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STRATEGIC PLAN EXECUTIVE HIGHLIGHTS 
 

1. 5ƻǿƴǘƻǿƴΩǎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘ ƭƛŜǎ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ 5ƻǿƴǘƻǿƴ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ƛŦ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ Ŧǳƭƭȅ 
actualize this commitment to diversity. There should be an ongoing commitment to diversity in 
downtown programs, policies, and actions that permeate every sector and every activity. 

2. Downtown Ithaca must maintain its regional share of retail activity. To accomplish this, downtown will 
add 90,000 square feet of new retail during the period 2010 ς 2020. 

3. Downtown Ithaca must maintain its regional share of office space. To accomplish this, downtown will 
add another 200,000 square feet of new office space during the period 2010 -2020. 

4. Downtown Ithaca is one of the primary centers for new housing development in both the City and the 
region. During the period 2010 ς 2020 downtown will seek to add between 300-500 units of urban 
housing. 

5. Seek to fully utilize Six Mile Creek by developing a trail into the gorge and making downtown the hub for 
trail activity. 

6. Continue a program of new in-fill development and redevelopment of current low-density sites. Based 
on a volumetric study conducted in 2008/9, it is projected that during the period 2010 -2020 the 
downtown could potentially attract up to 10 new projects totaling at least 500,000 square feet of space 
and a projected investment of at about $100 million. 

7. During the period 2010 ς 2020, downtown Ithaca will look to meet its new development parking needs, 
first and foremost, through attention to walking, bicycling, and other alternative transportation modes. 

8. This plan relies on a dense urban core tempered with a pedestrian friendly street-level environment. 
9. This strategic plan calls for the recruitment and placement of at least ten (10) new pedestrian foot traffic 

generating projects to be located in downtown during the period 2010 -2020. 
10. This strategic plan calls for a careful review and possible realignment of downtown parking management 

and Commons maintenance. 
11. This plan proposes a program to undertake opportunistic land banking of key downtown properties. 
12. This strategic plan calls for amendments to current downtown zoning to improve the viability of key 

downtown parcels for future in-fill and redevelopment activity.  
13. This strategic plan calls for the Downtown Ithaca Alliance to work collaboratively with other commercial 

districts on issues and programs of mutual interest. 
14. This plan calls for the creation of new and improved transportation links between downtown and 

Cornell University/Collegetown as well as Ithaca College, including possible enhanced shuttle service and 
possible fixed rail service. 

15. This plan calls for the review and improvement of financial tax abatement incentives to assist downtown 
projects to meet and fill funding gaps. 

16. This plan calls for the creation of additional meeting and conference space to help attract small and mid-
sized conferences to the community, perhaps in conjunction with the State Theater. 

17. This plan calls for the addition of a fourth hotel project during the period 2010 - 2020.  
18. This plan calls for the City and County to explore the concept of a new joint City of Ithaca/ Tompkins 

County Administration building to be located in downtown. 
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19. This strategic plan calls for the community to work closely with the institutions of higher education to 
partner with future downtown projects during the period 2010 ς 2020. 

20. This plans calls for the community to collaborate on the creation of a downtown teen activity center. 
21. This plan suggests exploring the modification of the 100 West State and 300 East State blocks for 

inclusion into the pedestrian mall and/or periodic temporary closure to accommodate special events 
and community activities.   
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INTRODUCTION & HISTORY OF DOWNTOWN STRATEGIC PLANNING 

 
 
 
The Ithaca Downtown Partnership created the first Downtown Strategic Plan in 2000. Yƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ά5ƻǿƴǘƻǿƴ 
Ithaca Development Strategy: 2000 ς нлмлέΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ Řƛǎǘƛƭƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 
had been undertaken in the previous decade, studies dealing with such subjects as the retail market, downtown 
design, and Commons improvement. The 2000 Development Strategy provided numeric goals for retail space, 
office space, and new housing units. It introduced entertainment, cultural arts, and tourism as key elements of a 
downtown strategy. It provided a blueprint for growth and development in downtown, offering investors and 
residents alike a vision of the future. This Strategy was subsequently revised in 2004. The revised Strategy added 
sections on historic preservation and downtown character. It also revised upward key housing goals.  
 
Since the first strategic plan was prepared in 2000 both downtown and the Ithaca community have experienced 
substantial change. Downtown has added significant new private and public investment. Over $100,000,000 was 
invested in downtown during this period, most likely the largest decade of investment in the history of 
downtown. This downtown growth provided 150,000 square feet of new office space, increasing the 2000 
supply by 50%. This growth added over 225 new units of downtown housing, again increasing the 2000 supply 
by well over 50%. Downtown grew upward, as new buildings sought to fill out allowable zoning heights.  
 
But downtown was not the only place growing during the decade of 2000 ς 2010. Much of the new commercial 
development in the County occurred along State Route 13 in both the City of Ithaca and the Village of Lansing. 
An initiative to open the southwest portion of the City to big box development resulted in the construction of  
about 800,000 square feet of new retail development, including a Wal-Mart,  Lowes, Barnes & Noble, Bed Bath 
& Beyond, and Home Depot. In Lansing, new big box stores included Target, Dicks, Best Buy, and Borders. Well 
over 1,200,000 square feet of new retail development was added to the community outside of downtown, 
nearly all within a five mile drive. A new 14-plex movie theater was added at the Pyramid Mall. The Mall 
ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ƛǘǎ ƴŀƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ά{ƘƻǇǎ ŀǘ LǘƘŀŎŀέ in an effort to re-position itself in the regional 
marketplace. New hotel lodging was added along major arterials- in the village of Lansing (Homewood Suites), 
the town of Ithaca (Country Inn and Suites), and along Route 13 in Ithaca (Hampton Inn). 
 
Cornell University commissioned its own long term strategic master plan to help guide it in the next 50 years. 
This plan identified the East Hill Plaza area in the Town of Ithaca as a preferred major residential, office, and 
commercial growth node for the University. Several years prior to the Cornell master plan, Ithaca College 
undertook its own planning process for the future of the College. The plan focused growth and development 
within the South Hill campus. 
 
These changes and these plans fundamentally change the dynamics of the Ithaca community. They affect where 
and how people journey to work. They affect where and how people shop, recreate, and chose to entertain 
themselves. They affect how people use their community and their downtown. 
 
The future of downtown is shaped by such decisions. Decisions by past generations to build a Route 13 by-pass, 
to relocate Ithaca College to South Hill, to build a new hospital on West Hill, to relocate the community Post 
Office to Warren Road, to locate museums and venue venues in scattered locations throughout the County, and 
to open up the Route 13 Southwest park area to big box development all had impacts and consequences on the 
way Ithaca grew and was used by area residents. 
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Recognizing the extensive changes that were occurring through the City and the County in the past decade, the 
Downtown Ithaca Alliance Board of Directors authorized a process to create a new strategic plan. This plan was 
to take these many changes and trends into consideration and prepare recommendations that would address 
this new community landscape. 
 
This plan is intended to provide the downtown, City, and greater Ithaca community with a blueprint for the 
future. It outlines the goals and tasks that should be undertaken to ensure that downtown Ithaca will be a 
strong, vibrant, dynamic, and sustainable district in he year 2020 and beyond. It provides a vision and blueprint 
of what could be possible for downtown if the needed community resources and will are applied to the City 
center over the period 2010 ς 2020. It is also intended to be the area plan for the downtown district that will be 
part of the CƛǘȅΩǎ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ /ƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ tƭŀƴ being redone by Parsons-Brinckerhoff. 
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METHODOLOGY 
 
 
Downtown strategic plans draw their inspiration from the passion, opinions, and dreams of the community. 
Downtown is the heart and soul of the Ithaca community, the geographic center and historic nexus of commerce 
ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƭƛŦŜΦ 5ƻǿƴǘƻǿƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘΧ ǿƘŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜΣ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǎƘƻǇΣ 
dine, and play in them. A downtown strategic plan needs to seek out and articulate the desires, wants, and 
needs of its community. 
 
This Downtown Ithaca 2020 Strategic Plan was developed after extensive input and conversation with the 
downtown, City, and greater Ithaca community, the people who will ultimately determine the success of 
downtown Ithaca. Beginning in 2008, the Downtown Ithaca Alliance systematically undertook a series of 
community conversations to collect input and thoughts about the future of downtown. This input was obtained 
in several ways: 
 

(1) Scientific Surveys: To better understand the changing marketplace, the Downtown Ithaca Alliance 
worked with WB&A Market Research, a private survey research firm with offices in downtown Ithaca, to 
ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘ ǘǿƻ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǎǳǊǾŜȅǎΧ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¢ƻƳǇƪƛƴǎ Ŏƻǳƴǘȅ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǇƭŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ 
external major metropolitan areas that serve as sources of downtown Ithaca visitors and tourists. These 
studies gauged market trends and public perceptions of downtown and helped to shape some of the 
findings and recommended action items. 
 

(2) Community Survey: The Downtown Ithaca Alliance sponsored its own community input survey during six 
months in 2009 designed to give residents an opportunity to register their opinions and thoughts about 
downtown Ithaca present and in the future. Over250 surveys were completed on-line or using paper 
forms that were later converted to electronic format. While this exercise was not intended to offer 
scientific results, it provided additional insight into the opinions of people who were committed and 
interested enough to take the time to complete the survey questionnaire.  
 

(3) Outreach Meetings with Interested Community Groups & Organizations:   During a yearlong period 
spanning 2008 and 2009, the Downtown Ithaca Alliance conducted conversational visits and meetings 
with nearly two dozen groups and organizations interested in the future of downtown. A list of these 
groups in included in the appendix. Hundreds of participants were asked to reflect on their vision for 
downtown in the years ahead. They identified issues and challenges to addressed and opportunities to 
be investigated. 
 

(4) Meetings with Downtown Stakeholders:  Several meetings were held in the downtown for BID 
stakeholders to provide their vision for downtown in the year 2020. 
 

(5) Public Meetings:  A formal public input meeting was held at the Tompkins County Public Library in 2009 
to solicit input from public members who had not already had an opportunity to express their thoughts 



 

 

 

8 

Page | 8 

and ideas. Participants were asked to both provide oral and written comments on a wide range of topics 
that would be addressed in the 2020 Strategic Plan. 
 

(6) Use of Existing and Former Plans: 
 

(a) In 2007, the City of Ithaca, working with the Downtown Ithaca Alliance, contracted with Toronto based 
Urban Marketing Collaborative to produce a Downtown Retail Market Study. This study examined the 
retail landscape and determined that downtown was able to support an additional 95,000 SF of new 
retail space. The report also discussed factors and issues that would affect the health and vitality of 
retail in downtown. Findings from this report were used in shaping the recommendations in this 
Strategic Plan.  

 
(b) In 2008 and 2009, Cornell MPA graduate student Brianna Olson authored a Volumetric Study of 

Downtown Ithaca. This study was designed to assess the opportunity for future growth in the BID and 
surrounding downtown blocks. The results of this study helped to verify the capacity of downtown to 
physically accept additional residential and office development. The analysis also underscored the 
importance of downtown maintaining and growing its base of consumers and patrons from throughout 
the region. 

 
(c) The existing Downtown Development Strategy: 2000 -2010 and the City of Ithaca Zoning Code were also 

used as benchmark documents for this Plan. 
 

 
This 2020 Strategic Plan has been compiled and prepared by the staff of the Downtown Ithaca Alliance. The DIA 
Board of Directors took an active role in the drafting process, participating in a half-day retreat aimed at 
establishing broad goals and big ideas. The Board of Directors also reviewed recommendations section by 
section over four different meetings. To help provide a visual context for the Plan, Holt Architects was retained 
to provide drawings to illustrate development opportunities and key concepts. 
 
The DIA Board of Directors has authorized the Plan to be released in draft form to the public for presentation 
and feedback. Input from public presentation sessions will be used to further revise the plan prior to it being 
finalized for approval by the DIA Board of Directors and subsequently sent to the City for its review and 
approval. 
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A SUMMARY OF QUANTITATIVE GOALS 
IN THE 2020 STRATEGIC PLAN 
 
 

New Downtown Retail Space Goals (2010-2020) 78,000 SF 

Ongoing Retail Occupancy Rate 95% 

Additional new National Retailers (2010-2020) 2-4 

New Downtown Office Space Goals (2010-2020) 200,000 SF 

Number of Possible New Office Buildings (2010-2020) 1-2 

New Downtown Employee/Job Goals (2010-2020) 600 

New Downtown Housing Unit Goals (2010-2020) 500 

New Downtown Residents Goals (2010-2020) 750 

Total SF of In-Fill & Redevelopment Space Possible 1,430,000 SF 

Desired New Projects (2010-2020) Modernized/Updated Commons 

 Expanded Commons to 100 W. State Block 

 Downtown Business Incubator 

 Iconic Art at Entrances to the Commons 

 Six Mile Creek Walk 

 Downtown Multi-Use/Meeting Center 

 Joint Community/University Downtown Welcome 
Center 

 1-2 additional Hotels 

 Fixed Rail Trolley/Shuttle to Collegetown 

 Teen/Youth Activity Center 

 Restored State Theatre 
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COMMUNITY AFFIRMATIONS: WHAT WE BELIEVE 
 
 

 Downtown Ithaca is the physical, economic, cultural, social, and emotional center of our community. 
 

 Strengthening and maintaining a strong and vibrant Downtown Ithaca is a worthy community goal 
that will require community resources and attention. 

 

 There will be times when Downtown Ithaca will require extra-ordinary attention and resource 
allocation to ensure that it can meet the goals and objectives set by this strategy. The community 
affirms that there will be occasions when supporting a strong and vibrant downtown will necessitate 
such extra-ordinary attention and resource allocation. 

 

 Downtown is a primary place in our community where we would like to continue to grow and 
develop. 

 

 We seek a downtown that has a unique character and feel: one that blends together distinctive yet 
functional architecture with street-level pedestrian-oriented commerce, and both automotive and 
public transit access with pedestrian friendly spaces and a strong, independent business community. 

 

 Downtown is an inclusive and inviting place for all and we will ensure that policies and resources 
exist to reinforce this goal. 

 

 As hard as we try, downtown cannot be all things to all people. There are too many other market- 
driven options. Downtown must choose where and how it wants to compete in the marketplace. 

 

 Downtown is inseparably linked to the neighborhoods of Ithaca and to other commercial districts as 
well the County as a whole.  
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KEY SURVEY FINDINGS: 2008/2009 
 
WHAT THE DATA TELLS ¦{Χ 
 
 

1. Roughly half of Ithaca marketplace residents consider themselves regular users of downtown. 
 

2. Users tend to be younger, more affluent, and have lived in the community for shorter lengths of time. 
People living closer to downtown are also more likely to use it on a regular basis. 

 
3. Restaurants (food and beverage) are the single largest draw. 

 
4. The perception of limited selection and variety continue to be the key reason local residents do not 

choose to patronize downtown more often. 
 

5. Parking is perceived as an issue on two fronts: it is believed to be scarce and hard to access, and it is 
believed to be expensive. 

 
6. Tourists and visitors hold very different opinions from local residents. While local residents refer to the 

limited selection and variety of convenience and comparison goods, visitors note the unique, one-of-a-
kind shops and restaurants. 

 
7. Tourists are not overly concerned about parking or safety; local residents have more concerns about 

both. 
 

8. Walkability is considered by the community ǘƻ ōŜ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ŘƻǿƴǘƻǿƴΩǎ ƪŜȅ ŀǎǎŜǘǎΦ  
 

9. Increased downtown housing is seen as an important goal by residents.  
 

10. Downtown character seems to be more related to streetscape and pedestrian scale than to building 
height and mass. 

 
11. A large number of local residents will shop downtown more frequently if we offer more of the day-to-

day goods and services they seek. 
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KEY GUIDING DOWNTOWN PLANNING PRINCIPALS 

 
 

 
 

 Maintain and expand downtown pedestrian viability, scale and walkability. 

 Seek to eliminate blank walls and empty zones that slow and deter pedestrian travel. 

 Physically link downtown to both Collegetown and the West End/Inlet Island by both pedestrian and 

transit means. 

 Adopt a proactive downtown in-fill development strategy. 

 Continue to require mixed-use projects. 

 Cluster traffic generating uses in close proximity to each other within the downtown core. 

 Maintain street-level retail uses in key locations. 

 Integrate Six Mile Creek into the fabric of downtown. 

 Ensure that retail businesses remain clustered and are able to take advantage of traffic generating uses. 

 Be a leader in sustainable community development, emphasizing both the central downtown location 

and use of sustainable practices. 

 Work to reduce dependence on the automobile in downtown while continuing to grow and develop the 

downtown core. 

 Ensure a smooth transition between the higher density downtown commercial district and surrounding 

lower density residential neighborhoods. 
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DOWNTOWN ITHACA: THE BIG IDEAS 
 

1. Mixed-Uses 
 
One of the most important concepts guiding the Downtown Ithaca 2020 Development Strategy is the need for 
mixed-use projects and mixed-use streets. The history of Downtown Ithaca, like all other downtowns, is one of 
mixed-use development. The typical project was a four-story building with ground floor retail and upper floor 
office and residential uses. Service businesses and meeting hall/public assembly spaces were also a part of these 
mixed-use buildings.  
 
Like most other cities, Ithaca began adopting a more monolithic, one-dimensional approach to some of its new 
buildings during the second half of the 20th century. Parking garages were built only for parking, as evidenced by 
the Seneca and Green garages. Office buildings were built solely for office tenants. Governmental buildings were 
built to serve one purpose- government. The result impacted street-level activity and movement. Without 
street-level retail, whole blocks became uninviting to pedestrians.  
 
A return to mixed-use projects enables street-level pedestrian 
patterns to be strengthened and in some cases re-built. This 
strategy recommends that new downtown projects always 
have mixed-uses, if at all feasible. This includes office 
buildings, housing projects, governmental buildings, and 
parking structures.  
 
A return to mixed-use streets ensures that there will be a 
blend of activities and will result in more people interacting 
with each other and more opportunity for them to conduct 
multi-task trips. By clustering varying uses in close proximity to 
each other, people are able to live more sustainable, efficient, 
and dynamic lives.  
  

2. A Dense Downtown Core 
 
Downtown density and downtown success are inextricably 
connected. The history of downtowns, including downtown 
Ithaca, is one of dense development. In the era preceding automobiles, density came naturally. Walking 
distances were kept reasonable by locating residences, goods, services, and entertainment all in close proximity 
to each other. Downtowns were completely filled and tended not to have vacant lots or areas set aside for 
parking.  
 
The advent of the automobile changed the notion of density in many communities. Parking lots consumed large 
proportions of downtown real estate. Eventually, the automobile facilitated the growth of suburbs and edge 
cities, resulting in disinvestment in the central city. Rather than build vertically, developers found it easier and 
more profitable to build outside of downtown altogether. During the latter part of the 2oth century, urban 
development often sought to mimic suburban building- with single purpose, low-rise buildings. 
 

¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǊǘƛǎǘΩǎ ǊŜƴŘŜǊƛƴƎ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ bƛƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ 

Day building on the Ithaca Commons with 

additional floors, as part of a strategy that 

calls for a dense urban core and mixed-use 

buildings. 
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The importance of density to a downtown relates to the limited amount of real estate available for development 
and the need to generate sufficient foot traffic for the businesses of the downtown district. Vertical growth, 
while more expensive, is also more environmentally sound. Less land is consumed and more people are served 
per acre. Within the boundaries established by the community for height, dense development helps to provide 
downtown with the core residential, employee, and visitor base it needs to survive and thrive as a commercial 
district. Density does not make sense everywhere in a community. There is a need for neighborhoods with only 
single family, duplex, and small multi-unit homes. Downtown offers one location where density can benefit all, 
concentrating foot traffic where it is needed, and allowing for the efficient and cost effective delivery of services. 
 
Density is a key component of the 2020 Downtown Development Strategy. 
 
 

3. A Focus on Reducing Automotive Usage in Downtown 
 

Looking toward the future, downtown Ithaca seeks to take a lead role in reducing the need for automotive usage 
in the center city. Downtown Ithaca has been and aspires to remain a center for regional commerce, including 
professional office, retail, dining, service, entertainment, government, health, and finance. In the past, these 
downtown uses have been facilitated by automotive travel. Looking into the future, investment into appropriate 
infrastructure can help to reduce dependence on automobiles for a number of these uses. We will aspire to be a 
zone known for its innovative and effective non-car transit solutions. We will continue to work with and provide 
for automotive parking for current and future uses that require it, but will pro-actively seek to reduce downtown 
dependence on the automobile whenever possible. This includes encouraging and facilitating additional transit 
shuttles, exploring a trolley or other dedicated fixed rail line between downtown, Cornell University, and Ithaca 
College, and promoting the use of transportation demand management whenever feasible.    
 

4. Transition at the Edges of Downtown 

 
Downtown Ithaca is not a place unto itself. It is the central place of both the City and County. As such, 
downtown is a permeable place, accessed by arterial highways and surface roads as well as bike and pedestrian 
ǊƻǳǘŜǎΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ŀŘƧŀŎŜƴǘ ǘƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ǳǊōŀƴ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊƘƻƻŘǎ- Fall Creek, Southside, South Hill, 
and East Hill. While there is a definite zoning boundary that delineates downtown, there is a need to recognize 
that the edges of downtown and its adjoining neighborhoods are transitional. Zoning in these edge areas should 
reflect this transitional nature. The tallest buildings and highest density development should not be located in 
these transition zones. Rather, the heights and density should begin to scale down toward the neighborhoods. 
 

5. Preference for Pedestrians 

 
One word describing downtown emerged most often from meetings and input sessions with interested 
community and neighborhood personsτpedestrian. The community wants a downtown Ithaca that has a 
walkable scale and is considered pedestrian friendly.  
 
What constitutes a pedestrian friendly downtown?  

- New and existing buildings located within easy walking distance of each other; 
- A downtown footprint that allows for easy pedestrian access to all buildings, facilities, and parks; 
- Walking and biking trails that link downtown with other parts of the City; 
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- An absence of barriers, hazards, or other sidewalk problems that constrain walking or wheelchair 
accessibility; 

- Pedestrian scale signage and lighting; 
- Ample pedestrian amenities such as benches, water fountains, trash and recycling receptacles, and 

bike racks; 
- Pedestrian scale public art; 
- Continuous blocks populated by active storefronts; 
- Easy intersection and mid-block crossings 
- Multiple uses of sidewalk space 

 
The concept of a pedestrian friendly downtown Ithaca should be a part of any downtown plan, private project 
proposal, public facilities, or public space project.  
 
 

6. The Retail Street 
 
The single greatest measure of a successful downtown is an active and vital retail district. The exodus of retail 
businesses has created dull, uninviting streets in many cities. Ithaca has successfully retained its core retail 
businesses. A key concept in the 2020 Development Strategy is the need to protect, preserve, and enhance this 
retail core. Decisions about future downtown planning and development need to reflect the importance of a 
strong and vital retail district to the community. 
 
A strong retail district has several key characteristics: 

- Continuous uninterrupted storefronts; 
- Clear sight lines from stores to the buildings across the street (combined with enough activity to not 

look barren); 
- A blend of retail and food and beverage businesses; 
- Clustering of businesses that have the same patron base; 
- Multiple foot traffic generators. 
 

  

7. The Commons as a Transit-Oriented Hub 
 
Downtown Ithaca is the primary community transit center for the TCAT system. Downtown has four major 
transit stops, at both Cayuga and Aurora Streets and at the two principal hub stops at Seneca Street and Green 
Street. Separating these four stops is the Ithaca Commons.   
 
This 2020 Development Strategy considers the Commons to be an integral part of the downtown transit hub 
system. Rather than view the four bus stops as separate entities, the 2020 Strategy asserts that there is one 
single hub complex, connected by the Commons.  
 
This notion of a single transit-oriented hub in downtown is significant for several reasons. The Commons 
becomes a key part of the public transit system, and serves as the pedestrian connection between stops. 
Planning should consider how transit, pedestrian, and vehicle parking interface with each other and make 
appropriate linkages. Signage and amenities should facilitate interfaces between these travel modes. As part of 
the transit system, the Commons also becomes eligible for federal or state public transit funding. 
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8. In-Fill Development 
 
Consistent with density, in-fill development serves to maximize existing downtown real estate. Downtown 
Ithaca is considered a mature downtown- its real estate is predominately developed and there remains only 
limited pockets of unused or underutilized real estate. In-fill is the process of utilizing these spaces for 
development.  
 
In-fill development tends to be more expensive to the real estate developer than traditional open space 
development. Construction staging is more difficult and costly. Land acquisition is often more difficult and 
expensive. Vertical construction is also generally more costly than horizontal green field development.  
 
However, the benefits of in-fill development are numerous. In-fill development is environmentally conscious, 
utilizing core, centrally located spaces. In-fill acts to complete the streetscape, filling voids and holes. In-fill 
development either happens on vacant spaces or it replaces low density, one-story structures. Downtown Ithaca 
has a surprising number of in-fill development sites potentially available for building. When the community adds 
in the expense of providing public services, in-fill development becomes a cheaper option than green field 
development. Public policy and City planning decisions should encourage and facilitate in-fill development. 
 
One strategy to facilitate in-fill development and higher-density redevelopment is a program to acquire and land 
bank key properties. Such a program would create a fund of public and possibly private monies to be used to 
control and hold important parcels and properties that become available. By land-banking the properties, site 
assembly can be facilitated and desired projects can be pursued. This activity would require investment from the 
Ithaca Urban Renewal Agency and from other stakeholders, both public and private. 
  

9. Clustering Destinations 

A fundamental ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ Řƻǿƴǘƻǿƴ LǘƘŀŎŀΩǎ 
strategy for vitality and sustainability is the 
need to cluster pedestrian foot-traffic 
generating uses into downtown within walking 
distance of each other. A 2005 study of 
successful small city downtowns by Gary 
Ferguson found that the most highly regarded 
American small cities were able to cluster many 
foot-traffic generating, destination attractions 
into their city centers. These were attractions 
that required users to make conscious pre-
determined decisions to visit. The average for 
the study was 35 different destinations per city. 
These destinations were also within walking 
distance, creating a dense mass of pedestrian 
uses that supported and supplemented each 
other. By clustering destinations, these cities 
were able to sustain high levels of foot traffic 

There are four components to this clustered-destination 

redevelopment project in downtown Princeton NJ.  They 

include parking, housing, street-level retail and a public 

park. 

Photo and source: timhaahs.com 
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that supported retail and dining. 
 
To achieve such a high level of foot traffic generator concentration, the Ithaca community will need to recognize 
and endorse the benefits that accrue from clustering destinations in the center city. Sometimes this may mean 
paying a premium for a project that might otherwise be built for less money in a green field location. Sometimes 
this may mean passing on a donation for property in a remote or disconnected location.  
 
Currently downtown has at least 18 different destination foot traffic generators in its downtown. (See list in 
Section ( p 18).  It is a goal of this strategy to retain these existing foot traffic generators and to seek to grow this 
list during the period 2010 ς 2020. 
 

10.  Downtown as a Community Center  
 
 To many people of the community and the region, their downtown Ithaca experience is created by their 
attendance at a special event. The DIA took over downtown community events at its inception in 1997 and has 
worked to expand the scope and offering of events for the community. Hosting events in the focal center of the 
community is a key part of the mission of downtown. Events bring residents together to celebrate, learn, 
exchange, and ǊŜŎǊŜŀǘŜΦ 5ƻǿƴǘƻǿƴΩǎ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴd access make it an ideal site for community events. 
Downtown remains committed to being the focal center for the major events, community celebrations, 
nonprofit and organizational gatherings, and organized community expressions. 
 

11.  A Leader in Green & Sustainable Practice 
 
Downtown Ithaca should be a leader in the community effort to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, reduce 
automobile usage, and promote green/sustainable practices. 5ƻǿƴǘƻǿƴΩǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ 
collection of existing infrastructure makes it the green and sustainable location for growth. Development 
activities should reinforce this natural advantage. The downtown should also serve as a showcase for the 
ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ƎǊŜŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΦ  
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DOWNTOWN CHARACTER 

Character is an oft-ǳǎŜŘ ōǳǘ ǎŜƭŘƻƳ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ǘŜǊƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜǊǘŀƛƴǎ ǘƻ 5ƻǿƴǘƻǿƴ LǘƘŀŎŀΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ŀ ŘƻǿƴǘƻǿƴΩǎ 
character and who defines it?  
 
During the public input sessions and neighborhood workshops that preceded the drafting of this strategy, the 
question of defining a desired character for downtown was discussed at each session. Several key themes 
emerged: 
 

- Downtown should be a pedestrian friendly environment, easy to traverse and navigate on foot. 
- Downtown should feel urban. It should be different from other parts of the community. 
- Tall buildings are appropriate for downtown, within some rational range, provided they promote an 

environmental character that is pedestrian friendly and conducive to retail. 
 
These grassroots messages suggest important character traits that should form the foundation for downtown 
growth, development, and management: 
 

ά5ƻǿƴǘƻǿƴ ƛǎ ŀ ǇŜŘŜǎǘǊƛŀƴ-ŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅ ǇƭŀŎŜέ 
 
More than any other characteristic, Ithacans want their downtown to be a place where pedestrians are valued 
and given preference to, in the built environment, and in public spaces. The existence of the Commons 
pedestrian mall provides a special base for this character trait. Free of vehicles, except for emergency and 
maintenance calls, the Commons offers a central traffic free zone that serves as a haven for pedestrians as well 
as a focal center for pedestrian based activity. 
 
While opening a street to exclusive use by pedestrians is a straightforward way to promote pedestrian friendly 
character, the remaining downtown streets and blocks remain open to vehicular traffic. How is pedestrian 
friendliness maintained and enhanced in places where automobiles are present? To promote pedestrian friendly 
character, the following actions are recommended: 
 

- Wherever possible, slow street-level vehicular traffic to a speed limit that enables car and 
pedestrian to see each other in advance, and allows for appropriate avoidance steps. When traffic 
moves too quickly on surface streets, it becomes more difficult for drivers to identify and react to 
pedestrians who leave the sidewalk without warning.  

- Clearly marked and identified crosswalks should be present at all intersections and, as permitted, at 
mid-blocks. Pedestrians tend to seek out the easiest and fastest way to travel from one point to 
another. Mid-block crossings facilitate this movement. The City of Ithaca should seek to put marked 
pedestrian crosswalks at mid-blocks where people actually choose to cross. The mid-block crossing 
of Green Street between the Green Garage and Cayuga Place is an excellent example. When the sole 
pedestrian crossing for this block was located at the Green and Cayuga intersection, this block 
experienced a disproportionately higher amount of jaywalking. The mid-block crossing at Cayuga 
Place appears to have channeled much of that jaywalking into a safe and convenient crossing. 

- Wherever possible, use cones that contain signage indicating that vehicles must yield to pedestrians 
in crosswalks. These cones, already in use in other parts of the community, are placed in 
intersection crosswalks to slow traffic and protect walkers. 
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- ²ƘŜǊŜǾŜǊ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŀǎ ǊƻŀŘǿŀȅǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜōǳƛƭǘ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ǊŜǎǳǊŦŀŎŜŘΣ ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭ ǎƛŘŜǿŀƭƪ άōǳƳǇ ƻǳǘǎέ ǘƘŀǘ 
narrow the pedestrian crossing distance at intersections. An existing example is the Green Street 
mid-block crossing at Cayuga Place.  

- Continue to add accessibility ramps at all downtown intersections to ensure that sidewalks are 
accessible to wheelchairs and strollers. 

- Work toward the creation of a district-wide pedestrian signage system that directs people on foot to 
key downtown attractions and landmarks. Use the existing TCAT four sided pedestrian signs as a 
model or starting point. 

- Retailers and shopkeepers should be enabled to use limited sidewalk space in front of their 
establishments for displays, planters, and/or sandwich board signs. When done in moderation, such 
use of the sidewalk provides interest and excitement to the pedestrian domain and should be 
encouraged. 

- Sidewalks and public spaces should always allow ample space for pedestrian movement. Currently, 
that estimate of minimum space is five (5) feet of unobstructed clearance. Wherever possible, this 
width should be increased to allow for multiple uses. 

- Whenever opportunities present themselves, blocks should be shorter rather than longer to 
promote more visibility and pedestrian movement.   

- Tree grates should be routinely repaired or replaced to prevent trip hazards and injuries. 
- Seating areas or bus stops should be located in a manner that does not constrict or impede 

pedestrian traffic flow. They should not be located in narrow sidewalk areas. 
- Pedestrian amenities should be added whenever repairs or sidewalk reconstruction is undertaken. 

Such amenities include, but are not limited to, trash receptacles, pedestrian scale sidewalk lighting, 
flower beds/planters, benches, and bicycle racks. 

- The Six Mile Creek walkway should be completed from Clinton Street, east into the gorge and 
ultimately to the Wildflower preserve. The Six Mile Creek walkway should also be extended in a 
northwesterly direction to Route 13. 

- The Cascadilla Gorge trail should be connected to downtown using signs, markers, painted lines, or 
other visual cues. 

- Extending the pedestrian, car-free zones, even on a seasonal or temporary basis, should be explored 
for the 100 West State Street block and/or the 300 East State Street block.  

 
When new projects or buildings are proposed, it is important to make sure they also adhere to pedestrian 
friendly principles and concepts. Among these are: 
 

- Buildings should be constructed to sidewalk lot lines to avoid private plaza setbacks that blur and 
erase block faces. 

- Building landscaping should consider and reflect existing and desired pedestrian travel patterns. 
- Buildings adjacent to Six Mile Creek should connect to and reinforce the Six Mile Creek river walk. 
- Provision of ground floor retail/foot traffic generating uses. 

 

άDǊƻǳƴŘ CƭƻƻǊ wŜǘŀƛƭκ/ƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ tǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘέ  
 
The essence of a vital, healthy downtown center is a strong retail marketplace. Every great downtown has a 
strong retail and restaurant core on its street-level. The loss of street-level retail, restaurants, and traffic 
generating commerce is perhaps the greatest single loss a downtown can experience. 
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Downtown Ithaca has traditionally maintained a solid diverse retail core that in 2009 hovers around 80 retailers, 
50 food and beverage operations, and at least 25 service oriented businesses. These street-level businesses 
provide a dynamic that helps to define the character of our downtown. Street-level retail provides for window-
shopping opportunities. Restaurants provide color, delectable smells, and a stream of patron traffic. Absent 
ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘǎΣ ŘƻǿƴǘƻǿƴΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƳǳŎƘ ƭŜǎǎ ŘŜǎƛǊŀōƭŜΦ  
 
To preserve and grow our retail and restaurant core, the following actions are recommended: 
 

- Allow private outdoor dining wherever possible, making sure that City fees for sidewalk rent are 
compatible and consistent with the market. 

- Encourage new downtown buildings to be mixed-use, with ground floor retail/commercial. 
- Encourage storefronts in the primary and secondary Commons to remain retail/commercial and not 

be converted to office or other low-traffic uses. 
 

ά5ƻǿƴǘƻǿƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŦŜŜƭ ¦Ǌōŀƴέ 
  
What is an urban feel? It depends on the observer. To a new resident moving from New York City, downtown 
Ithaca is small and a scaled down urban environment. To a new resident from more rural areas of upstate New 
York, Ithaca seems thoroughly urban.   
 
When community residents suggest that downtown Ithaca should be urban in character, they are likely to be 
considering some of the following: 
 

- Downtown buildings are larger, taller and more massive than other community buildings; 
- The built environment in downtown is denser than elsewhere in the community. Buildings are close 

together. They fill out their tax parcel footprints. 
- The downtown environment is characterized by concrete and hardscape rather than softer surfaces 

and finishes found in rural or suburban locales. 
 
Feeling urban does not mean that downtown needs to suffer from urban design flaws experienced elsewhere. 
To maintain a dynamic urban character, it is suggested that the following design guidelines be considered: 
 

- Blank walls at the street/pedestrian level should be avoided. Where they currently exist, efforts 
should be undertaken to soften or eliminate the blank expanses. Examples of blank walls include the 
Tioga and Aurora Street walls of the Seneca Parking Garage.  

- Mixed-use projects should always be adopted over single-use projects. Mixed-use projects would 
feature street-level active commercial/retail space. 

- Dead spaces along key retail commercial blocks space should be avoided. Along with blank walls, 
dead spaces are created by ground floor uses that do not generate foot traffic or encourage 
pedestrians to want to continue their walking or window shopping journey. Office uses or uses that 
focus inward are examples of dead spaces that interrupt pedestrian retail journeys. 

- Recognizing that downtown Ithaca is a collection of buildings constructed over a 175-year span, 
there is no single period or architectural style that defines downtown. New projects are part of the 
ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ōŜƎŀƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ муллΩǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ ǘƻŘŀȅΦ  

- Historic architecture should be preserved where feasible. The various styles of the past help to 
provide design character to our downtown. 
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- Over time, consideration should be given to expanding or replacing low density, single story 
structures that do not efficiently use their zoning envelope, and appear out of character with a more 
densely built downtown.  

- Downtown is bordered by residential neighborhoods. As downtown development, redevelopment, 
and in-fill approach these neighborhoods, it is important that zoning and building heights/masses 
transition to reflect the more residential character of the abutting neighborhood.  
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THE CONCEPT OF PEDESTRIAN TRAFFIC GENERATORS 

 
Research has shown that the great small city downtowns of America share a key characteristic- the ability to 

cluster numerous disparate pedestrian traffic generators together within easy walking distance. 
 
 
Why are some downtowns more successful than others? What causes a downtown to be healthy and vibrant? 
 
A 2005 study of eleven great American small city downtowns 

conducted by Gary Ferguson found that one shared attribute 

of successful downtowns was the clustering of many 

pedestrian traffic generators within walking distance of each 

other. These attractions were each able to lure pedestrian 

traffic to their own particular activity, be it a museum, a civic 

building, or an entertainment establishment. When they were 

clustered, however, their impact appeared to multiply. By 

concentrating traffic generating uses within close proximity of 

each other, the downtown was able to reap overlapping 

synergistic benefits. Patrons to one attraction were more 

likely to frequent others. This results in an increased length of 

stay and the likelihood of increased expenditures within the 

downtown district. In simple terms, the more traffic 

generators, the better. The more diverse and varied the traffic 

generators, the better. 

In many respects, the clustering of traffic generators in a walkable downtown district replicates or simulates 

downtowns of old. Most of our downtowns were plotted and set up in times pre-dating the automobile. Walking 

was the predominate mode of transportation and clustering uses within easy walking distance was both 

practical and efficient. Clustering resulted in strong, overlapping pedestrian traffic patterns. A trip to the post 

office was also likely to be a trip to the five and dime store. A trip to the library may have also resulted in a stop 

at the candy store. A night out at the theater was also an occasion to patronize a local restaurant.  

Foot traffic generators are key to the success of a downtown commercial district. Without pedestrian traffic, 

retail businesses will not survive. A thriving downtown retail district is most likely to be characterized by: 

 
- A concentration of many traffic generating uses  
- The mix of use types (retail, service, entertainment, government) 
- A blend of day and night uses 
- Sidewalks large enough to allow for multiple use 

 
 
 

!ƴ ŀǊǘƛǎǘΩǎ rendering of the Hotel Ithaca and 

a redeveloped Trebloc Building. Both would 

be considered traffic generators. This view is 

from Restaurant Row on Aurora Street. 
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Existing Pedestrian Traffic Generators  
 
5ƻǿƴǘƻǿƴ LǘƘŀŎŀΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŜŘŜǎǘǊƛŀƴ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƻǊǎ όŘƛǎŎǊŜǘŜ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǇŜǊties and 
operations that generate significant regional destination foot traffic) currently includes the following 18 entities:  
 

- City Hall - Cinemapolis 
- County Courthouse & County 

complex 
- CSMA 

- Downtown banks - Downtown churches 
- Hilton Hotel - History Center 
- Holiday Inn - Kitchen Theater 
- Moosewood Restaurant* - Post Office 
- Public Library - Restaurant Row 
- State Theatre - TC3 Extension Center 
- Town of Ithaca Building - Urban Outfitters* 

  
*Typically individual retailers or restaurants would not be considered traffic generators unless they 
have extra-ordinary drawing power or marketing appeal that cause them to serve as anchor 
businesses. 

 
Goals for Future Pedestrian Traffic Generators 
 
A primary goal of the Downtown Ithaca 2020 Strategic Plan is to adopt a strategy of clustering pedestrian traffic 
generators in downtown, in an effort to provide a large enough base of patrons and customers to support the 
type of downtown commerce that area residents desire.   
 
To build this foot traffic base, there is a goal to increase the number of downtown pedestrian traffic generators 
by adding at least an additional 10 during the period 2010 ς 2020. Some cities, such as Madison and Boulder 
average over 35 traffic generators in their downtown districts. The goal for downtown Ithaca is to increase this 
number to at least 28. 
 
Accomplishing this goal will require the support and commitment of civic and elected leaders, along with 
nonprofit and cultural community leaders. The decision to locate a community traffic generator often turns on 
economic factors that might steer projects away from downtown. Helping leaders understand that these 
attractions provide more benefit to the community when they are clustered versus in disparate locations will be 
a key objective of the Downtown Ithaca Alliance.  
 
Based on other aspects of this plan, future traffic generators might include, but not be limited to the following: 
 

- Charter School 
- Finger Lakes Wine Center 
- A Night Club 
- Teen Activity Center 
- New History Center 
- New City/County administration facility 
- Welcome Center/Visitor Center 

- Hotel Ithaca 
- A new future hotel 
- An artist incubator or clustered studio 

project 
- A music club 
- A second national retail chain store 
- A brew pub 
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GUIDING DOWNTOWN GROWTH 

Determining Downtown Growth Capacity  

By most measures downtown Ithaca is considered a mature downtown. Unlike many city centers with acres of 
ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ ǇŀǊƪƛƴƎ ƭƻǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴǳǎŜŘ ƻǇŜƴ ǎǇŀŎŜΣ Řƻǿƴǘƻǿƴ LǘƘŀŎŀΩǎ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƛǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ōǳƛƭǘ ƻǳǘΦ /ƻƳƳƻƴ 
perception suggests that there is little remaining developable space. However, a 2008 study conducted by 
Cornell University CIPA student Brianna Olson determined that there is significantly more developable property 
in downtown than conventionally imagined. 
 
Planning for 2020 requires an understanding of the capacity for downtown growth. If downtown is to be 
considered one of the key City locations for future housing and office growth, it is critical to know how much 
volume can be accommodated given different scenarios. 
 
hƭǎƻƴΩǎ ǾƻƭǳƳŜǘǊƛŎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ Řƻǿƴǘƻǿƴ ŜǎǘƛƳŀted growth potential using two different scenarios: (1) 
utilizing already vacant or un-built property and (2) utilizing properties with low-density single story properties. 
 
When only considering vacant or unbuilt properties and using 
current zoning, downtown Ithaca has an estimated 528,000 
square feet of development potential. The largest parcels 
available for development in this scenario are: 
 
  Location   SF Potential 
 
 Bank of America drive thru site  94,000 SF 

State Theatre block   90,000 SF 
Dewitt Mall/Seneca Place block  88,000 SF 

 
There are a total of 10 parcels that can be developed on 
vacant or unbuilt property in downtown. In general the 
volume of these unbuilt parcels is modest, ranging in size 
from 8,000 to 94,000 square feet. In the CBD zone, parking is 
άŀǎ ƻŦ ǊƛƎƘǘέ ŀƴŘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀƴȅ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊȅ ƘǳǊŘƭŜ ŦƻǊ 
development. 
 
When the redevelopment of underutilized or low-density parcels is added into consideration, the volume of 
developable space in downtown Ithaca increases to 1.8 million square feet.  A total of 20 parcels are considered 
candidates for both in-fill and redevelopment. Unlike in-fill sites, redevelopment sites require the removal or 
replacement of some existing structure(s). These parcels tend to be considerably larger than in-fill sites. The 
largest parcels available for development in this scenario are: 
 
  Location   SF Potential 

 
State Theatre block   200,000 SF 

 Bank of America drive thru site   199,000 SF 
 Trebloc block    170,000 SF 
 

!ƴ ŀǊǘƛǎǘΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǊŜŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ .ŀƴƪ 

of America drive-thru. This image looks 

across Seneca Street toward the Ithaca 

Commons 
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Within the downtown CBD zone, parking is not a regulatory consideration for development. Some of the 
redevelopment parcels, however, fall outside of the existing CBD zone and do currently require on-site parking. 
On-site parking would reduce the volume of possible projects and result in suburban style projects not 
appropriate to an urban center. 
 
 

Estimating a Desirable Future Development Volume 

 
 
Volumetric studies enable an estimation of the housing and office growth capacity for downtown in the years 
ahead. Based on the development track record of the previous ten years and assuming current market 
conditions that favor the financing of residential development over office development, it is possible to posit 
that three-fourths (75%) of new downtown development will be residential. If 50% of the in-fill and 
redevelopment property opportunities are developed, this results in the potential for 1,075,000 SF of new 
residential units and 355,000 SF of new office space.  
 
There are some fundamental questions that need to be addressed about downtown development. 
 

-Why develop downtown Ithaca at all?  
-How much development is necessary for downtown to be successful?  
-How much development is desirable?  
-How much will (or should) the city and the broader community rely on downtown to be a pivotal center    
for housing and office development? 
-A recent analysis of Tompkins County housing needs estimated a ten demand of 4,000 units. How many 
of those units should be centered in downtown? 

 
 Why Develop Downtown Ithaca At All? 
 
This is a basic question that underlies all subsequent queries. There are several reasons why downtown 
development should occur: 
 

1. Downtown Ithaca is not a static place. Throughout its history, downtown has continued to grow and 
evolve. This growth tended to be linked to the national and local economies. When times were robust, 
the downtown grew, adding new buildings and uses. Looking forward, it is likely downtown will continue 
to have opportunities for growth and development. 

2. Downtown is one of a select few places in the City where residential and office growth can occur. Multi-
ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƻƳǇŀǘƛōƭŜ ǳǎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ 
residential neighborhoods. This leaves only other commercial districts where such growth is possible. 
The Southwest Park area has reached its GIES capacity for commercial development but remains a place 
where residential development can occur. Collegetown can also accommodate more residential 
development and limited office development, but much of the residential development in the 
Collegetown district tends to be dedicated to student housing. The West End and Waterfront districts 
are also candidates for development. For the City to continue new growth and investment, downtown 
will necessarily need to be one of the places where such growth can occur. 

3. ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎƳŀǊǘ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ Řƻǿƴǘƻǿƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ 
key location for future development. Locating development in the community core allows for the most 
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efficient use of existing infrastructure. The costs and burden of extending services to the periphery of 
the community is negated with central growth. Police and fire services are centralized in downtown, 
resulting in easier and less expensive servicing. Rebuilding the urban core is a cost effective and 
sustainable policy for the Ithaca community and perhaps the most important reason for continued 
downtown growth. 

 
How much development is necessary for downtown to be successful? 
 
This seems like a straightforward and easy question but it remains most difficult and elusive. There are several 
responses: 
 

1. Downtown development contributes substantially to the sustainability of the downtown commercial 
marketplace. The underlying strategy of the 2000-2010 Downtown Development Strategy was to 
generate new local foot traffic for downtown through a number of activities, including the development 
of new residential and office products. This methodology continues to be relevant for downtown Ithaca 
in the future. New foot traffic generated by residential and office development can provide ongoing, 
daily customers and patrons to the businesses of the downtown core.  

2. It is not likely that the kind of downtown local residents profess to want can be sustained solely on new 
urban development projects. The number and volume of retail and food and beverage businesses that 
ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘŜǎƛǊŜǎ ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ŀ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊ ōŀǎŜ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƛƴ ŜȄŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƴŜǿ 
downtown development. This was substantiated by Urban Marketing Collaborative in their 2008 Retail 
Market Analysis of downtown Ithaca.  

3. The question of how much development is necessary is better cast as άIƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ ǳǊōŀƴ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 
ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƛǎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ ǎǳōǳǊōŀƴκƘƛƎƘǿŀȅ ǎǇǊŀǿƭ ƛǎ ŘŜǎƛǊŜŘΚέ 

 
How much development is desirable? 
 
How much development does our community desire is a key question. This question is also difficult to quantify.  
 

1. There are community residents who moved to Ithaca because of its small city scale. There would be 
reluctance on the part of these residents to support growth that would substantially change or alter the 
character of the community they chose as their home. 

2. There are community residents who are concerned about sprawl and its homogenizing effects on the 
character of their community. They would be more willing to concentrate growth and development into 
the central core rather than watch it creep outward along community arterial roads and highways. 

3. There are community residents who prefer to see development occur in nodes, as specified in the 
Tompkins County Economic Development Strategy. Nodes could include villages and hamlet centers as 
ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ǳǊōŀƴ ŎƻǊŜΦ 

4. There are community residents who prefer a market-driven approach to development. These residents 
do not seek limits on growth but prefer to let prevailing market conditions dictate where and how much 
growth will occur. 

5. Community consensus on the amount of desired growth in downtown and elsewhere has not been 
clearly defined. Levels of support ebb and flow based on a number of interrelated issues and conditions. 
For this reason, it is important for the public to have ongoing discussions and dialogues about its long-
term vision for its community.   
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6. Based on the numerous outreach sessions conducted prior to the drafting of this Strategic Plan, there 
appears to be strong community support for continued downtown growth, within a framework that 
recognizes key issues of community character.     

 
How much will or should the city and the broader community rely on downtown to be a pivotal center for 
housing and office development? Downtown can be an important growth node for the community during the 
period 2010 ς 2020. It has the capacity to accept new growth, limited at some point by the financial capacity of 
the community to provide additional parking or public transit.  
 
This capacity has an upper limit and, unless the City chooses to further revise its zoning, that upper limit will 
govern how much growth can be assigned to downtown. 
 

Downtown Growth Nodes 
 
A review of the possible in-fill and redevelopment sites suggests that there are distinct growth corridors and 
nodes in downtown. Looking forward to 2020 downtown growth is likely to be concentrated into the following 
areas: 
 

(1) The West State Street Corridor 
 
It has been a planning goal of the City to encourage the West State Street corridor to fill in with development 
and commerce to serve as a key link between downtown and the West End commercial area. There are several 
large redevelopment sites that are adjacent to this corridor that can be used for housing and mixed-uses 
projects. The area has also emerged as a location for service oriented nonprofit organizations. The largest of 
these sites is Block 14, a predominately publicly owned block that has been identified by the City as a preferred 
location for a future parking structure to service this corridor. A parking structure may be important in keeping 
West State Street employees from parking in the adjacent residential neighborhoods. This corridor was re-
designed and new streetscape added early this decade.  
   

(2) The Clinton Street southern border of downtown 
 
The southern part of downtown has already undergone major redevelopment with the Creek Walk, Cayuga 
Garage, Cayuga Place, the Tompkins County Public Library, and the soon to be built Cayuga Green #3 residential 
building. South of Clinton Street there are additional commercial parcels that may over time become possible 
candidate sites for more intensive development. Parcels both to the southeast and southwest of Cayuga/Clinton 
Street intersection provide possible future development opportunities for housing and mixed-uses that could 
utilize the adjacent Cayuga parking garage. 
 

(3) The portion of downtown east of Aurora Street 
 
A major location for future downtown growth will be the downtown parcels east of Aurora Street. The list of 
possible development sites in this area includes: the former Strand Theater site (now two surface parking lots); 
the entire Trebloc block bounded by East State, Aurora, and Green Street; the Challenge Industries site at the 
base of State Street hill, and future redevelopment opportunities in the Gateway campus.  
 

(4) Selected sites on the northern border of downtown 
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The northern border of downtown has several possible redevelopment sites: the former Tompkins County 
library building site, and the northwest corner of Tioga and Buffalo Streets, which is currently home to HSBC 
Bank and County property. These sites appear most appropriate for housing and/or governmental uses. 
 

(5) Primary and secondary Commons in-fill/ redevelopment 
 
There are some select development opportunities for both 
in-fill and redevelopment in the primary and secondary 
Commons areas. The Commons is the densest area of 
downtown and the area that has the most distinctive 
collection of historic building facades. Due to historic fires 
and the still lingering effects of urban renewal, there are 
several candidate sites that can be redeveloped for more 
density or simply in-filled with new construction. One-story 
buildings that were added to replace older buildings 
destroyed in fires are likely candidates for redevelopment. 
Among the key sites are: the 100 West State Street vacant 
lot, the area surrounding the State Theater in the block 
bordered by West State, Geneva, Green, and Cayuga Streets, 
the current Bank of America drive-through area at Tioga and 
Seneca Streets, and the current Tompkins Trust Company 
drive-through site on Seneca Street.  
 

The Importance of Transit to Parking  
 
Downtown is a place where people come to work, shop, dine, conduct commerce, and recreate. It is also a place 
where a growing number of people choose to live. A key goal of the community is to ensure that these people 
can access downtown, traveling readily and efficiently to their daily or periodic destinations. While parking is a 
part of this process, it is but one portion of the transportation system.    
 
Downtown Ithaca currently has the parking supply to accommodate some, but not all, anticipated future 
growth. Even though CBD zoning does not mandate parking requirements, the marketplace will inevitably 
dictate the necessity for some additional parking to support projects. Financial institutions that lend money for 
these projects will want to be certain that there will be sufficient parking to ensure their success.  
 
As the community moves into the 2010-2020 period, the existing parking supply will tighten, as new 
development generates new demand. The preferred scenario for meeting this demand will be for the City and 
the DIA to work in consort with TCAT, Cornell University, Ithaca College, and others to devise useful, cost 
effective programs to reduce parking demand from key downtown user groups- particularly, but not limited to, 
employees workers and students. By reducing parking demand through such transportation demand 
management tools as guaranteed rides home, park and ride lots, incentivized bus service, and enhanced shuttle, 
new projects can take advantage of existing capacity.  
 
Should this approach still leave a shortfall in parking supply, at some point during this period the City will need 
to plan for the addition of another parking structure to help accommodate parking needs that arise from future 

!ƴ ŀǊǘƛǎǘΩǎ ǊŜƴŘŜǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ŀ ǾŀŎŀƴǘ ƭƻǘ ƻƴ 

the 100 block of West State Street would 

look if it were redeveloped. 
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growth. How this garage would be financed or if it is a solely public venture, a public/private venture, or a solely 
privately owned venture is to be determined. 
 
The size of a possible new parking structure project will also depend on the success of the community in 
instituting a transportation demand management program that is accepted and used by downtown employees 
and patrons.  
 

Incentives for Development 
 
The pressures for development to be located on the periphery of a community are very strong. Land is open and 
undeveloped. The cost of land is usually significantly less expensive than core urban parcels of similar size. 
Ownership of larger tracts tends to be in one party rather than split among multiple owners, such as is the case 
in downtown. Zoning regulations and ordinances affecting development tend to be less demanding in many 
peripheral locations than may be the case in downtown. Urban construction also tends to be more difficult and 
expensive, requiring more vertical construction and limited staging areas.  
 
In the development business, time represents money. The comparative ease of assembling, financing, 
permitting, and constructing a project in a peripheral location often results in development gravitating away 
ŦǊƻƳ Řƻǿƴǘƻǿƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ǇŜǊƛǇƘŜǊŀƭ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΧ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ 
hurdles and help level the development playing field between the center city and the periphery. 
 
Some communities are active in assisting developers with site assembly. Land banking has been a tool used by 
ōƻǘƘ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŜŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ ōǳǊŘŜƴ ƻŦ ǎƛǘŜ ŀǎǎŜƳōƭȅΦ LǘƘŀŎŀΩǎ ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊŦace lots 
adjacent to the current Tompkins County Public Library, for example, helped pave the way for the three-building 
Cayuga Green project. There is a continued need to explore ways to land-bank key properties and parcels as 
they become available to help facilitate urban development. Such land banking could be accomplished by the 
public sector using the Ithaca Urban Renewal Agency, or by the private sector using the nonprofit local 
development corporation created several years ago by the Downtown Ithaca Alliance.  
 
Permitting can be a difficult and challenging process for developers. Permits generally exist for very important 
community reasons- health and safety, planning and community appearance, and improving the general 
community welfare just to name a few. Each item itself was put into place for what was deemed to be a 
significant community enhancement. When these various permits and obligations are combined, however, they 
can present a daunting hurdle to would be developer. Some communities, both large and small, have worked to 
streamline their permitting and regulatory processes in order to simplify and speed up the time it takes to meet 
these various obligations. Ithaca has been working toward a one-stop process that provides the applicant with a 
sinƎƭŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ t// ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƘŜƭǇǎ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ 
project proposals. There is a need to continue to refine this process so that a developer can be handed a 
checklist and timetable for regulatory review and would have one principal point of contact with the City. 
 
Financial incentives will remain an important part any downtown development strategy as long as financial gaps 
exist in projects. A financial gap is the amount of money that is needed to make a proposed real estate 
development project financially viable and supportable, over and above what is supportable from the 
marketplace. The presence of a gap does not mean a project is flawed or faulty. Rather, it simply indicates that 
to achieve the stated project goals, additional incentive funding needs to be provided.   
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In robust markets, gaps may not exist. In the past, Collegetown projects have not needed gap incentives because 
the rents they could command were sufficiently high enough to generate a return for the investor in an 
acceptable amount of time. In downtown, housing rents have been lower, resulting in projects that are not 
financially viable without incentive gap assistance. Over time markets evolve and gap financing may no longer be 
needed.  
 
Developers and public officials may debate the extent of the gap incentives needed. The public generally must 
adopt a reasonable expectation for a rate of return for a project and use that to help determine the necessity for 
assistance. Public sector officials must also verify and substantiate rent assumptions and other key factors that 
are used in development pro forma statements. 
 
At this time, financial incentives still appear to be needed to support downtown development projects. This 
holds true for smaller upper story rehabilitation projects on the Commons, as well as larger new construction 
redevelopment projects. Without a method to fill gaps, projects will not go forward. It is crucial that downtown 
have access to financial tools to help reduce and close project gaps, if the desired development is to be 
attracted. These tools should include, but not be limited to: 
 

1. Tax Abatement and/or Payment in lieu of taxes 
2. Empire Zone benefits (to the extent they remain available from the State) 
3. Access to federal New Market Tax Credits  
4. Ithaca Urban Renewal Agency loan and/or grant incentives 
5. CDBG economic development funding 
6. NYS Restore New York or other State programs 

 
Today, without access to these and other programs, downtown development would slow or stop. 
Incentive programs also need to be designed to deliver quantifiable tangle benefits to a project. While it is 
reasonable and expected that the City and the community would attach some benefits considerations and 
requirements onto public incentive programs, the cost of providing these benefits need to be factored into the 
overall project cost. For example, if a development project with a gap of $250,000 receives a community 
incentive package for $250,000 but with requirements that will cost the project $150,000, then the net value of 
the incentive package is only $100,000 and the project will be unable to bridge the gap, preventing it from 
moving forward. To meet the needs of the community and the needs of the project, the incentive package for 
this example should be $400,000.  
 

 
Key Downtown Business Sectors 

 
Looking toward 2020, there are several key business sectors that should receive priority attention by the 
Downtown Ithaca Alliance, the City, and community partners: 
 

1. Continued Retail: Street-level retail remains a crucial part of the downtown experience. (See retail 
section) 
 

2. Medical and Health: During the period 2010 ς 2020 the Ithaca population will continue to age 
commensurate with the national aging trends, creating increased need for medical and health 
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related services. It is important that portions of these services are located in the urban core of the 
community. 

 
3. Technology Businesses: Spin-off technology businesses from Cornell University currently have two 

principal places to locate: the Cornell Business and Technology Park and downtown. Currently there 
are a number of technology-based businesses that have chosen to locate in downtown Ithaca. Most 
are small and not yet able to build their own facility or reside in the larger spaces available in the 
Business and Technology Park. There is a need to build upon this interest in downtown as a place for 
young, start-up companies. 

 
4.  The Nonprofit Sector:  The nonprofit sector is major segment of the local Ithaca/Tompkins County 

economy. Nonprofit organizations seek community visibility and for that reason alone many have 
chosen to locate in downtown Ithaca. Building upon this strength and asset, downtown should seek 
to attract more nonprofit organizations, cluster nonprofits together for cost efficiency, and become 
known region-wide as the preferred center for nonprofit businesses. 

 
5. Government:  Local government, despite the 

lackluster economy of 2009, will continue to grow 
and provide needed services to the people of the 
City, Town, and County. Local governments (City 
and County) are major community employers and 
property owners. Downtown benefits from these 
hundreds of public employees and from 
occupancy in considerable downtown real estate. 
It is important that City, Town, and County 
governmental offices remain and grow in 
downtown. The City and the County should also 
examine the feasibility of co-locating facilities in 
downtown as a way to improve cost effectiveness 
and improve inter-agency communications.    

                
6. Lodging: Downtown currently has two existing 

hotels and one planned new hotel plus an inn. 
This represents a critical mass of lodging rooms 
for visitors and conferences/meetings. Building on its strengths, downtown should be open to the 
opportunity for another hotel, should the marketplace present it. An additional hotel could be a 
replacement for a dated facility elsewhere in the market or it could help fill an underserved niche. 
By co-locating in close proximity to other downtown hotels, a fourth hotel would enhance the 
ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ƻpportunities for conferences and meetings.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

A rendering of an expanded Ithaca City Hall, 

that could also serve as a co-location for 

some County Government services. This 

image was taken from Cayuga Place. 
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7. Downtown Growth Nodes 

 
 West South East North Commons 

Positive 
Attributes 

-West State 
Street redone 
-Within 2 blocks 
of Commons 
-Renewal in 
process 
- State St low 
traffic/noise 
-Health/non- 
profit sector 

-Large tracts 
-Six Mile Creek 
-Proximity to 
Cayuga Garage 
-Cayuga & 
Clinton high 
traffic 
-New Spencer St  

-Large tracts 
-Single 
ownerships 
-Confluence of 
East & South 
Hills 
-Adjacent to 
new 
development 
-Adjacent to 
Commons 

-Key Corner 
locations 
-Northern 
gateway to 
downtown 
-Near to DeWitt 
Park & Mall 

-Central to most 
locations 
- Proximity to 
State Theatre 
-Proximity to 
shops and 
employers 
-Mixed-use 
opportunities  

Challenges -Corridor 
bordered by 
residences 
-Parking will 
become an issue 
 - Set back & 
other zoning 
issues 

-Existing 
businesses in 
place 
-Abuts 
neighborhood 
- Set back & 
other zoning 
issues 

-Zoning heights 
may not be 
appropriate 
-View shed 
concerns  

-Abuts 
residential 
neighborhood 
- Existing 
businesses 
  

-Tight, dense 
environment 
-Small sites 
- Assembly more 
difficult 
-Lower zoning 
heights 

Current  
Zoning 

B-2d; B-2c B-4 CBD-60 B-1b; B-1a CBD-60 

Possible 
Uses 

Mixed-uses 
Housing 
Office 
Entertainment 
Retail 

Mixed-uses 
Housing 
Entertainment 
Convenience 
retail 

Mixed-uses 
Housing 
Office 
Retail 
Entertainment 
Hospitality 

Mixed-uses 
Housing 
Government 

Mixed-uses 
Housing 
Office 
Retail 
Entertainment 
Hospitality 

Key Parcels -Block 14 
-Health Club 
area 
-Medical Bldg 
block 

-Pritchard area 
-Auto 
body/sound 
studio area 

-Gateway/BSU 
-Strand Block 
-Trebloc Block 

-HSBC/County 
area 
-Old Library site 

-State Theatre 
block/Journal 
-West end of 
Green Garage 
-Bank Drive-thru 
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PROPOSED AMENDMENTS TO DOWNTOWN ZONING  

Editors Note:  The proposed amendments are at an early discussion stage. Prior to public discussion, it will be 

the intent of the DIA to meet with parcel owners to discuss these options and proposals.  

(1) Commons- 60 feet with provision for upper story setback 

The existing zoning height for properties fronting the Commons is 60 feet; a number that generally reflects the 
prevailing height of most Commons buildings. This proposed amendment would allow for additional height of up 
to two (2) stories if accompanied by a twenty (20) foot setback for the new stories and the provision of a 
community benefit as defined in #2. 
 
(2) Incentive zoning- extra height for community benefits (affordable housing/ mixed income)  

Under this amendment, any property in the downtown CBD zone could be granted additional height, up to two 

floors or 25 feet, if a proposed project provided a designated community benefit. A designated community 

benefit would be the provision of affordable or mixed-income housing and a commitment to a mixed-use 

project with ground floor retail. A provision of 10% affordable housing would result in one additional floor. A 

provision of 20% affordable housing would result in two additional floors. This provision is not meant to provide 

an incentive for owners to tear down significant historic properties. A review procedure to ensure that 

significant historic properties are retained is suggested. 

(3) East downtown ς The Trebloc Block - 85 feet 

This block is bounded by Green Street, East State Street, and Aurora Street. Current zoning is for 60 feet of 

height. Due to its location between the Gateway and the Hotel Ithaca projects, it is recommended that this 

zoning height be amended to 85 feet. 

(4) East downtown- Gateway 3rd bldg ς 60 feet 

The Gateway property extends beyond the Gateway Plaza office building into the gorge where a one story 

industrial building currently rests. Anticipating its appeal for a residential building, the rear portion of the 

Gateway property is recommended for a 60-foot height. At 60 feet, this structure would remain well below the 

rim of the gorge. 

(5) Seneca Street corridor ς Strand site (75 feet); Bank of America site (100 feet); 100 East Seneca Street mid-

block site (85 ŦŜŜǘύΤ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ όсл ŦŜŜǘύ 

The Seneca Street corridor represents a key development node for the community in the years ahead. This 
corridor has a distinctly urban character. It provides opportunity for four development parcels. The 
recommended zoning heights for these parcels are:  the former Strand site (75 feet, up from the current 60 
feet); the Bank of America drive-through site (100 feet); the current Tompkins Trust Company drive-through site 
(85 ŦŜŜǘύΤ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ /ommunity Building site (60 feet). 
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(6) Green Street corridor- Green garage (85 feet); Tompkins 
County Public Library site (100 feet); Sunoco gas station 
site (100 feet); Ithaca Journal area site (85 feet) 
 
The Green Street corridor represents another important 

development node in downtown. Like Seneca Street, the 

Green Street corridor from the Ithaca Journal/Holiday Inn to 

the Tuning Fork has a predominately large building urban 

character. The recommended zoning heights for the four 

development parcels along this corridor are: the parcel at 

the west end of the Green Garage (85 feet); the current 

Library site (100 feet); the gas station site at the southwest 

corner of Cayuga and Green (100 feet); and the Ithaca 

Journal/Ithaca Photo site (85 feet). 

(7) West State Street corridor-    Block 14- (60 feet); 

Medical building site (60 feet); 100 West State block empty lot- (60 feet); Health club site- (60 feet) 

The West State Street corridor has long been a City priority for in-fill development. There are four potential 

development sites in, or adjacent to, the downtown BID: Block 14 (Geneva/Seneca/Albany/West State); the 

south side of the 200 block of West State Street, currently home to a medical practice; the parking lot on the 

north side of the 100 West State block; and the health club site in the 300 West State block. It is recommended 

that all of these sites be zoned for 60 feet of height. 

(8) South downtown sites- Pritchard site (60 feet); body 

shop site (75 feet) 

The commercial properties located on the south side of 

Clinton Street at the Clinton/Cayuga intersection represent 

possible future redevelopment sites. Their proximity to the 

Cayuga Street Garage makes them accessible to public 

parking. It is recommended that the heights of the Pritchard 

site be changed to 60 feet and the body shop area be 

changed to 75 feet. 

(9) North downtown sites- HSBC site (75 feet); old County 

Library site (60 feet)  

The northern section of downtown has redevelopment sites: 

the current HSBC bank and surrounding area site, along with 

the site of the old County Library. The HSBC area site is 

recommended to be rezoned to 75 feet. The old County Library site is recommended for 60 feet. 

 

A rendering of a redeveloped Ithaca 

Journal/Ithaca Photo site on Green Street. 

This view is fro the Tompkins County Public 

Library. 

A redeveloped Cayuga and Clinton Street 

intersection. Tiered building heights help 

minimize the impact of transitioning from a 

residential area into the urban core. 
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(10) CBD zoning ς to utilize downtown public parking 

Lǘ ƛǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀōƻǾŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǎƛǘŜǎέ ōŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Řƻǿƴǘƻǿƴ /.5 ȊƻƴŜΦ ! ƪŜȅ 

provision of the CBD zone is its reliance on downtown public parking to substitute for any on-site requirements. 

Given the desire for a downtown district with a dense urban character, the use of public parking instead of on-

site parking is preferred. Hence, a CBD designation for these would be appropriate. Currently, the Pritchard, 

ōƻŘȅ ǎƘƻǇΣ I{./Σ ƻƭŘ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅΣ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΣ .ƭƻŎƪ мпΣ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǎƛǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ Ŏƭǳō sites 

do not have CBD zoning designation. 

(11) Retail on ground floor- primary & secondary Commons 

Maintaining a critical mass of retail in downtown is considered a key community desire for the central business 

district. To ensure that such a critical mass is maintained, it is recommended that zoning be amended to limit 

the use of ground floor units with street frontage in properties on the primary and secondary Commons to retail 

and/or other active pedestrian generating uses. 

(12) Seneca/Green Sidewalks 
 
To increase the pedestrian appeal and utilization of sidewalks on both Green and Seneca Streets within the BID, 
it is recommended that sidewalk widths be increased to 15 feet.
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5h²b¢h²bΩ{ COMMITMENT TO ALTERNATIVE 
TRANSPORTATION  
 
Just as the human body depends upon its circulatory system for sustaining life, so do cities depend on their 
transportation systems for survival.  Transportation systems move goods and commodities into and out of the 
community... the food we eat, our personal and household needs, the items we require to function on a daily 
basis, the goods we as a community produce and export to others. Transportation systems move people into 
and out of the city as well as around the community. Transportation is a part of our daily lives and its ability to 
function efficiency and effectively is crucial to us on both a personal and a community level. 
 
For much of the twentieth century our transportation system was defined by the automobile. Roads, bridges, 
intersections, divided highways, parking lots and garages, and parking meters are all vestiges of the automotive 
age. Ithaca was no exception. The downtown was defined and shaped by the car. Streets were designed to 
accommodate parking. Garages were built to capture and collect parked autos. Development financing was and 
continues to be predicated on the proven availability of parking for tenants. 
 
While the automobile has shaped the physical appearance of the downtown, Ithaca has also established a 
record of working to make its center city less dependent and subservient to the automobile. The addition of the 
car-free, Commons pedestrian mall in 1975 helped to focus community attention toward the merits of a 
pedestrian friendly downtown.  The consolidated transit operator, TCAT, manages one of the most successful 
small city bus systems in the country, with its central hub in downtown- at both Green and Seneca Streets. The 
proximity of Cornell University to the center city has helped Ithaca to achieve significantly higher than average 
walk to work figures. Approximately 40% of Ithacans walk to work (typically to Cornell or downtown).            
 
During the period 2000 -2010, there were two notable trends pertaining to downtown transportation. One was 
the upgrading and expansion of parking facilities in the downtown to accommodate desired new growth. The 
second was a growing effort to reduce dependence on the personal vehicle.  
 
For many years, parking garage repairs and capital improvements had been deferred, resulting in a backlog of 
issues and problems with the two original parking garages at Seneca and Green Streets. During the period 2000 
ς 2010 substantial repairs were made to the Seneca Garage. The Green garage underwent both a renovation 
and a re-build following its forced closure due to Building Department concerns about structural integrity. A 
third garage, the Cayuga garage, was built to accommodate the Seneca Place project and to provide capacity for 
future development. Excess capacity currently exists for new downtown development, thanks to the investment 
of the City during this period. 
 
Concurrently, work was being undertaken to reduce dependence on the automobile. The City and Tompkins 
County MPO organized meetings to investigate ways to implement transportation demand management 
programs in downtown, similar to efforts already in place on the Cornell University campus. Ithaca Car Share 
was launched as a tool to provide easy periodic access to a vehicle. Downtown currently has two Car Share 
locations. The Route 10 bus was converted into a shuttle service between Cornell and downtown and its hours 
are gradually expanding. Bike lanes were added to major arterial streets. 
  
Looking forward, downtown desires to be at the forefront of efforts to reduce auto dependency while 
maintaining its needed supply of parking necessary for residential and commercial development. There is a 
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commitment to seek alternative ways to reduce auto dependency, thus freeing up existing parking spaces. 
5ƻǿƴǘƻǿƴΩǎ commitment is to first examine and pursue tools and programs to encourage use of alternative 
transportation methods, including but not limited to, enhanced car share, car and van pooling, park and ride, 
guaranteed rides home, enhanced shuttle service, a fixed rail route or similar dedicated service between Cornell 
and downtown, and incentives for TCAT bus ridership. If these non-auto solutions are unable to provide the 
necessary parking spaces for future development, then the City and DIA will examine way to increase the supply 
of parking accommodate desired new growth.                  
 
A goal of the downtown community is to make alternative 
transportation the primary mode of travel during the next 
decade. To achieve this goal, it will be necessary to focus 
attention and resources on the commuter- the people who 
work downtown and use their car to travel to work on a daily 
basis.  The DIA, City, County, and other interested parties 
should work together to forward transportation demand 
management (TDM) projects that will target these 
commuters. As appropriate, the DIA will take a leadership 
role in advancing this agenda. 
 
Tools for reducing auto usage should rely on positive rather 
than punitive incentives. In a captive environment such as a 
college campus, it may be feasible to adopt policies that 
require or mandate certain actions. For example, campuses 
can price parking at high rates or discourage driving by 
limiting parking opportunities because they have no local 
competition. Disgruntled employees or students have no 
choice but to follow the policies or seek work or a school 
environment in another far away city. In downtown, there is 
not a single employer and there is considerable competition 
in the region from other businesses and commercial districts. Hence, a program of positive incentives aimed at 
achieving voluntary participation is more appropriate. 
 
As success in alternative transportation increases, there is a desire to decrease the downtown land space 
devoted to surface level parking. In-fill development sites will absorb some of this surface parking, but the loss 
of such parking will need to be off-set by either alternative transportation measures or other structured parking. 
One such surface parcel that is desired to be returned to commercial use is the ground floor parking at the 
Green garage.  
 
The pedestrian orientation of downtown should extend into the nearby residential neighborhoods. Pedestrian 
and bicycle routes in downtown should extend from the downtown commercial district into the neighborhoods 
to facilitate easy travel by both commuters and consumers.   
 
Whenever downtown projects, both public and private, are planned, there should be an automatic and natural 
emphasis and priority extended to pedestrian needs. 

Kenosha, WI, uses a trolley system to link 

ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǊŜŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 

a commuter train station, the transit center 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ōǳǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŀƴŘ YŜƴƻǎƘŀΩǎ 

harborfront area. 

Source and photo: ktransit.com 


