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me wave of developmentand redevelop-

It’s unlikely that questions about what and
where to build and rebuild will determine who
among the half-dozen likely candidates will be
elected mayor in 2007. Still, increasing advocacy
by civic, business, and professional organiza-
tions and rising media attention suggest that
planning concerns may play asignificant role in
the mayoral race. (The candidates include two
former city council members, a U.S. congress-
man, a state representative, a union business
manager, and the CEO of United Healthcare.
The primary is in May, the general election in
November.)

Two-term Mayor John Street, who took of-
fice in 2000 and by law cannot run again, has
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presided over the commercial and residential
renaissance of Center City, as Philadelphians call
their leafy, lively downtown. The cornerstone

of his administration is a $296 million project

called the Neighborhood Transformation
Initiative. And while the jury is still out on its

overall impact, the effort to reduce the city’s

crippling inventory of vacant buil dmgs and to
fill empty lots with new houses has had some
noticeable effects.

Meanwhile, the University of Pennsylvania
has announced plans for a new “East Campus”
along the Schuylkill River across from Center
City, the Schuylkill and Delaware River water-
fronts have been rediscovered by developers,
and the area around Independence Mall—the
city’s primary tourist draw—has several new
attractions, including the National Constitution
Center and a revitalized Franklin Square. Two
slots-only gaming casinos, at least one of which

will be in Center City, are in the pipeline.

These are real steps forward, says Thomas
Chapman, acting director of the Philadelphia
City Planning Commission. On the whole, he
adds, “the city is in a good place; we have new
residential development of all different types in
virtually every neighborhood.” It’s the develop-
ment boom itself——which has led to the city’s
newfound status as a desirable place to live,
shop, and be entertained—that has heightened
public interest in planning, he says.

Direct action

But for some, planning progress is too slow,
particularly when it comes to resolving battles
between developers and residents. These critics
argué that planners have had too low a profile.
“Silence of the Planners” read a recent headline
in the Philadelphia Inquirer.

“Our association has been very concerned
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Planning is playing a significant role this time around.

about the lack of planning,” says Judith Apple-
baum, president of the Washington Square West
Civic Association, an influential downtown
group. “It’s not just a question about where
we are going to put a building, or how tall it’s
going to be. It’s a question of whether we have
the infrastructure for development.”

At least one group has taken marters into
its own hands. Last year, the Northern Liber-
ties Neighbors Association, which speaks for
many in the eclectic area along the Delaware
River just north of Center City, hired a local
planning firm, the Interface Studio, to create
a plan for the neighborhood. The document
was released to the public last fall, and NLNA
is now developing an addendum to address
waterfront issues.

The once mixed industrial and residential
Northern Liberties neighborhood is now increas-
ingly residential, and proposals for skyscraping
condominiums and other upscale housing have
residents concerned about losing the neighbor-
hood’s affordability and character.

“We found ourselves faced with making deci-
sions on multiple residential towers withoutany
context,” says board president Jennifer Lewis.
“We did not feel that we could effectively review

these projects in light of the existing development
on the waterfront and potential for casinos.”

Calls for updating

Lewis is particularly critical of the city’s “an-
tiquated” city zoning code and a permitting
process that she says “can be complicated and
unpredictable.” The 624-page code, which was
adopted in 1962, provides for 31 residential
zoning districtsand 15 overlay districts. Crirtics
charge that it is so frequently amended—150
times last year alone—that it verges on un-

, workable.

Orther documents guiding Philadelphia’s fu-
ture are also out of date, some charge. The city’s
most recent comprehensive plan dates from
1960, and the current plan for Center City,
which was privately funded by the William Penn
Foundation, was released in 1988.

Louis Coffey isa board member and past presi-
dent of the Center City Residents Association,
22,500-member organization founded in 1947
that is the dominant civic organization in the
western half of downtown. The neighborf{ood
encompasses the high-rise offices and new hous-
ing of Market Street West, as well as landmark
areas such as Rittenhouse Square.

The glittering
skyline signals
Philadelphias
downtown
rebirth.
Right:

Center City’s
Rirtenbouse
Square.

“Withour regard to what the city may be
doing, we feel it’s important for our vision for
our community to be out there,” he says. That’s
why the Center City association also has signed
up a team of local firms, including Kise Straw
& Kolodner, Urban Partners, and, Brown &
Kenner Bressi, to create a master plan for the
neighborhood.

City planning director Tom Chapman ac-
knowledges the concerns expressed by Coffey
and others. An attorney, he has worked for
PCPCsince 1978, primarily in the construction
review and development planning divisions.
He became acting director in 2005, replacing
Richard Lombardo, who had served in the same
post for several months following the resigna-
tion of Maxine Griffith, arcp, who was hired by
Mayor Street in 2000.

Chapman points out that plans for sections
of both waterfronts were produced in the 1980s,
followed by zoning amendments that facilitated
redevelopment, and that plans are in place for the
crucial downtown corridor of north and south
Broad Street (winner of a 2005 APA national
award). The Neighborhood Transformation
Initiative alone “has had numerous successes,”
he notes, and work is still in progress.
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“Some people would like us to have more
power and responsibility than we actually
have,” Chapman continues. “They care more
about design issues, but design review is not
something the planning commission really has
much control over.”

As for the fact thart the last citywide mas-
ter plan was adopted when Eisenhower was
president, Chapman notes that the size, scope,
complexity, and cost of such an undertaking
require major public and political support. “It
can't be done by a bunch of guys in a smoke-
filled room,” he says.

Is the development boom itself that has
caused some of the unhappiness, Chapman adds.
The boom has given the city a new desirability.
But it has also caused inevitable problems that
have heightened public interest in planning
generally, and in reforming the zoning code in
particular, he says.

Time for change
Two recent efforts represent the most far-reach-
ing calls for change.

Last April, the Design Advocacy Group, a
four-year-old, 470-member organization of
architects and related professionals, issued a
“Reform Agenda for Planning and Design Review
in Philadelphia.” A concise, cogently argued doc-
ument, it calls for more transparency, coherence,
and expertise in the municipal planningand de-
sign review process. Specifically, it asks for more
attention to transportation, housing, design, and
environmental sustainability.

Thereare recommendations for revamping the
zoning code, updating the comprehensive plan,
and formulating plans for every neighborhood.
An overall recommendation is that design be a
consideration “in every public decision.”

Neighborhood life remains strong: a street band gives an impromptu

DAG cofounder William Becker, a principal
ofalocal construction consulting firm, says the
time is right to push this agenda. “Alot of civic-
minded organizations believe the kind of changes
we're talking about need to be made, and the
mayoral election will provide an opportunity
for a broader discussion,” he says. “We think
next year’s election is a critical time to get these
ideas out in the public air.”

The city is already doing its part. Several
agencies have gotten together to reform the
development review process. Its efforts began
with a 2004 report issued by the government
affairs committee of the Building Industry
Association of Philadelphia. The report, pre-
pared with the help of public policy consultant
Karen Black and entitled “If We Fix Ir, They
Will Come,” offers a series of straightforward
recommendations.

According to a recent update Black prepared
for the BIA, the city is making significant
progress in carrying out its ideas in such areas
as creating a comprehensive electronic zoning
map, adopting a team approach to development
review, and increasing the 24/7 availability of
information from the Department of Licenses
and Inspectlons

It remains to be seen whether another
recommendation—"“make the zoning code
an issue in the 2007 mayoral and city council

elections’—will be followed, although Black
says the BIA and its allies intend “to gain the
commitment of every mayoral candldatc that
planning and zoning is a priority.”

Tradition

While the city charter makes the zoning board of
adjustment far more powerful in practical terms
than the planning commission, Philadelphia

has a long planning tradition. The city’s heart
was laid our by William Penn, and it remains
home to vibrant, mixed use neighborhoods
and a wealth of noteworthy buildings by such
architectural luminaries as Frank Furness in
the 19th century and Louis Kahn and Robert
Venturi in the 20th.

In the post-World War Il era, the leadership of
the nationally renowned city planner Edmund
Bacon transformed several gritty swaths of Cen-
ter City, including the famously rags-to-riches
neighborhood of Society Hill.

“This is a city that was a leader in planning
in the 1950s and 1960s, when there was a lot
of federal funding for planning, and the focus
was on deteriorating neighborhoods,” says Paul




