PLINING FOR 'THE
FUTURE

Portland’s Crandall Arambula revitalizes downtowns across the country

By Brian Libby
For the DJC Magazine

Consi dering the reputation Portland
enjoysasoneof thebest-planned citiesin
America, it should comeasno surprisethat
alocd firmiscounted amongthenation’s
leaderswith respect to designing,
drategizing and planning for the
revitalization of downtowns.

Founded six yearsago, Crandall
Arambulahasass sted local government
and business|eadersin numerous
American citieswith atask many want
accomplished but few know how to do.
Placeslike Knoxville, Tenn., Racine, Wis,,
Lincoln, Neb., and Oak Park, I11., haveall
turned to thefirmto transform blighted,
under-utilized centra coresinto vibrant
areasfor shopping, housing, recreation,
artsand offices.

Thefirmisled by George Crandal | and
DonArambula, who met at thelocal
architecture/planning firm FHetcher Farr
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with expertiseinrail and other masstransit, came
calinginsearch of firmsto associatewith.

“I quickly realized that nobody intown had Don’'s
talent or experience,” Crandall recalls. Arambulasoon
joined FFA, but eventually thetwo decided to venture
out ontheir ownin order to focusspecifically on
downtown planning. And Crandall’snamewas aready
afamiliar oneinlocal architectureand planningcircles,
having cometo thecity with Skidmore OwingsMerrill.
Healso led the urban design team for the second
Central City Planin 1988 and served asalongtime
chair of theinfluential Urban Design Committeeat the
American Institute of Architects Portland chapter.

Crandall saysthereason he and Arambuladecided
toformtheir ownfirmwasstrictly practical.

“There saninherent conflict whenyou'reinan
architectural firmworking on thesekindsof projects,”
heexplains. “ Clientssuspect that you' reredlly after the
next architectural commission. And theseurban design
projectsareoftenvery political. Sowejust said, ‘Let’'s
get away fromthearchitectural work atogether.” Let's
justfocusonrevitdizingcities.”

Thisisclearly an erathat hasseen areturnto
America sdowntown areas. But asit saysontheir
Web site, Crandall and Arambulabelieveadowntown
without aplanislikeasymphony without ascore.
“You'll gointo citieswhereyou never thought there' d
beloft devel opments, and you seeit happening,”
Arambulasays. “But it'spiecemedl, and it’snot enough
to affect aregion’sgrowth. What we' retryingtodois
to make some substantial changessothat energy is
catalyzed inthedowntown and there’ sasignificant
impact intermsof getting peoplethereand
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coordinatinginvestment. Rather than just cherry
picking aproject here or there and seeing some
modest change, wewant something significant.”

Andwhilesomearguethat it'snot therole of
government to invest in devel opment — that instead
thisistherole of the private sector — it turnsout that
private devel opersend up being someof Cranddl and
Arambula sbiggest fans, becausethefirm’sgoal isfor
every dollar of publicinvestment to stimulate $6 or $7
inprivateinvestment.

“Deveopment isan unsurething. Why would you
want to devel op downtown unlessyouthink it'sa
worthwhileinvestment? Preparing revitdization
strategiesmakesadevel oper’ sreturn-on-investment
more certain. It'sall about setting the stagefor
development to become easier and more effective,”
Arambulasays.



Oneof thefirm’smost significant early projects
wasadowntown revitaization planfor Racine, Wis.
Vacant |lotsdotted the central core and new projects
wererare. Crandall Arambulaset about converting a
multi-block parcel of these vacant lotsinto aseriesof
park blockssimilar to Portland’s, withretail intertwined,
all aspart of aMain Street plan that included apark
along LakeMichigan, integration of 500 housing units,
street improvement, public squares, and building and
tenant improvement programs. To date, morethan
$200 millionin private development hasfollowed.

For al of theexpertisethat isassociated with
regiond planning and architecture, therearefew who
seem ableto makethat middle connection: designing
selected clustersof blocksthat can stimulate an entire
neighborhood or downtown urban center. Not only is
that truein Racineor Knoxville, Crandall and
Arambulasay, but a sointhe Portland metro area.

“Portland hasagood regional planthat’sdesigned
from 10,000 feet above,” Arambulaexplains. “We
never get down on the ground and test whether or not
those planswould actually work. We' vegot areal
good policy at thefront end that sayswe should have
regiona centerswith amix of housing and jobs, and
then we' ve also got some good i mplementation codes
that say, for example, ‘ Wewant one and ahalf parking
spacesper housing unit,” whichisprecisely thekind of
detail you need. But what islacking isthedesign piece,
which sayshow you physically makeit happen.
Without design, you can’timplement anything. You
don’t know how to go from policy toimplementation.
It'sabiggap andthisregionisindenia that weneed a
design component.”

Takethe Beaverton Downtown Regiona Center
Devel opment Strategy, which Metroformulatedin July
of 2004 asapilot for implementing compact, mixed-
useareasof high-density housing, retail and
employment that are pedestrian-oriented and
connectedtolight rail aswell asother masstransit, al
aspart of the 2040 Growth Concept. Dominated by
automobilesand without the pedestrian-friendly
environment or high-density housing suitableto
stimulateahealthy downtown area, Beavertonis
precisaly thekind of placethat needsthefirm’scity
planning expertise. But after arequest for proposal
went out, Crandall Arambuladeclined to participate
becauseitstwo principa sbelieved the opportunity to
affect red, positive changewasnot there. In particular,
they cited Beaverton and Metro’soveremphasison
research and study withlittleor nodesign outlinedin
their scope of work. Crandall callsthis“anadysis

pardyds”

Instead, as Crandall and Arambulaexpressedina
February letter to Metro president David Bragdonand
councilor Brian Newman, “ To changetheexisting
conditionsin Beaverton and stimul ate economic
deve opment, specific framework plansmust be
prepared that organizeretail, employment, housing,
culturd facilities, and public amenitiesinto places
where peoplewant to live, work and play.” In other
words, Beaverton and Metrowere, inthefirm's
estimation, getting stuck eval uating theissueswithout
ever getting busy on atangiblestrategy to designand
implement asolution.

Arambulawasakey participantinaregiona
center development plan that hasalready proven



tremendoudy successful: Orenco Station in Hillsboro.
The difference between Orenco and Beaverton, he
says, is“Wedid aphysical plan that prescribes specific
locationsfor land usesthat wereinnovativeand viable
inthemarket place. A lot of design went into the
Orenco area.”

Meanwhile, though, thefirm hasstill been busy
with numerous Oregon projects, beit the Portland
Downtown Retail Strategy, regiona planningin
Eugene, the Milwaukie Downtown Plan, the I nterstate
Avenue Corridor, or numerous other projects. If our
areaisto continueitsreputation asaleader in urban
design, itwill likely bewith George Crandall and Don
Arambulashelp.

Brian Libby is a Portland freelance writer.



