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Introduction

The challenges facing Cincinnati are common and there are a great deal of successful and 

unsuccessful precedents from which to learn.  Re-vitalization of urban neighborhoods is a 

nation-wide challenge.  Some neighborhoods have advantages over others ïwhether 

through infrastructure, geography, or access to transportation networks.  Some city-regions 

have an advantage over others as a place to do business and foster growth.  At the same 

time, the current national economic picture adds a level of complexity through increased 

competition for consumer buying power and public financial resources.

The development and growth pattern of Cincinnati resembles that of a variety of cities around 

the United States.  Cities of a particular age came into existence around convenient trading 

routes; typically in close proximity to navigable water.  Over the following 150 years, these 

cities, from Detroit to Chicago to Kansas City, have followed a common trend of radial, 

outward growth followed be a more recent rebounding growth back toward the original city 

center.  Every city has its own conditions that determine the rate and degree of outward or 

inward migration ïeconomic, social, and cultural ïbut each follows a similar trajectory.

Austin, TX has followed a similar trajectory on a somewhat abbreviated timeline.  Significant 

population growth in Austin did not begin until after WW2.  Since the 1950s, the growth 

patterns have been easy to track and the city serves as a good example of a recently re-

vitalized urban core.  The following pages illustrate growth patterns in Austin from 1920 

through the present as a typical example and a point of reference.
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Introduction

TYPICAL GROWTH PATTERNS

1930 - 1950

Early development in Austin, as in many cities, began around the primary commercial center 

in densely populated neighborhoods on the fringe of a commercial downtown.  Population 

was relatively concentrated; schools, goods and services accommodated the demand of the 

immediate neighborhood.  In Austin, a stark economic and racial divide was formed between 

areas east and west of downtown, but supply and demand for goods and services in each 

area was substantially balanced.

1950 - 1970

Post WW2 growth exploded outward from the established urban core.  As in many southern 

cities, land was not geographically constrained, so lots became larger and freeways were 

expanded to connect further-reaching parts of the city.  Much of the investment that had been 

concentrated in older neighborhoods close to the urban core moved outward.  The 

population in close-in neighborhoods grew older and involvement in local schools diminished.  

New schools on the edge of town held the involvement of younger families and consequently 

performed better, attracting still more outward growth.

1970 - 1990

As residential growth continued outward, it was followed by retail along primary vehicular 

corridors.  New neighborhoods isolated land uses entirely.  At this point, close-in 

neighborhoods had experienced notable decline.  Urban housing became very cheap, 

attracting lower income families who were less  able to be fully involved in local schools.  

Decline in schools and buying power added to the decline of these older neighborhoods.  

This period in a city is typically the peak of a commuting populationðfrom remote residential 

areas to employment in the city-center.  Freeways were expanded to accommodate 

increased commuter traffic.  Often freeways are expanded directly through older declining 

neighborhoods, furthering their physical decline.
Austin, TX 1930-1950
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Introduction

1990 - 2010

As commuting times reached a peak and urban home prices bottomed-out, ópioneersô began 

a trend to move back to the urban core.  This was instigated ïas in many cities ïby young 

singles and couples who are not driven to housing decisions based on schools.  Cities with 

younger-than-average populations make this transition quickly.  Young energy and 

investment begins a rebound in older neighborhoods.  It tends to begin closest to the city 

core and radiate outward, following the original development pattern.  In Austin, this sparked 

the development of larger residential buildings (condos and apartments) and the necessary 

goods and services needed by new residents.  Eventually, schools began to rebound as well 

once the ópioneeringô households had school age kids and decided not to move back out the 

suburbs.

Austin, TX 1970-1990 Austin, TX 1990-2010Austin, TX 1950-1970
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Introduction

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR CINCINNATI? 

Cincinnati is facing a problem most American cities face at some point.  Planning decisions 

need to be made based on long-term objectives for growth, not short-term fixes.

One of the factors that often attracts people back to the city is walkability and access to local 

goods and services.  Cincinnati has major strengths that should be emphasized in planning 

and economic development strategies:

1. A well-established network of connected streets, a diversity of older building types, and a 

scale that makes walking more enjoyable:  

This type of development pattern also tends to make Mass Transit easier to support.  These 

facts indicate that Cincinnati is positioned very well for growth in older, central 

neighborhoods, given the right tools.

2. Strong neighborhood identity and participation:

Identity of place is a valuable asset for a city.  It establishes civic pride, internal investment, 

and safer neighborhoods.  Neighborhood participation is best harnessed through a 

predictable government structure that gives residents and business owners a specific role in 

the planning and development process.

These strengths are later discussed in greater detail.
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What Makes A Neighborhood Work?

WALKABILITY

What makes a neighborhood or city work?  What makes it a good place to live?  There are a 

variety of principles of city planning that are well-accepted by people across the 

socioeconomic and cultural spectrum.  One of the most important is the ability to get from 

place to place within a neighborhood without a car.  A neighborhoodôs level of ówalkabilityô can 

often be measured in terms of the goods, services, and amenities available within a half-mile.  

This pattern is often illustrated best in older neighborhoods.  Often a half-mile radius will 

encompass an entire neighborhood; it might be centered on an elementary school or a 

neighborhood business district.  The intersection of these walk-circles becomes a good place 

for larger schools, employment centers, traffic arteries, special districts, and other uses 

shared by a larger population.

We have imposed half-mile radius circles over the central neighborhoods of Cincinnati to 

better understand the walkability of each neighborhood.  What it shows is that Cincinnati is 

extremely well connected to the neighborhood business districts.  It illustrates that they are 

not only well-distributed relative to residences, but well-connected to one-another and to 

transportation arteries.  

If we consider the half-mile radius around each district as the primary market for goods and 

services within that district, then we can see that most districts have a distinct population to 

serve.  While the edges of many walk circles overlap on the edges --some more than others 

--nearly all NBDs have a moderate-to-high density of residents within a half mile.  In some 

cases these are work-day occupants; in others they are homes.
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What Makes A Neighborhood Work?

The NBD walk circles overlap in more densely populated parts of the City and in areas with 

geographic constraints that make a half-mile walk impractical.  Consequently, overlapping 

walk circles should not indicate that NBDs are too close or unnecessary in providing goods 

and services for the neighborhood.  Some of the most successful NBDs are in areas with a 

high degree of overlap, such as Hyde Park, East Walnut Hills, and the Downtown area.

The walk circles are important from a planning perspective and offer insight on the strengths 

of Cincinnati as a place to attract new businesses and residents.  The formation of NBDs in 

Cincinnati is relatively unique among American cities.  Most cities of a similar age developed 

along extended corridors of commercial activity that stretch continuously through a variety of 

neighborhoods.  These corridors become a focal point of commerce as well as 

transportation.  Residential districts lie between the corridors and decrease in housing 

density as streets move further from these commercial corridors.

Cincinnati neighborhoods have formed like a series of independent small towns.  The 

commercial corridor is at the center of a neighborhood, disconnected from adjacent 

neighborhoods.  Residential streets radiate out in each direction, decreasing in density.

While topography has clearly played a role in the more fractured growth of these individual 

neighborhoods, social and economic factors could also have played a significant role.  These 

early-american necessities of city-building should not be ignored and indeed are being 

recalled as new planning practices for their long-term sustainability.

The benefit of commercial corridors that stretch through a city is in the economy of scale.  

Increased and concentrated traffic volumes create a better market for businesses and 

retailers looking for visibility.  The centrally-located transportation corridor paired with 

commercial creates an automatic hub of activity along a single street.

Alternatively, Cincinnati has the benefit of a óhuman-scaleô neighborhood experience.  Small, 

disconnected NBDs have the opportunity to create their own identity.  They can provide the 

enjoyment of small-town scale within an urban environment.  The NBDs offer a level of 

familiarity and unique identity of place that doesnôt exist along large-scale commercial 

corridors.
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Walkability in Cincinnati ïNeighborhood Business Districts and their Half-Mile Radius Circles
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What Makes A Neighborhood Work?

JOBS/HOUSING BALANCE

Generally speaking, when neighborhoods and cities evolve organically, jobs are the first to 

establish a location.  When people fill the positions needed at a given employer, they 

establish a residence; ideally nearby.  When a critical mass of residences occupy an area, 

the market fills the demand for daily goods and services with retail.  In the past, the market 

has naturally found a jobs-housing-retail balance ïproviding just the right amount of each to 

be sustainably supported.  Recently, however, retail and housing has dominated the 

marketplace as travel to and from employment centers becomes easier, allowing people to 

live and shop remotely.  Cincinnatiôs Neighborhood Business Districts illustrate an over-

supply of retail and an under-supply of jobs at a small-scale level.  Cincinnati as a whole ïas 

well as within the NBDs ïis in need of JOBS to match the supply of retail and housing.

The NBDs were each created through market forces of demand for goods and services.  This 

demand has not dissolved -- rather, it is now being met by suburban shopping centers.  The 

best opportunity Cincinnati has to excel as a place is to foster the diversified growth within 

the existing NBDs.  They are the defining physical form of the city and offer a totally unique 

urban experience.  Cities across the country have shown that unique places attract 

businesses and residents.  The growth of the NBDs will be vital to Cincinnati being 

competitive as a óCool Placeô in the future.

While itôs clear that all the NBDs cannot be supported as 100% retail space, they provide the 

location and the infrastructure for a neighborhood center ïwhatever that might include.
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A Vision For Neighborhood 

Business Districts

From small towns to urban neighborhoods around the country, the most sustaining 

communities offer a diverse range of services within a reasonable travel distance.  As 

illustrated, the geographic scale and distribution of Neighborhood Business Districts in 

Cincinnati is well-suited to long-term sustainability.  Citizens from a wide variety of NDBs, 

however, said the problem is the concentration of a few specific usesthat make the 

districts less desirable --not only for local shopping, but also for attracting new businesses.  

MAKING ôCOOL PLACESõ

For the Neighborhood Business Districts to be sustainable long-term, they need to become 

Neighborhood Centers, not only for businesses, but also for neighborhood schools, child 

care, small medical offices, community centers, urban farms, and everything in-between.  

They have the potential to serve a wide variety of residentsô needs within a few blocks of 

home.  As proven in a wide range of re-developing cities, this type of neighborhood is the 

most desirable for households from young adults through retired seniors.

Below is a table of uses; many of which already exist in several of the NBDs.  It is organized 

based on the size of the space needed.  Consider small uses to be a storefront space of a 

few thousand square feet.  Large uses might require half a block or a large site (although 

Community Gardens can take shape at almost any scale; see the description of Community 

Gardens under óImplementationô).

The long-term goal of every NBD in Cincinnati should be to slowly incorporate a mix of uses 

that fit into each of these categories.  The more detailed implementation strategies outlined in 

this report are based on that primary goal.
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A Vision For Neighborhood Business Districts

A secondary goal then follows that housing types within each of these neighborhoods --both 

within the NBDs and within the neighborhoods as a whole --will slowly reach the same level 

of diversity as the commercial offerings.  Following is a list of housing types, also arranged by 

scale.  

DAILY NEEDS OCCASIONAL NEEDSNON-ESSENTIAL 
SERVICES

COMMUNITY 
SERVICES

Pharmacy Florist Jewelry Stores Professional Services

Convenience Store Dry Cleaner / Laundry Galleries / Crafts Fitness Centers

Mini Clinic Apparel and Shoes Bookstores

Food and Drink Fine Dining

Business Incubator SpaceFinancial Services Home Goods and 
Furnishings

Community Center

Child Care Appliances and 
Electronics

Veterinary Services Library

Small Scale Office SpaceAuto Repair After School Care

Community Garden Schools

Hospitality

Senior Care
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Townhouses

Live-Work Homes

Row Homes

Single Family Detached

Duplex and Triplex

Large House Conversions

Co-ops and Co-Housing

Small Apartments

Small Cluster Condos

Mixed Use Multi-Family

Single Use Multi-Family
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ALTERNATIVE HOUSING

Duplex / Large House Conversion Small Apartment Building

Live-Work Homes Cluster Housing Mixed Use Multi-Family
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A Vision for the Riverfront

The Riverfront offers a complex problem to a city like Cincinnati; but also a unique 

opportunity.  Similar to many waterfront cities like Minneapolis, Memphis, or Seattle, the 

riverfront in Cincinnati is clearly a tool of commerce.  This does not, however, preclude the 

growth of recreational activities along the river and itôs banks.  Each of these cities have 

captured ribbons of riverfront land for public greenbelt use, despite the commercial nature of 

the waterway itself.

The primary problems with the riverfront along itôs entire length are access and fractured land 

ownership.  While very few parcels are vacant or unused, there is a large amount of 

UNDERUSED land.  This land offers a huge opportunity for both commerce and recreation.

RECREATION

Most urban waterfront recreation is actually SHORELINE recreation.  The reality is that water 

in an urban setting is dirty and often unsafe, but acts as an visual amenity.  Humans are 

naturally drawn to water, and recreation NEAR water will always be in high demand.  For this 

reason, we feel that the growth of public parkland along the riverfront will serve as an asset 

for the city long into the future.

There is often debate about the best way to maximize value of waterfront --whether to 

privatize it and create immense value for a few, or to make it public and create some value 

for everyone.  We feel that the most successful communities have made waterfront public 

and created a unique recreation experience in the process.

The City needs to create a mechanism for land acquisition along this stretch of riverfront and, 

over time, convert it to parkland.
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Vacant Land in Cincinnati
Source: City of Cincinnati
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Implementation Strategies

Based on the long-range goal of diversifying the uses within the Neighborhood Business 

Districts, implementation strategies have been broken down into five categories:

1 . Better utilization of existing infrastructure

2 . Entitlements encouraging adaptive re-use and complimentary new development

3. Use of Form Based Codes

4. A Neighborhood Business District Toolbox

5. A more clearly defined Neighborhood Role in Government

None of these strategies are simple policy changes.  Each leads into a challenging process 

that has great potential to yield meaningful results; but all require the significant political, 

financial, and managerial commitment for proper execution.


