URBAN RENEWAL -- WHICH DIRECTION?

A struggle for the control of the heart of the city
is now in progress. Two groups, not clearly identified
but none the less evident, are unknowingly engaged in
a duel to control the restoration of the area known
as downtown. On one side, there are the incumbent
commercial and real estate interests with their assist-
ants, the traffic and highway engineers, and, on the
other side, there is a forward looking group of individ-
uals who would rededicate the urban core to a new
and more lastingly profitable use. If urban renewal —
of which so much is heard — is to make a valid con-
tribution, then the direction it takes must be a strong,
positive one of lasting value to all. In simple terms,
the issue may be reduced to what should be the basic
usefulness of the heart of the city. The word usefulness
is interpreted in the sense of use for all. If it is not
of such use, then there is use only for a few. The latter
case results in the decay and ultimate death of the
heart of the city.

It appears to the observer that the commercial
interests prefer a downtown shopping center. The real
estate man and investor would seek to maintain prop-
erty values, The banker would accept any solution that
was sound for the economy and did not upset existing
conditions. The city administration needs a sense of
direction.

Before stating the case for the creation of the
urban core, the basic terms should be defined and
the existing situation reviewed. The expression “down-
town” might be explained as that area of the city which
contains the origin of the various commercial, banking
and civic establishments. In the case of Albuquerque
it is bounded by land of decaying residential use and
is often referred to as the central business district.
Specifically, in Albuquerque, this would include from
Broadway on the east to Tenth Street on the west, and
from Coal Avenue on the south to Lomas Boulevard
on the north. There are areas of use contained therein
which do not make this an absolute definition but the
description will serve the purpose and is a commonly
accepted one.

The phrase “urban core,” as opposed to this, would
be defined as the heart of the city where the cultural,
civic, and commercial interests meet to represent and
preserve the personality and history of the city. Speci-
fically, there is no such area existing in Albuquerque.

In any analysis of existing conditions, it is simple
to review the past but to predict the future involves
considerable guesswork. The period of greatest growth,
from 1940 to the present, is clearly marked by the
breaking of the economic and commercial monopoly of
the downtown area. What the future might hold will
be examined later.

In 1940 Albuquerque numbered about 40,000 citi-
zens; in 1960 the census showed approximately 201,000.
In 1940 downtown Albuquerque was bounded roughly
by Broadway on the east, Roma on the north, Lead on
the south, and 9th or 10th Street on the west. Com-
paring this with our description above, this shows that
in area the downtown has grown but little. In actuality
the growth might be said to be more a vertical one
than a horizontal one, with such additions as the
Simms Building, the Bank of New Mexico Building, and
several others, thereby increasing densities in a small
area about the center.
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In contrast to this relatively static situation, there
has been over the same period of time a mushroom-
like growth of the city. The limits push east to Tijeras
Canyon, south to the Kirtland-Sandia complex, north
to long-held ranch properties, and sporadic develop-
ments and incorporations across the Rio Grande on the
west. While this has been chiefly a residential growth,
the number of shopping centers constructed to serve
this area has been far out of proportion to the growth
of the “downtown™ commercial area. From the small
and conservative neighborhood Nob Hill Center, con-
structed in the late forties, to the huge Winrock Center,
the trend has been to larger and more conveniently
located shopping centers.

Winrock is the developers’ dream of a sea of park-
ing enveloping a central mall of retail stores in what
has been described as a regional shopping center.
Here Winrock has replaced the downtown central busi-
ness district as offering the greatest variety of retail
stores within a conveniently accessible whole. It is in-
teresting to note the names of the downtown retail mer-
chants who have opened branches in Winrock, and even
Fedway, the one-time champion of the “downtown,”
evidently felt forced to protect its position by opening
a large store in this center.

Robert Futterman, in the Future of Our Cities,
points out that such a process of opening branch stores
has often been a deceiving one for the merchants in-
volved. Retail sales have not increased in correspond-
ing proportion to the increase of overhead in operat-
ing two outlets in lieu of only one — one store will
lose trade to the other, and so on. Not that this is
necessarily true in Albuquerque but the observation
has been relevant in many other localities.

However, the emergence of the automobile as the
chief means of transportation is the principal reason
for the shift away from the downtown Emsiness district,
the population growth notwithstanding. Combine this
with the failure of surface type transportation to meet
the public demands for speed and convenience and
there is decay and defeat for the central business dis-
trict.

The fact is that the mass of automobiles which
would converge on the central business district, if it had
maintained its monopoly, would result in catastrophic
congestion. To construct more parking garages, or to
destroy more buildings for parking lots would not
alleviate the chaos on the approach streets. The present
downtown traffic with current loads may move close
to the present national average of ten miles per hour,
but it is difficult to understand how even this slow
pace would be maintained with many times the number
of vehicles on the streets. To construct an artificial
mall on Central Avenue in the downtown area (to imi-
tate Winrock) is to miss the point when there is no
workable solution for the traffic diverted. This traffic
would be forced around the mall and bring further
blight and congestion to already overloaded side streets.
Toledo, Ohio experimented with such a plan and aban-
doned it as unworkable.

The best known example of the devastation caused
by the surrender of the city to the automobile is the
situation in the central business district of Los Angeles.
Two-thirds of the total area is devoted to the parking
garage, the parking lot, the expressways, and city streets,
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This leaves one-third of the area to produce revenues
which are half what they might have been with better
planning. It has been suggested that the remaining one-
third be logically consigned to parking lots as the
present rate of devastation leaves little reason for the
continued existence of the area. The solution that Los
Angeles has contrived would similarly be disastrous if
applied to Albuquerque. Disastrous, that is, if the down-
town is to be the urban core — the heart and heart
beat of the entire community. Let massive permanent
concrete parking garages not be built, all out of pro-
portion in use and cost to the little headway made in
arriving at a permanent solution. (Better the quickly
demountable steel frame structures which can be re-
placed easily if the need should arise.)

To avoid such wasteful use of land, to avoid the
confusion created by the automobile, people must be
brought into the core by other means than the auto-
mobile — one hundred twenty square feet (the car)
moving two square feet (the driver) is not a satis-
factory means of mass transportation.

Those cities in the United States with good, fast,
mass transportation have been singularly fortunate.
New York, Chicago and Boston are alone in having
reasonably fast and convenient subsurface electric
trains. To say that the costs of operation far exceed
revenues is to overlook the benefits accrued to both
users, the untold numbers of retail merchants and in-
vestors benefitted from the service, and the attendant
increase in real estate valuations. Elsewhere, cities have
either felt they could not afford the subway or were
in no financial position to consider such a system.
Many other cities, at one time in their development,
did have surface type electric railways, either on the
streets or adjacent to them. These trains or cars could
attain very high speeds, but for reasons of safety,
they were permitted only to travel at the speed of the
vehicular traffic about them. By the mid-twenties, the
auto-bus slowly began to replace the electric trolley.
The bus, as it is now known. was not restricted to
tracks and could move any place there was a road
and take on passengers.

The chief objection to the bus as an agent of mass
transport is that it travels every place the automobile
is permitted to travel. It can move no faster, unless
it is at peril to public safety, than the other automotive
traffic. Its frequent stops and the fact that it is sur-
rounded by the omni-present automobile and truck,
result in a considerably slower rate of advance than
the automobile where congestion is present.

Albuquerque is in a position of being solely re-
liant on the bus and the automobile as a means for
mass transport. This “mono-functional” means is one
that creates problems which appear virtually unsol-
vable. The automobile has been given the right to de-
stroy the city by the permission granted it to go every-
where, to park at will, and have equal access to all
areas in the central business district. The traffic en-
gineer and the highway engineer abet this privilege
by such temporary devices as the parking meter, the
one-way street, the urban expressway, and the parking
lot and the parking garage. The latter are designed to
place the individual’s motor car as close as is physical-
ly possible to the office, the bank, or the store, with-
out considering the possibility of other means of trans-
portation. The highway engineer in many cities is
asked to design great elevated structures such as have
been constructed in larger communities, and these ex-
pressways enable the motorist to rush downtown as

fast as his car will enable him, and there plunge into
a crushing mass of other vehicles in narrow, congested
streets. Albuquerque, as yet, does not contemplate the
urban expressway but a sample of its devastation can
be seen in the swath cut by U. S, Interstate 25 (New
Mexico 422) passing over Central as it goes through
the city from north to south.

Accepting the thesis that the motor car and bus
cannot solve the problem of mass transportation, for-
ward looking city officials are interested in the experi-
ment in Seattle with the elevated monorail. Built to
serve Seattle’s 1962 Fair, the monorail will be tested
also as a means of mass transport for the commuters
to the downtown area. Inexpensive to construct, main-
tain, and operate, the monorail offers the advantage of
speed and convenience with little or no encroachment
on urban real estate.

To conclude the case against the restoration of
the monopoly of the downtown business district, it
would be best to review the facts. To duplicate the
parking and approach facilities of one large shopping
center (Winrock for example) requires about 40 acres
or about eighteen city blocks. Multiply this by the
number of shopping centers in Albuquerque and it is
not hard to visualize a downtown with nothing but
asphaltic pavement. Add to this the example of such
cities as Los Angeles and the blight of the urban ex-
pressway, and the case is a stronger one. No city and
no individual can afford to give up the revenue from
valuable properties to merely park automobiles (ver-
tically or horizontally) nor can the city and downtown
interests compete with the relatively inexpensive de-
velopment of raw land in the suburbs. Lastly, to trans-
port the automobile and buses to this central business
district requires expressways which are wasteful of
land and money to construct and which only dump traf-
fic in mass confusion into the urban core,

What then is the alternative solution for the down-
town, the central business district of our city? The
solution lies in the step by step creation of an urban
core along the lines of the definition offered at the
beginning — an urban core should contain those ele-
ments where the cultural, civic, and commercial in-
lerests meel to represent and serve the personality and
history of the city. The heart of the city is not a statis-
tic of stores, parking lots, parking garages, and build-
ings, but a living organism, “census statisticians to the
contrary.”

What then should be contained in the urban core?
First would be the unique functions which only a cen-
tral core can furnish and are not duplicated elsewhere.
Briefly they would be listed as follows:

1. Cultural Facilities: The central art museum,

the main library and the civic theatre and concert

hall would be in this group and serve to represent
the cultural heritage of the city.

2. Civic Facilities: The central city offices seat

of government. (This does not include all func-

tions such as sanitation, shops, etc., but does in-
clude the headquarters for the various branches.)

3. Central Commercial Interests: The central of-

fices of the banking, insurance, investment houses,

real estate interests, and legal offices, supporting
the business interests of the entire city.

These elements would serve as a nucleus for a liv-
ing organism which, designed with room for expansion,
will remain always as the heart of the city. These are
facilities not duplicated elsewhere and which will serve
as the focus and magnet for all citizens regardless of
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location and distance from the heart. The properties
therein contained will have a permanent value as long
as the city exists.

Where then is the solution for the small business
man in the downtown husiness district as opposed to
these three items referred to above? For the small busi-
ness seeking the casual motorist. the urban center has
little to offer. It is difficult to comprehend why a motor-
ist should drive three miles to purchase an inexpensive
item which he might find in the store in the neighbor-
hood shopping center. In short, where items can be
duplicated, the urban core (or central business district)
will not compete with the neighborhood center. For
certain supporting businesses there is hope. Office sup-
ply houses, a limited number of drug stores, restau-
rants, etc.. will of course be required and should pros-
per.

Central and regional type department stores would,
by the definition, along with a limited number of
specialty stores, find a place in an urban core. The
planning of the core would not start with these enter-
prises but these elements would be likely to follow as
an adjunct to the development of the core itself.

Thus equipped with a permanent nucleus, the ur-
ban core offers attractions to many people. One aspect,
often overlooked by real estate interests, would be
the development of living facilities within (or imme-
diately adjacent to) the core itsell. Where there is a
high density of employment, apartment house units
could be built which would compensate the worker
who has no desire to cultivate the desert and fight his
way back and forth to work five and six days a week.
FFrom his apartment, this worker could walk to work,
walk to the cultural center. walk to the largest de-
partment store, a fine restaurant, an urban park, to
name but a few attractions. Furthermore, the range of
types of apartments constructed might include the lux-
ury unit on down to the compact efficiency apartment.

The introduction of the apartment dweller and the
apartment building might go a long way to compen-
sate for the loss of business suffered by the downtown
merchant with the creation of the outlying shopping
centers. Land values and income would be compensated
where these units supplanted decaying commercial in-
terests.

As for planning such urban core as is contem-
plated, it must come in stages or increments which are
both feasible and practicable. Many years would be
required before such a dream could be totally accom-
plished, and the economic cost would be high. A first
step (after a master plan has been accepted) might
be the establishment of the civic offices in an area
suited to the requirements of the master plan and in
areas of considerable blight where paper property
values are really that — paper values based upon in-
flated land values. This selection might be a compro-
mise but ideal solutions are found only in Utopia. All
master plans are a series of compromises of what
planners would most desire. Successive increments
would be constructed as is economically feasible and
the problems of parking and access are solved. One
unit of a cultural center should be related to this
complex and constructed simultaneously to give true
validity and personality to the first increment.

Transportation within the urban core would be
changed gradually from the automobile to the pedes-
trian. Strategically placed parking compounds would
allow for dispersal of those entering the core with

drives for service vehicles limited to that basic use.
The dream of the monorail as an adjunct to transport,
as fantastic as it may sound, could greatly alleviate the
parking problem in some future year.

To help maintain the density of the urban core at
a satisfactory standard, aesthetically and practically, it
would be hoped that a certain amount of open space
would be allotted in and about the urban core. Green
spaces should penetrate the core itself and extend out-
ward. not only to serve the possible apartment dweller
hut to offer both a change of pace for the worker in
the core and an attraction to the casual visitor. It is
interesting to note that this programming of open space
for urban planning is a focal point of the redevelop-
ment of the urban cores in Philadelphia, New Haven,
and many other cities.

One other unique aspect the urban core would af-
ford would be the close proximity of the interlocking
elements. The central offices of the banks and invest-
ment houses would be close to the insurance and legal
establishments, and the commercial and governmental
life of the city would revolve about this core. The bene-
fits resulting to these important establishments would
be manifold from a business standpoint. Good, modern
housing would be conveniently available for all office
workers. Communication within the area would be
simple and direct, relatively free from congestion, Care-
ful design of open spaces would give a sense of serenity
and eye appeal not evident in the senseless confusion
of the existing downtown area.

Let it be noted that the processes involved in creat-
ing the urban core do not require the demolition of
the entire downtown area. On the contrary, a large
percentage of the existing structures should be retained
as having possibilities for renovation and dedication to
a new and more profitable use. Many substandard
structures, decayed past the point of renewal, should
be removed to the benefit of the owner and the com-
munity. The balance, comprising the newer buildings,
could be retained and given greater vitality with new
neighbors, whether this takes the form of open space,
or slructures.

Urban renewal would take its truest meaning from
this dedication to the principle of rebirth of use. In
brief, the process must not be one of recreating a
commercial area with remodeled store fronts and pedes-
trian malls. Rather it must be the creation of a unique
and lasting entity which goes beyond this limited ob-
jective. It is within the city’s grasp at this moment in
its history to act in this direction.

Above all, the urban core should serve a unique
function. As long as it would be unique, it would have
validity from an economic standpoint. As long as it
would have a social and historic appeal, it would have
validity from a cultural standpoint — something very
few shopping centers could hope to offer. —G. S. W.
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