participation. 

Placemaking is an “inclusive and enabling practice” that can create places and sustain 

them over time with the full cooperation and participation of all stakeholders affected by 

the place.  (Schneekloth and Shibley 1993, 122). Therefore, placemaking believes in the 

“legitimacy of every person's experience of living” (Schneekloth  and Shibley 1993, 123). 
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The task of professional placemakers is opening a “dialogic space” through which the 

different stakeholders can develop a conversation and share different forms of knowledge 

about place. In this setting the professional placemaker is only one of the contributing 

stakeholders (Schneekloth  and Shibley 1995). The affected community needs to be an 

integral part of the process and its expertise is essential even though the knowledge of 

people about the places they live may be unstructured, informal, and hesitant 

(Schneekloth  and Shibley 1995, 5). 

PPS’s approach to placemaking strongly emphasizes the expertise of the 

community. The process always starts with engaging community members in an active 

way through which they can make meaningful contributions. It is essential to have the 

community members identify the issues and share their knowledge of the community. 

PPS’s 2003 Annual Report states that the organization promotes placemaking as “a 

process that helps empower and engage members of a community to participate in, 

understand and contribute to the evolution of the common spaces that define that 

community” (PPS 2003, 3). PPS uses the “community-driven design” approach with the 

aim of creating "functional places that support local values" (Fred Kent quoted in PPS 

2003, 14). 

A variety of participation techniques are used to involve the community in the 

process of turning a place around. Placemaking professionals often conduct community 

design workshops (charrettes) to gather public input. PPS holds community workshops as 

part of specific placemaking projects. The workshops are open to the members of the 

community such as residents, business interests, employees, property owners, merchants, 

visitors, and civic leaders. The participants are divided into small focused groups to 
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brainstorm ideas and discuss the problems. Projects that can be accomplished in the short 

term are particularly emphasized. In order to stimulate ideas, PPS gives a slide 

presentation with visual examples of similar work that has been done in other 

communities (PPS 2001). As a part of these workshops, the organization also uses an 

exercise called the “place performance evaluation” which combines the PPS observation, 

interview, and analysis techniques with the insights, common sense, and intuition of the 

community members in the format of a game (PPS 2001). The exercise involves taking 

people to public places with a facilitator and having them evaluate the place based on 

what they like and how they would improve it in relation to accessibility, sociability, 

comfort, and uses (PPS 2002). According to PPS, this exercise “gives participants an 

opportunity to observe on-site conditions for themselves and understand the dynamics 

and needs of a particular space within a structured context, allowing them to very quickly 

see the good and bad qualities of a place” (PPS 2001). 

PPS prefers a place/community-driven approach over a project-driven approach 

(Figure 11). The project-driven approach starts with a pre-determined project followed by 

the identification of constraints. The project is then manipulated to avoid these 

constraints; the impact of the constraints is evaluated; and finally public input is gathered 

before the design and building phase. The main actors in the project approach are the 

professionals with the community having a limited role. The place/community-driven 

approach, on the other hand, involves the community from the start. The process grows 

out of a particular place and the professionals jointly identify the problems and 

opportunities with different stakeholders to create a vision for the place (PPS 2002). This 

approach gives communities the opportunity to express their needs, aspirations, and 
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priorities (Greenspace Scotland, n.d.). In this setting, the stakeholders’ roles are to 

suggest, advise, and approve while the professionals’ roles are to propose, facilitate, and 

bring resources (PPS 2002). The project is formulated at the end of this collaborative 

process.  

 

Figure 11 - Project-driven vs. place/community-driven approaches 

              Project-driven                     Place/community-driven 

                          
Source: Project for Public Spaces, 2002 (from Creating Places: How Transportation Can Make Great 
Places) 
 

1.5 Conclusion 

This chapter is organized based on key placemaking planning and design 

elements identified through a comprehensive review of the literature. Figure 12 provides 

a more detailed list of these elements as a tool for evaluating the success of public place 

plans in meeting the goals and objectives of placemaking. These elements are geared 

towards creating public places that cater to physical and social human needs and make 
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room for social interaction. Placemaking promotes having the affected community take 

an active role in the making of such places.  

This report presents an evaluation of selected plans for downtown Tucson with 

respect to the placemaking planning and design elements and discusses the role of the 

community from a placemaking perspective throughout the planning processes of the 

selected plans.   

 

Figure 12 - Placemaking Planning and Design Elements Evaluation Tool 

 

KEY PLACEMAKING ELEMENTS* Plan

Buildings and their facades
  details at the street level
  narrow buildings
  transparency 
  building/entrance orientation
  soft edges
  avoiding blank walls
Spatial definition
  streetwalls
  building height/horizontal distance ratio
Human scale
  building heights
  elements giving buildings a human scale
Sidewalks
  sidewalk width
  street trees
  sidewalk extensions/ crosswalk enhancements
A mixture of uses in neighboring private spaces
  residential uses
  uses for different times of the day
Concentrating activity
  avoid leapfrogging new activities
Opportunuties for sitting and standing
 primary seating and/or movebale chairs
 secondary seating/sittable ledges
Microclimatic conditions
  access to sunlight and shade
Street furniture
  strategically located amenities
  street vendors
Public participation
  active community participation
  community design workshops
  place performance evaluation
*Developed from literature review, see Chapter 1  
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The measure of any great civilization is in its cities, and the measure of 

a city’s greatness is to be found in the quality of its public spaces, its 

parks and squares.  

—John Ruskin 

 
 



 31

CHAPTER 2 -  METHODOLOGY 

This report first identifies the planning and design elements and the role of the 

community in the placemaking process. Second, it evaluates selected plans that have been 

prepared for downtown Tucson to determine to what extent these placemaking elements 

have been reflected in the plans. Third, it presents the observational findings of whether 

or not the placemaking elements that were reflected in the plans actually played out in the 

built environment. In doing this process, a list of elements is formulated to be a help in 

future placemaking considerations.  

The literature review presented in the first chapter is based primarily on the works 

of the “placemakers” identified by PPS. Other publications on placemaking and public 

places are also reviewed even though the authors are not classified as “placemakers” per 

se. Since the existing literature does not provide a list of the planning and design 

elements in placemaking, this report creates a list of the planning and design elements 

based on a comprehensive review of the literature. The literature review focuses on 

planning and design elements as they apply to downtown/urban settings because the 

report presents an evaluation of downtown plans. The other section of the literature 

review pertains to the role of the community in the placemaking process. In this section, 

PPS, the developer of the placemaking method, is used as the primary source of 

information.  

The third chapter evaluates the selected plans that have been prepared for 

downtown† Tucson (Figure 13) with respect to placemaking elements identified in the 

first chapter of the report. The plans are chosen among those that have been either 

                                                 
† The downtown boundaries (Figure 13) have been established as Sixth Street on the North, the railroad 
tracks on the East, I-10 on the West, and Congress Street and Twelfth Street on the South (Williams et al. 
1977). 
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adopted or accepted by the City of Tucson Mayor and Council‡. Since placemaking’s 

major concern is to transform public places, plans that have specific policies or guidelines 

regarding downtown public spaces were selected for analysis. Implementation of 

placemaking as a method started with the founding of PPS in 1975; therefore, downtown 

plans preceding this date are not included in the analysis. The Downtown Tucson 

Streetscape Master Plan (1985), which entirely complies with the plan selection criteria 

for this report, was not evaluated because a copy of this plan has not been retained by any 

of the relevant City departments.  

 

Figure 13 -  Downtown boundaries 

 
Source:  Map obtained from Google Earth, modified by Evren Sonmez, 2007 
 

                                                 
‡ Adopted plans become mandatory whereas accepted plans are used as guideline documents. 
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The fourth chapter of the report discusses whether the placemaking elements 

included in the downtown plans were implemented in the built environment. The findings 

presented in this chapter are based on the author’s observations and examination of the 

downtown streetscape and the built environment as of September 2007. Aerial 

photographs were also used in the review of downtown Tucson.  

Finally the report provides recommendations for future placemaking initiatives 

based on the assessment of the plans and the built environment.  
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The way we build cities, the way we make places, can have a profound 

effect on what kinds of lives are lived within those spaces.  

         —William Whyte   
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CHAPTER 3 - EVALUATION OF THE SELECTED DOWNTOWN PLANS  

This chapter presents the results of an evaluation of three selected downtown 

plans (Tucson Arts District Plan, 1988; Tucson Downtown Pedestrian Implementation 

Plan, 1996; Rio Nuevo Master Plan, 2001) using the evaluation tool created from the 

literature review of planning and design elements of placemaking presented in Chapter 1. 

The purpose of this evaluation was to determine the extent to which the placemaking 

elements are reflected in the plans. Additionally the public involvement process utilized 

for each plan is discussed in terms of its consistency with the public involvement process 

advocated in PPS placemaking method.  

 

3.1 Tucson Arts District Plan, 1988 

The Tucson Arts District Plan (also known as “Urban Design, Development, and 

Management Strategies for the Tucson Arts District: Findings, Opportunities, and 

Implementations”) was accepted by the Mayor and Council in 1988 as the guiding 

document in creating an Arts District to make downtown Tucson a vibrant, pedestrian-

oriented, and urban activity center. The plan presents a wide range of possibilities and 

recommendations for placemaking in the Arts District. Eight sub-districts are identified 

including the historic neighborhoods around downtown, the warehouse district located 

north of downtown, and the Fourth Avenue environs. The plan focuses on three streets, 

Congress Street, Scott Avenue, and Fourth Avenue, providing specific design and 

development guidelines for each street to create a “visually stimulating and active 

pedestrian environment” (NBBJ Group/ Gresham- Larson et al. 1988, 25). The guidelines 
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on Fourth Avenue are not included in the evaluation as this location falls outside of the 

downtown boundaries (Figure 13).  

The plan focuses both on the activity planning and the design and redevelopment 

aspects of the proposed Arts District. Festivals, evening events, new exhibition spaces at 

the library and the transit center, temporary exhibits in vacant Congress Street storefronts, 

an artist-in-residence program, and a public art program are among the recommended 

activities. The goal is to attract people downtown through festivals, children and family-

oriented activities, classes, markets, exhibits, and performances. These recommendations 

are parallel to placemaking’s emphasis on providing uses and activities in public as well 

as neighboring private places. The plan also reflects the principle of concentrating and 

not leapfrogging activities since interconnections between the proposed major activity 

centers are maintained.   

Detailed guidelines and a design framework for an accessible public art program 

are provided in the plan. Key to the guidelines are that: 

• People should be able to get close, touch and interact with the art.  

• Public art objects should not be behind physical or visual barriers and they 

should at least be accessible to the public for 12 hours a day; preferably 18 

hours a day (NBBJ Group/ Gresham- Larson et al. 1988). 

This is an important placemaking notion because public art that is accessible to people 

can help stimulate interaction between them as introduced previously in the concept of 

triangulation (Section 1.3.6).  

One of the major recommendations of the plan is for a public marketplace 

providing low-cost space for arts, crafts, and food sales as well as temporary exhibits, 
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performances, artist studios, an artist-in-residence program and public art (Figure 14). 

The guidelines, and the sketches visually supplementing the guidelines, reflect certain 

placemaking elements. Intimacy in the public market place is a core design feature which 

would help concentrate activity as placemaking promotes.  An intimate scale also 

contributes to an attractive atmosphere in public places. Additionally, the pedestrian 

accessibility and visibility of the market place are emphasized. Constructing inviting 

entry points to the market place with good visibility and maximizing the frontage to the 

adjacent streets are recommended. Both of these strategies are commonly used as part of 

placemaking endeavors. 

 

Figure 14 – Conceptual plan for the marketplace  

 
Source: Tucson Arts District Plan, 1988 
 
 

Another placemaking idea, building on existing strengths and unique qualities, is 

reflected in the proposed location of the marketplace. The marketplace is recommended 

on a vacant lot right across from the St. Augustine Cathedral which would be connected 
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to the cathedral through an extended plaza and a paved area that crosses Stone Avenue. 

As the plan describes, “the symbiosis of market and the Cathedral” is “an old world 

tradition transported to Mexico which became a feature of early southwestern 

settlements” (NBBJ Group/ Gresham- Larson et al. 1988, 43).  

The proposed marketplace reestablishes this tradition at a downtown destination. 

The importance of adjacent private uses is also considered in the plan. The proposed 

restaurant space right next to the public market is a means to blend public and private 

realms through activities that reinforce each other. The suggested parking area for the 

marketplace and the rest of the Scott Avenue attractions is below grade. This is parallel to 

the recommendations of placemaking in terms of avoiding the negative impacts of 

surface parking lots and parking garages on the streetscape.  

The success of the key streets and public open spaces are given a critical role 

regarding the success of the Arts District altogether. Therefore, design and development 

guidelines for streetscape improvements are recommended, envisioned to be a part of a 

design review process. The quality of the streetscape is often stressed in the placemaking 

literature. Streets are primary public places and the lifeblood of cities; therefore, their 

vitality is crucial.  

In the plan, the sidewalk is divided into three functional zones. The building 

frontage zone provides room for outdoor seating for sidewalk cafes, extended store 

displays, A-frame signs, and pavement art. This is where the “soft edges” blending public 

and private spaces would be created as recommended by placemaking. The designated 

sidewalk width for this zone ranges between 1.5 to 7.0 feet in the plan. The minimum end 

of this range would only be sufficient to create a window shopping zone. Window 
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shopping is an activity promoted by many placemakers; yet, it is obvious that the larger 

the building frontage zone, the greater the opportunities for additional activities. The 

pedestrian walkway zone is the unobstructed area for pedestrian circulation. The plan 

recommends a minimum of 5.0 feet and preferably 7.5 feet for this zone. This figure is 

close to what is promoted by placemaking (8.0 feet) to make enough room for pedestrians. 

Naturally, the optimum sidewalk width varies from street to street depending on the 

unique circumstances and the possibility of sidewalk widening. The pedestrian furnishing 

zone is the area located closest to the street. This is where the street furniture and street 

trees would be situated. Such amenities are commonly stressed by placemakers as they 

have critical functions in meeting pedestrian needs besides enhancing the streetscape 

aesthetically. The plan designates 5.0 to 6.0 feet for this zone. Based on the width figures 

recommended for each zone, the total sidewalk width varies between 11.5 and 20.5 feet 

with possible extensions at intersections. The plan also encourages on-street parking just 

like placemaking. The role of on-street parking is to create a buffer zone between the 

sidewalk and street and to provide convenient access to businesses.  

The plan draws attention to building/sidewalk relationships. This is a crucial 

consideration in placemaking to maintain a pedestrian-oriented environment. It is 

recommended that high-rise buildings be required to have pedestrian-oriented features up 

to the first three stories. Elements that would create a visually interesting and pedestrian-

scaled environment are encouraged, such as pedestrian-oriented frontages with clear glass, 

pedestrian-scale signage, weather protection, buildings to property line to create a 

streetwall, sidewalk amenities, frequent storefront entrances, public art, and retail and 

arts-related uses. These elements are also frequently mentioned and promoted in the 
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placemaking literature to bring the buildings down to human scale, establish visibility 

between public and private spaces, and enliven the street by adding features that are 

appealing to the eye of the pedestrian.  

Specific guidelines for facades and storefronts are provided in the plan based on 

the inventory of the conditions (at the time) of facades on major streets of the Arts 

District. According to the plan, the original storefronts in the downtown area were 

transparent and inviting for the passers-by and they created a coherent streetscape. As the 

buildings were “modernized,” decorative elements and windows were generally covered 

up by stucco. If possible, restoration is recommended for such facades. When restoration 

is not a possibility, new materials are suggested to be used in a way to duplicate the 

historic façade character composed of base, shaft, and cornice. Placemaking also focuses 

on buildings and their facades because the buildings have an impact on how the adjacent 

public space is perceived by pedestrians. Windows, balconies, and other architectural 

details and ornaments on facades are eye-catching elements making the streetscape more 

interesting and attractive for pedestrians.  

The design guidelines provided in the plan are important to establish pedestrian-

oriented uses along the major streets. A review process is recommended to implement the 

design guidelines. It is also noted that the guidelines should not allow for skybridges, 

depressed roadways, and underground concourses. Such structures are also widely 

criticized in the placemaking literature since they detract from the pedestrian activity at 

the street level.  

High-rise development (4 stories and up) is encouraged in specified parts of 

downtown. This is a very positive recommendation for street definition, but some 
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placemakers argue that when the buildings get too tall, the streetscape may lose its human 

scale. However, as discussed previously, this plan makes it a requirement to add certain 

elements up to the first three stories of tall buildings to ensure that the pedestrian-scale is 

maintained.   

Shade is highlighted as an essential element in the plan, provided by trees as well 

as human-made structures such as awnings, canopies, and verandas. Sidewalk cafes are 

encouraged on the north and east sides of the buildings as they offer the most protection 

from the sun. Public open spaces are required to have shaded areas. Providing shade is 

also an essential element in placemaking to ensure pedestrian comfort. However, no 

matter how much shade is provided, it is quite challenging to foster outdoor activity 

during the summer months in Tucson due to the high temperatures and the monsoons. 

The plan also acknowledges this constraint and recommends programming outdoor 

activities on non-summer months or in the evenings during the summer.  

Scott Avenue is envisioned as a boulevard which would be the heart of the Arts 

District. Narrowing the street is not a recommendation; instead, large street trees are 

suggested for street definition. The streetcar, which was planned to be extended 

downtown at the time this plan was made, is recommended to be located in the middle 

lane of the street. Due to the wide street width, enhanced pedestrian crossings with 

features like neck-downs and chokers are included in the plan. Such crossing 

enhancements are generally advocated in placemaking since they reduce the distance 

between the two sides of the street, providing comfort and safety for pedestrians. The 

plan also recommends avoiding pedestrian lights that need to be activated by pushing a 
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button (as opposed to automatically activated lights) throughout downtown. This is a sign 

of giving priority to pedestrians and their convenience which placemaking underlines.    

An intimate scale is envisioned for Russell Avenue with art walls, artist studios 

open to the public, and residential/studio units. Congress Street is planned to have a main 

street character with retail and mostly art-related uses some of which may initially need 

subsidies. Similar to other major streets of the Arts Distirct, the importance of having 

vibrant adjacent private uses, maintaining the streetwall, encouraging cafes and food 

stores, and sidewalk cafes, and providing shade is underlined.  For Pennington Street, 

events and programs at the library and the public open space next to it are encouraged.  

The plan puts a strong emphasis on the role of management in success of the area. 

This approach represents some of the core placemaking ideas. Management in this 

respect has to do with keeping the area safe, clean, and attractive. As discussed in the 

placemaking literature, good management strategies can help attract people to public 

places at different times of the day including the evenings. The security aspect of public 

space management presented in the plan is parallel to the principles of placemaking as it 

focuses on both increasing security as well as increasing the perception of safety. 

Consequently, dealing with criminal activity is important, but equally important is to find 

ways for people to see downtown as a safer place through incorporating street lights, 

night uses, bike and mounted patrol, call boxes, etc. The maintenance aspect has to do 

with keeping the streets and other public places clean and well-maintained. This is 

important in terms of creating a pleasant and comfortable atmosphere and uplifting the 

image of downtown. 
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Promotion of the area is also recommended through special events like festivals, 

street fairs, sidewalk sales, and special programs designed particularly for children. Such 

events are undoubtedly important and helpful in promoting downtown as a destination 

and attracting larger crowds. Public open spaces are envisioned as hosts of revolving 

public art exhibits, programmed arts activities, and outdoor café areas.  

Vending is a central placemaking element that is also highlighted in this plan. 

Placemaking advocates all types of vending as it makes public spaces more vibrant by 

attracting people which in turn attracts more people. This also helps improve safety as 

well as sense of security in the area. The plan has a very placemaking-relevant finding 

about the need for food vendors especially during lunch hours. Food, arts, and crafts 

vendors are encouraged throughout the district. Revising the strict regulations regarding 

vendors is recommended to promote vending activity. 

A program for phasing is presented in the plan. While some projects are long-term, 

there is an emphasis on implementing the projects that can begin in the short-run to create 

a critical mass of activity through a series of projects that would reinforce each other. 

This approach reflects placemaking’s focus on small-scale projects and improvements 

that relate to and support one another. This is important in terms of concentrating a 

variety of activities in the area that can contribute to creating a whole greater than the 

sum of its parts.  

Overall, the plan highly reflects the elements of placemaking with its focus on 

both the activity planning/management aspect and the design and redevelopment aspect 

needed in creating good public spaces. This approach manifests the acknowledgement 

that the types of activities and events that take place downtown are just as important as 
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the physical characteristics of public places. The plan, however, does not recommend 

residential uses beyond the artist live/work spaces. This is understandable to some extent 

considering that the focus of the plan is on creating an Arts District. Nevertheless, having 

a larger residential population at the heart of downtown would be a good strategy for 

bringing in immediate patrons to the proposed district and the downtown area in general. 

Another shortcoming of the plan from a placemaking perspective is its lack of 

recommendations on seating opportunities in public open spaces. Unlike the placemaking 

literature, the plan makes no mentioning of specific guidelines regarding secondary 

seating, movable chairs or strategically located and positioned benches and other seating 

spaces.  

 

3.1.1 Public Participation Process 

As part of the planning process, a combination of various public participation 

methods was used including pedestrian and business surveys, focus groups, interviews, 

and workshops. The survey conducted with downtown pedestrians yielded 345 responses. 

Additional community input was taken during three public forums. Four different 

working committees were created to work with the consultant team to develop 

recommendations regarding design guidelines, arts programming, city services, and retail 

and marketing. Consultants also worked with the Tucson-Pima Art Council’s Arts 

District Committee and the Citizen’s Urban Design Subcommittee of the Arts District 

Implementation Committee. There were also interviews with artists as well as key public 

and private sector individuals. Sixty artists were interviewed in smaller groups ranging 

between 5 and 15 people. 
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Through surveys, pedestrians were asked to evaluate downtown based on its 

attractiveness, the quality of eating places, cleanliness of streets and sidewalks, comfort 

of parks and plazas, safety, parking, types of events and festivals, convenience of 

shopping hours, the quality and variety of goods and services, and the number of night- 

time activities. They were also asked about the reasons they go downtown, the kinds of 

activities they become engaged in downtown, the types of businesses needed downtown, 

and the other changes that are desirable or necessary. The questions asked in the survey 

captured all aspects of placemaking, making the survey a helpful tool. The survey could 

have been supplemented with place performance evaluation exercises to allow the 

participants to provide comments regarding the desirable changes based on their on-site 

experience. 

 

3.2 Tucson Downtown Pedestrian Implementation Plan, 1996 

Tucson Downtown Pedestrian Implementation Plan was accepted by the Mayor 

and Council in 1996 as a part of downtown revitalization efforts. The principal vision of 

the plan, creating a downtown environment that caters to pedestrians and promotes 

walkability, is a manifestation of one of the major goals of the placemaking movement.  

The first section of the plan dwells on creating an “urban mosaic” theme for 

downtown Tucson. The mosaic concept is introduced both metaphorically and literally in 

the plan. A variety of independent downtown neighborhoods bound together with a 

pedestrian network is the metaphorical aspect of the theme. The literal aspect, on the 

other hand, relates to the actual mosaic art projects proposed for different parts of 

downtown. The plan describes in great detail the preferred types of mosaic projects, their 
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technical specifications, and the process of selecting the mosaic projects to be 

implemented. Thematic projects have not been promoted by the placemaking literature as 

a part of enhancing public spaces, yet the urban mosaic proposal can be considered a 

reflection of placemaking because it aims to add interesting elements to the streetscape. It 

is a creative proposal which can make the streetscape more attractive and transform the 

blank walls into art projects while actively involving local artists in this endeavor.  

However, from a placemaking perspective, the impact of covering the downtown area 

with mosaic art projects would be very limited unless it is accompanied by more vital 

elements like providing seating, shade, and sidewalks, as well as, modified zoning and 

land use policies to foster activity in the downtown area. Consequently, the urban mosaic 

aspect has a low priority among the proposals of the Pedestrian Implementation Plan.  

The second section of the plan introduces twenty-eight different pedestrian 

improvement projects on specific sites spread around downtown. Some of the common 

elements of these projects are enhancing sidewalks and crosswalks, planting new trees, 

installing street furniture, improving signage, providing public art, extending and 

enhancing bicycle routes, and modifying the facades of parking garages. The projects are 

then prioritized and three of the top five projects are described in greater detail as 

demonstration projects. All three projects focus on creating pedestrian friendly 

environments at particular locations and incorporate various elements of placemaking.  

The first project proposes a crosswalk enhancement on Church Avenue (between 

the County Courthouse and the public library) with a planted median which would act as 

a pedestrian refuge (Figure 15). The design includes public art.  
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Figure 15 – Conceptual site plan for the Church Avenue crossing 

 
Source: Tucson Downtown Pedestrian Implementation Plan, 1996 
 

The second project proposal (Figure 16) consists of installing street furniture 

(such as seating, drinking fountains, and trash receptacles), providing shade with trees 

and awnings, widening sidewalks, and improving building facades along portions of two 

intersecting downtown streets (Pennington Street and Scott Avenue).  This demonstration 

project also involves a redevelopment element besides the proposed streetscape 

improvements. A particular city building is recommended to be converted to infill 

housing which would bring residents downtown to support potential commercial uses. 

This redevelopment feature of the project is a manifestation of a crucial placemaking 

element, creating adjoining private uses that can increase the activity level on streets and 

other public spaces.  
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Figure 16 – Conceptual site plan for Pennington Street and Scott Avenue 

 

 
Source: Tucson Downtown Pedestrian Implementation Plan, 1996 

 

The third project advocates a downtown plaza incorporating amenities such as 

furnishings, shade, lighting, public restrooms, a performance area, and public art (Figure 

17). The project description does not provide any specifics regarding many of the 

elements that placemaking emphasizes. For example, it does not mention the importance 

of secondary as well as primary seating opportunities, the possibility of providing 

movable chairs, locating benches strategically along the edges or to face the potential 

pedestrian flow, and creating favorable microclimatic conditions within the plaza. 

Similarly, the project description makes no mention of the kinds of activities that can 

potentially seed more activity in the proposed plaza, food vending being an excellent 

example.  
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Figure 17 – Conceptual site plan for the 10th Street Plaza 

 

 
 
  Source: Tucson Downtown Pedestrian Implementation Plan, 1996 
 

The third section of the plan provides an urban streetscape design guideline 

manual which reflects the planning and design elements of placemaking. The plan 

acknowledges the relationship between building mass and the public spaces around them 

and notes that the buildings can enclose and define streets and other public places. It is 

stated in the manual that the buildings should not be taller than the total width of the 

right-of-way and the setbacks. While this recommendation is geared towards protecting 

the viewshed, it does not set a minimum height requirement for buildings which is 

necessary both for enclosing the street to create a street definition and also for achieving 
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the much needed density which would provide a critical mass of people to support 

downtown activities.   

The plan addresses most of the placemaking elements regarding the building 

facades and how they can contribute to a pedestrian-friendly environment. Facades 

incorporating pedestrian-scale elements are encouraged; primary building entrances are 

recommended to have direct access from sidewalks; reflective glass is not permitted at 

the first two floors of buildings; the necessary minimum percentage of window openings 

at the street level is determined to prevent blank walls; and, features such as windows, 

trellis, and arcades are required to break the monotony of single plane facades. Despite 

arguing against reflective glass, the plan falls short on addressing a related problem 

commonly observed in downtown Tucson, i.e. blocking of the storefronts with blinds, 

drapes, or paper.  

There is a notable emphasis on providing shade which is crucial in terms of 

creating a comfortable environment for pedestrians, especially considering the climatic 

conditions in Tucson. The plan specifies that at least 50% of all sidewalks should be 

shaded at 2:00 PM on June 21st in the pedestrian retail core and 25% on other downtown 

streets. A variety of ways for providing shade are suggested including the buildings 

themselves, awnings, tree canopies, marques, and other man-made canopies. From a 

placemaking perspective, these elements have additional functions besides providing 

shade such as enclosing the street as accomplished by tree canopies or bringing the 

buildings down to human scale through awnings.  

The streetscape design guideline manual reflects the core tenet of placemaking 

with its focus on extending the pedestrian areas and reducing the vehicle zones. Street 
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widths are suggested to be kept at minimum standards; sidewalk extensions to the streets 

are recommended at locations where on-street parking spaces can not be placed such as 

the corners of blocks, sidewalk widenings are proposed at regular intervals in between 

on-street parking spaces, providing an area for landscaping and street trees.  These 

features have the impact of slowing traffic down on streets, widening the pedestrian 

zones and removing the domination of vehicles, all contributing to a favorable pedestrian 

environment.  

The plan also provides very detailed guidelines on sidewalk pavement. Special 

paving materials such as tile or decorative stones are promoted by some of the 

placemaking literature. These types of paving materials can help define the pedestrian 

zones, enhance aesthetics and unify a downtown area. However, the utility of paving is 

rather limited compared to other streetscape improvements including street furniture, 

ground space visibility, and sidewalk space. Therefore, it can be categorized as a low-

priority element.  

Guidelines are also provided regarding various street furniture types and locations, 

lighting, seating and its location to best serve the physical and social needs of pedestrians 

as well as the requirements for shading of seating areas. These are in line with the street 

furniture provisions put forward by placemaking. There is a very brief section stating that 

push carts should be allowed. However, there is not a strong emphasis on how vending 

carts, particularly food vending, can have a significant impact on the level of human 

activity in public places which is stressed in the placemaking literature.  

Overall, the plan has a very good understanding of the physical conditions 

necessary for creating a pedestrian-friendly environment and its recommendations are in 
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line with the planning and design elements of placemaking. However, even though the 

plan acknowledges that one of the reasons why a pedestrian walks is to reach a specific 

destination, it falls short in terms of stressing the importance of creating destinations in 

the downtown area. The positive impact of developing policies promoting residential and 

mixed-use development, as well as creating retail development strategies, are not 

sufficiently emphasized in the plan. Surprisingly, the plan also makes no mention of 

creating “soft edges” though outdoor seating areas or extended window displays which is 

promoted by placemaking to blend public and private places, increase opportunities for 

social interaction, and add to the vitality on city streets.    

 

3.2.1 Public Participation Process 

Opportunities for the public to participate in the plan took place within five days 

during the planning process. A total of 115 people provided comments over the five-day 

period. A project comment form was provided to the participants asking their opinions 

about how the downtown pedestrian environment can be improved. Pedestrians were 

asked about the things they would change to make the downtown environment friendlier. 

They were given the opportunity to evaluate natural (trees, and parks), cultural (historic 

features and art), and practical (sidewalks, parking, and signs) functions located 

downtown according to the level of importance they attribute to each of function. 

Additionally, flyers were distributed announcing the public participation opportunity with 

a map provided for people to indicate the parts of downtown they enjoyed walking and 

the areas/streets where they would like to see improvement.  
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Despite the effort to include the community in the planning process, there is no 

documented utilization of any of the techniques promoted by placemaking. Maps are 

more useful than questionnaires in helping people visualize the existing conditions and 

potential improvements in particular locations. However, using participatory methods 

comparable to what PPS calls “place performance evaluation” could have been more 

stimulating and possibly more accurate because they enable people to experience the 

place and provide immediate on-site feedback.  Likewise, no charrettes have been 

documented as a part of this plan. Organizing charrettes would have been important in 

terms of bringing different stakeholders together to brainstorm ideas, discuss possibilities, 

and share different perspectives which typically is not possible when individual comment 

forms are filled out.  

 

3.3 Rio Nuevo Master Plan, 2001 

The Rio Nuevo Master Plan, outlining a “vision” for the Rio Nuevo 

redevelopment district, was adopted by the Mayor and Council in 2001. The boundaries 

of the Master Plan extend beyond the traditional downtown boundaries, including a 

number of projects proposed for the west side of the I-10 Freeway. The Rio Nuevo 

Master Plan does not have a major focus on streetscape improvements unlike the 

previous two plans reviewed in this chapter. Instead it has a broad design vision based on 

enhancing the natural landscape, celebrating cultural heritage, and building on 

community values.  

A series of improvements are recommend for the west side of I-10 which is the 

core area of emphasis in the plan. Proposed projects include restoring a portion of the 
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Santa Cruz River, restoring the Sentinel Peak Mountain (A-Mountain) and connecting it 

with the river, re-creating a Sonoran Desert marsh at the base of the Shook-Shon 

Mountain, and establishing a “Mission Gardens.” These projects will not be evaluated in 

great detail, as they don’t fit in the placemaking scheme reviewed in this report following 

an “urban” approach for downtown redevelopment.  

A number of plazas are proposed in the plan. The two major plazas are the 

Cultural Plaza and the Civic Plaza. The former is located on the west side of the freeway 

and the Santa Cruz River and is surrounded by archeological and historical museums. 

The later is located on the east side of the freeway near the Tucson Convention Center 

and is surrounded by an aquarium, two museums, a hotel, and stores. Plazas are also 

envisioned for the City Hall, the library and the site across from the Train Depot located 

west of Toole Avenue (Depot Plaza).  It is stated that the Civic Plaza can host festivals 

and large events and provide room for outdoor exhibits, public art, educational events and 

diverse activity nodes. However, no details or guidelines are provided regarding any of 

these possibilities. Art galleries, cafes, restaurants, and retail stores are also envisioned 

around the plaza. This is the one of the very few placemaking elements reflected in the 

plan. As discussed in the review of the previous plans, placemaking pays great attention 

to the private uses since they have an impact on the activity level in adjoining public 

places. Other features included in the plaza are fountains, kiosks, and trees. No 

specifications are provided in terms of placemaking’s elements for public open spaces 

such as vendors, strategically located amenities, and human scale. Unlike the emphasis 

seen in the placemaking literature, seating, primary or secondary, is not mentioned as a 

design element for any of the plazas. The only form of seating the plan refers to is 
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outdoor café seating which is an excellent way to blend public and private spaces. 

However, this type of seating cannot be a replacement for truly public seating which is 

essential in public open spaces.  

The plan refers to a “restored Congress Street,” through an improved streetscape 

that will encourage pedestrian use and discourage auto traffic. This broad statement 

reflects a core placemaking principle with its focus on creating a pedestrian-friendly area. 

Nevertheless, details regarding the improved streetscape are not given in the plan. 

Therefore, it is not possible to determine how specific placemaking elements apply to this 

scheme. In fact, the plan overall has a lack of focus on the primary public spaces, i.e. 

streets. No improvements are recommended for any of the existing downtown streets 

other than the Congress Street. Additionally, no specific guidelines are provided on 

elements that have a great potential to make a street pedestrian friendly such as sidewalk 

widths, building frontage characteristics, street furniture, and shade. The plan clearly falls 

short in terms of these placemaking elements.   

The emphasis on new pedestrian paths and connections to link different 

destinations can be interpreted as a reflection of “avoiding leapfrogged activities” which 

is also stressed by placemakers. Even though the connection between downtown and the 

proposed new destinations are established, there is still some degree of leapfrogging in 

the sense that the plan does not focus on the existing core downtown area with the 

exception of the Depot Plaza site.  

 The major difficulty in terms of evaluating the Rio Nuevo Master Plan from a 

placemaking point of view arises from the fact that minimal text is included in the plan. 

The diagrams illustrate mixed-use developments, outdoor cafes, and event areas and the 
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renderings depict a pedestrian-friendly environment. However, specific planning and 

design elements necessary to create that environment are not explained in any detail. One 

conclusion can be drawn is that the plan does not incorporate placemaking elements, in 

the sense of encouraging place-driven small-scale improvements. Instead, the proposed 

destinations are generally surrounded by mega projects like an aquarium, a science center, 

hotels, and new museums.  

 The Rio Nuevo Master Plan has been amended by a series of plans for the west 

side of the I-10 freeway. A Master Plan for the Congress Street was also prepared in 2005 

by a group of consultants including Project for Public Spaces (PPS), yet the plan has 

neither been accepted nor adopted by the Mayor and Council.  

 

3.3.1 Public Participation Process 

Throughout the planning process, a combination of various public participation 

techniques was used including interviews, public forums, and design workshops. Initial 

meetings were held with individuals, organizations, neighborhood groups, and business 

associations to determine major issues and concerns. These meetings were followed by 

design workshops open to the entire community. Additional public meetings were 

organized with downtown neighborhoods. It is stated that the concerns and desires 

expressed by the community are addressed in the plan.  

The planning process for the Rio Nuevo Master Plan employed a 

place/community-driven approach as advocated by placemakers.  During the public 

design workshops, the participants were divided into smaller groups to brainstorm ideas 

and to create detailed sketches and drawings along with a member of the Master Plan 
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team involved in each group. The Rio Nuevo projects were crafted based on the products 

of these workshops and the public input gathered thorough interviews, public forums, 

neighborhood meeting, and Citizen Advisory Committee meetings.  

 

3.4 Conclusion 

This evaluation of the three selected downtown plans reveals that all plans reflect 

some of the planning and design elements of placemaking (Figure 18).  The Tucson Arts 

District Plan (1988) is the most specific in detailing how to accomplish placemaking in 

downtown Tucson. The Tucson Downtown Pedestrian Implementation Plan (1996) also 

has a strong emphasis on creating a pedestrian-friendly atmosphere which is one of the 

core principles of placemaking. The Rio Nuevo Master Plan (2001) is the weakest in 

terms of addressing the elements of placemaking. While the illustrations depict a 

walkable environment, the lack of additional text that explains specific planning and 

design strategies is a major shortcoming.  

While, some of the public participation methods promoted by placemaking were 

utilized during the planning processes of both the 1988 and the 2001 plan, the 1996 plan 

did not employ any of these methods.  There is no documented use of place performance 

evaluations in any of the plans which could have made the planning processes more 

interactive and participatory.  
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Figure 18 - Summary chart: Evaluation of the plans according to placemaking 

elements 

 

 

 

 

 

KEY PLACEMAKING ELEMENTS* Tucson Arts 
District Plan

Tucson 
Downtown 
Pedestrian 

Implementation 
Plan

Rio Nuevo 
Master Plan

Buildings and their facades
  details at the street level x x
  narrow buildings x
  transparency x x
  building/entrance orientation x x
  soft edges x
  avoiding blank walls x x
Spatial definition
  streetwalls x
  building height/horizontal distance ratio x x
Human scale
  building heights x
  elements giving buildings a human scale x x
Sidewalks
  sidewalk width x x
  street trees x x x
  sidewalk extensions/ crosswalk enhancements x x
A mixture of uses in neighboring private spaces
  residential uses x x x
  uses for different times of the day x x
Concentrating activity
  avoid leapfrogging new activities x x
Opportunuties for sitting and standing
 primary seating and/or movebale chairs x
 secondary seating/sittable ledges x
Microclimatic conditions
  access to sunlight and shade x x x
Street furniture
  strategically located amenities x x
  street vendors x x
Public participation
  active community participation x x x
  community design workshops x x
  place performance evaluation
*Developed from literature review, see Chapter 1
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Civic life is not about being alone. It's about getting along with other 

people in a real place. Not just because you have to, but because of the 

wonderful benefits conferred on us by the condition known as 

civilization.  

 

—James Howard Kunstler 
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CHAPTER 4 - OBSERVATIONAL FINDINGS ABOUT THE DOWNTOWN 
BUILT ENVIRONMENT 
 

This chapter presents the observational findings about the downtown built 

environment as of September 2007 to determine whether the placemaking elements 

identified in the previously discussed plans were implemented. Only the observable 

physical elements are included in this section. For example, recommendations on 

sidewalk widening are not taken into consideration since it is difficult to determine 

whether such widening took place or not based only on observation. Similarly non-

physical elements that do not directly shape the built environment, such as 

recommendations regarding downtown events or public space management, are not 

evaluated in this section.  

 

4.1 Tucson Arts District Plan 

An Arts District as laid out by this plan has not been created in downtown Tucson. 

None of the recommendations for Scott Avenue, the envisioned heart of the arts district, 

were implemented. With no large street trees, neck-downs and chokers, street furniture, 

and public art, the particular section of Scott Avenue between Congress Street and the 

location of the proposed marketplace (Figure 19) is still a “pedestrian-unfriendly” 

environment (Figure 20).  
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Figure 19 – Scott Avenue and the proposed marketplace 
 

 
Source:  Map obtained from Google Earth, modified by Evren Sonmez, 2007 
 

 

Figure 20 – Scott Avenue streetscape looking south and north 

             
Source: Evren Sonmez, 2007         Source: Evren Sonmez, 2007 
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The public marketplace has also not been created in downtown Tucson. The 

proposed location is now a surface parking lot, which is one of the land uses that should 

be avoided in downtown settings since it disrupts the continuity of the streetwall and 

negatively affects street definition (Figure 21).  

 
Figure 21 – The proposed marketplace location  
 

 
Source: Evren Sonmez, 2007 
 

 

Similarly, the recommendations for Russell Avenue (Figure 22) regarding art 

walls, artist studios, and residential/studio units were not put into practice. Academy 

Lofts, which is a residential development converted from a former convent, faces Russell 

Avenue with a high blank wall and a gate (Figure 23). Furthermore, the high-end 

condominium units of this development are not likely to be in the suitable range for artist 

studios.  Parts of the street are in severely dilapidated condition (Figure 24).  
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Figure 22 – Russell Avenue  

 
Source:  Map obtained from Google Earth, modified  
by Evren Sonmez, 2007 
 

 
Figure 23 – Academy Lofts facing the street with a blank wall 
 

  
Source: Evren Sonmez, 2007 
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Figure 24 – Russell Avenue streetscape 
 

 
Source: Evren Sonmez, 2007 
 
 
4.2 Tucson Downtown Pedestrian Implementation Plan 
 

The first model project (Church Avenue crossing between the County Courthouse 

and the Public Library – Figure 25) recommended by the plan has been implemented 

(Figure 26). The crosswalk has a planted median. Distinct pavement material is used. 

However, no public art has been incorporated in the design. 
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Figure  25 – Church Avenue crossing location 

 
Source:  Map obtained from Google Earth, modified by Evren Sonmez, 2007 
 

 
Figure 26 – Church Avenue crossing 
 

         
Source: Evren Sonmez, 2007       Source: Evren Sonmez, 2007 
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The second model project for Pennington Street and Scott Avenue (Figure 27) has 

not been implemented. There is no street furniture such as drinking fountains, seating, 

and vine covered trellis along Pennington. The City Annex Building was not converted 

into infill housing, but razed to make room for the Pennington Street Garage. Despite 

having food services and office uses at the ground floor, other placemaking elements 

were not integrated into the design of the garage, which would have made the streetscape 

more visually interesting.  The building does not have any architectural details at the 

street level; the restaurant space has non-transparent glass and blinds which further block 

visibility. The outdoor seating area to the west of the building is small and inconveniently 

located against the garage entrance, negatively affected by noise and fumes (Figure 28). 

A significant amenity for the pedestrians on the sidewalk is the shade from the overhang. 

 

Figure 27 – Pennington Street and Scott Avenue  

 
Source:  Map obtained from Google Earth, modified by Evren Sonmez, 2007 
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Figure 28 - Pennington Street Garage  
 

 
 Source: Evren Sonmez, 2007 
 
 

The third model project (10th St. Plaza – Figure 29) has also not been 

implemented. This site is currently being redeveloped as part of the Rio Nuevo project. 

Some of the previous plans for the site included a plaza, but the current focus is on 

rehabilitation of an existing residential building and constructing a new one across from it.  

Some of the placemaking elements that were included in the streetscape design 

guideline manual of the plan are now addressed in the design criteria for the Rio Nuevo 

and Downtown Zone. The design criteria and the design review process requirements 

were adopted in 2002.  The time gap between when these recommendations were made 

(1996) and the actual adoption of the design criteria may have resulted in missed 

opportunities for improving the downtown built environment. 

 



 68

Figure 29 – Proposed 10th Street Plaza location 

 
Source:  Map obtained from Google Earth, modified by Evren Sonmez, 2007 
 

In short, the Pedestrian Implementation Plan was a comprehensive plan with the 

goal of creating a pedestrian-friendly environment in downtown Tucson. However, since 

only a small fragment of the plan was implemented, observable improvements did not 

take place in the built environment.  

 
4.3 Rio Nuevo Master Plan 
 

It is almost impossible to evaluate the impact of this plan to the built environment 

due to the lack of specific description of the projects in the plan document itself.  

The downtown plazas that were mentioned in the plan have not been constructed. 

However, a master plan for the Civic and the Cultural Plazas was prepared in 2005 

detailing the characteristics of the two plazas. The restoration of Congress Street is 
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outlined in detail in the Congress Street Master Plan; however, as previously mentioned, 

the Mayor and Council have not adopted this plan to this day.    

There are other redevelopment initiatives currently taking place in downtown 

including new housing developments and the reconstruction of the Presidio at its original 

location. However, these are not a part of the original master plan evaluated in this report.  

 

4.4 Conclusion  

These findings on the downtown built environment show that the majority of the 

placemaking elements that were referenced in the plan documents have not been executed 

in the urban landscape. The primary reason for this appears to be the fact that the plans 

were either not implemented or only fractionally implemented. The current design criteria 

established for the Rio Nuevo and Downtown Zone reflect similar elements as the 1988 

and 1996 plans. Nevertheless, these guidelines, which were adopted in 2002, have not yet 

produced drastic changes in the downtown built environment.  
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Streets and their sidewalks, and the main public places of a city, are its 

most vital organs.  

—Jane Jacobs 
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CHAPTER 5 - CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

This report reviewed the placemaking movement with a specific focus on its 

planning and design elements, and public participation techniques. The report also 

evaluated three selected downtown plans regarding the identified placemaking elements 

and presented the observational findings regarding the implementation of these elements 

in the downtown built environment.  

The evaluation of the plans indicates that all plans reflect some of the planning 

and design elements of placemaking. Two of the plans also employed some of the public 

participation methods promoted by placemaking during the planning processes. However, 

the observational findings about the downtown built environment reveal that the majority 

of the placemaking elements that were included in the plans have not been executed.   

Two of the plans discussed in this report (the 1988 and the 1996 plans) have many 

common placemaking elements and similar recommendations including a section on 

design guidelines. However, most of these elements cannot be observed in the downtown 

built environment because the plans were only fractionally implemented. Consequently, 

the comprehensive nature of the plans was not carried out in the real world, leading to the 

loss of the potential utility of the plans. In this respect, it might be sensible to quit 

producing more “shelf plans” and re-evaluate the existing plans to determine which 

aspects of these plans can still be implemented with respect to the current context and 

conditions in downtown Tucson. New plans should not be made unless there is a solid 

political and financial commitment to implement them. Besides the misuse of time and 

resources, recurring planning initiatives without any observable improvements in the 

built environment are likely to create skepticism and a lack of trust by the public.  
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Creating public places that cater to physical and social human needs as envisioned 

by the placemaking movement requires different measures. The placemaking method is 

not based on superficial design schemes. For example creating housing opportunities or 

attracting retail uses both have a significant economic development dimension. Similarly, 

zoning has an important role in placemaking endeavors. Transportation is another major 

component in this model since accessibility is critical. Additionally, sound strategies for 

public space management are needed for keeping public spaces safe, clean, and inviting. 

Considering these different aspects of placemaking, different recommendations are 

provided in the following section. The recommendations grew out of the analysis of the 

three plans and some of them may already be under consideration as part of ongoing 

panning efforts.  

 

5.1 Recommendations 

 
Design Guidelines 

Design criteria are specified in the Land Use Code as well as in the Development 

Standards document for the Rio Nuevo and Downtown Zone, with the aim of creating an 

inviting and pedestrian-friendly environment. While these criteria incorporate a number 

of placemaking elements, they do not provide guidelines or regulations regarding outdoor 

seating areas of private establishments, street vendors, seating in public open places, and 

the transparency of ground floor spaces. These elements should also be included in the 

design criteria.  The design criteria section should also have illustrations to better convey 

the vision for downtown streetscapes. 
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Another factor that reduces the effectiveness of the design criteria is that they 

only apply to new structures, expansions to existing structures, and visible exterior 

alterations. Since much of downtown has already been developed, it is difficult to 

transform the existing streetscape based on these conditions. Therefore, an incentive 

package should be offered to downtown property owners (who are not expanding or 

altering their properties) to encourage improvement of existing structures in line with the 

design criteria. The incentive package can include tax abatements, fast-track review and 

permit processes, and development fee waivers. In this respect, it is also important to 

inform downtown property owners about how design standards can uplift both the 

physical conditions and the image of downtown which would in turn be beneficial for 

downtown businesses.  

 

Facade improvements 

The City should create a similar incentive package for façade improvements and 

provide a list of grants/loans available for such improvements. The possibility of 

establishing a low-interest loan program should also be considered. Additionally, design 

assistance should be provided to interested downtown property owners.   

A pleasant streetscape is created by the cumulative contribution of individual 

buildings. Therefore, it is important that the current downtown property owners as well as 

tenants are encouraged to become involved in the downtown placemaking efforts. For 

example, the incentive package should be developed after meeting with these owners and 

tenants. That way, most effective incentives can be determined based on the input of the 

affected parties.  
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The City can also start a competition to award the “best façade improvement” 

each year. The award should be a financial incentive, such as property tax relief for a 

period of time. This practice can facilitate streetscape improvements in the downtown 

area.  

 

Retail mix plan 

Having a variety of businesses has great significance in placemaking since they 

provide destinations for downtown patrons. Therefore, a retail mix plan should be 

developed and a retail development/recruitment program should be established for the 

downtown area. Creating the right retail mix can help increase downtown activity; 

especially, if it is geared towards a wide range of demographic groups and diverse 

interests. The plan should specifically include uses that extend activity to the evening and 

night hours, such as stores, bars, and restaurants, as well as other establishments that can 

potentially serve as “third places,” such as coffee shops, bookstores, and bakeries. The 

plan should consider the current and projected demand for different downtown 

establishments, taking the ongoing housing developments into account.  

 

Traffic 

The nature and the speed of the traffic flow influences the pedestrian environment 

on adjacent sidewalks. Currently Congress Street and Broadway Boulevard serve as 

thoroughfares to and from the I-10 Freeway. Measures should be taken to change this 

pattern to create a more pedestrian-friendly environment on the sidewalks of these streets. 

Congress Street is especially important due to its “main street” character.  The feasibility 
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of converting these streets to two-way streets should be investigated. If this is not feasible, 

other traffic calming measures should be implemented. For example, pedestrian-friendly 

features implemented along the eastern section of Congress Street, such as neck-downs 

and on-street parking, can be extended to the western portion of the street. Similar 

measures can also be introduced to the downtown portion of Broadway Boulevard.   

 

Housing 

Having a residential population downtown is very important as it brings 

immediate patrons for public and private places. Therefore, strategies should be 

developed to increase downtown housing opportunities. Both rental units and units for 

ownership should be available for a wide range of age and income groups, including 

workforce housing.  The City should consider collaborating with the University for 

developing employer-assisted housing programs in downtown Tucson.  

 

Mixed-use structures 

Having a mix of land uses makes streets more interesting and creates multi-

functional areas. The City can consider passing a vertical zoning ordinance for the 

downtown area and require that all new buildings are constructed as multiple use 

structures. This ordinance can mandate designating the first two stories or the ground 

floor of all new structures to active commercial uses, such as retail and food services. An 

alternative can be a voluntary vertical zoning policy with bonuses given to developers 

when the ground floor is allocated for retail or food services.  
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The city should also explore the possibility of converting the existing parking 

structures to mixed-use structures with retail at the ground level and parking above. 

Pedestrian-friendly design features such as transparent glass, awnings, and outdoor 

seating areas should be incorporated in these converted structures.  

 

Maintenance, Marketing, and Activity Planning 

Downtown Tucson currently hosts a number of events and activities; however, the 

organization and advertising aspects of these events need to be improved. Additional 

activities should also be planned on Congress Street, bolstering its main street character. 

For example, a Congress Street Fair, similar to the Fourth Avenue Street Fair, can be 

established which would potentially bring greater crowds. Congress Street can also be 

used as an outdoor venue during other events, such as the annual Gem Show.  

Public space management is a key element in placemaking initiatives. Sound 

maintenance strategies should be developed to keep the downtown environment clean, 

safe, and well-maintained.  

Marketing downtown as a destination is also important.  Downtown events should 

be better publicized to attract people from different parts of the city.  It should be noted 

that marketing by itself would not be effective unless there is real improvement in the 

downtown environment.  

 

Small-scale improvements 

Large projects, such as construction of a new hotel, an arena, and a cultural 

heritage park complex, seem to override downtown revitalization efforts in Tucson. 
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However, small-scale improvements based on the planning and design elements of 

placemaking should also be carried out to create a pedestrian-friendly atmosphere in 

downtown public places. These small-scale projects are important because they result in 

immediate visible improvements in the built environment and therefore start bringing 

benefits to the community without delay.  

 

Public Participation Methods 

Ensuring full participation of all stakeholders is not just a placemaking idea, but 

an essential practice in any planning initiative. It is crucial to keep the stakeholders 

informed and involved throughout the entire planning process. Public input can be 

meaningfully utilized only if ongoing public participation is maintained. The public 

should be made aware of the possible modifications to the original plans and should be 

given opportunities to collaboratively determine and shape these modifications. Other 

specific placemaking methods such as charrettes and place-performance evaluations 

should also be employed as part of future planning processes to give participants the 

opportunity to brainstorm together and express their ideas through more creative and 

practical means.  

Tucson is in the midst of another downtown revitalization initiative. It should be 

noted that transforming downtown public places is affected by a number of factors such 

as timing, political will, effectiveness of the plans and their implementation strategies, 

and financial resources. However, it is also important to acknowledge that employing 

placemaking elements as part of this revitalization effort can help create public places 

where people will stay, enjoy, and become involved. The placemaking elements that have 
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been incorporated in the already existing downtown plans can be re-evaluated with 

respect to the current conditions in downtown Tucson and can be implemented after 

necessary modifications.  
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