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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Executive Summary
Instead of focusing on the theoretical angle of aging infrastructure, the 2017 IDA Infrastructure Council decided to
address a problem that urban place management organizations (UPMOs) can creatively and efficiently address – the
activation of alleyways and so-called micro-spaces. The
spaces under observation in this report are existing alleys
and micro-spaces in the central urban core or downtown
districts. This report examines seven infrastructure projects
spearheaded by urban place management organizations in
North America and Australia:
• Old Town Parklet, Fort Collins, Colorado
• Five Points Alley, Cincinnati, Ohio
• Strawberry Way, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
• Alley Gallery, Louisville, Kentucky
• Activate, Chicago, Illinois
• More Awesome Now, Vancouver, British Columbia
• Hosiers Lane, Melbourne, Victoria
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Alleyways and micro-spaces are inherently urban “infrastructure.” The cities referenced in this report shared at least one
common view: use infrastructure to improve infrastructure.
The alley and micro-space improvements mentioned in this
report all aim to improve the public experience by adding
some form of infrastructure to the existing urban environment. As is often the case in other infrastructure projects
(streetscape improvements, sidewalk repairs, improved
street lighting etc.), alley activations have the potential
to address core UPMO issues, pedestrian experience or
“placemaking,” prioritizing economic development, and
improving safety for users and repairing ecological performance of existing infrastructure.
This publication looks at the placemaking of “interstitial”
spaces – the connective tissue that lies between private developments and developed public spaces within the urban
built environment. Interstitial spaces are often there but underutilized for lack of purpose or function. The perception
of how we can make use of space is changing as cities strive
to reclaim these in-between areas. Drawing on ideas from
neighbors, businesses and community groups, UPMOs can
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implement physical interventions that revitalize and activate
what would otherwise be a forgotten space. Reclaiming
these valuable spaces creates a pedestrian friendly environment in urban cores and tackles numerous important urban
planning objectives.
Alleys and micro-spaces possess exciting potential to
produce vibrant public spaces. Enhancing public alleys and
micro-spaces by installing additional elements of infrastructure and actively or passively programming these recovered
interstitial spaces will reinforce connections between private
and public-sector developments through exciting new
urban experiences.
Urban place management organizations have the tools to
implement a variety of tactical initiatives such as public art
installations, temporary parklets, murals, street and sidewalk
decoration and plantings that help strengthen a visitor’s
sense of place. Programming initiatives like fitness classes,
concerts and street markets – routine activities in public
spaces – can take the activation one step further. Creative
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placemaking should be a key ingredient in the recipe for
successful revitalization.
There is no one-size-fits-all approach for interstitial activation. Every alleyway is different in form and function and
should be treated as such. It is important to listen to the
needs of the community and work hand-in-glove with your
local agencies. Alleys are public infrastructure and were
built to accommodate a few specific functions. Reactivation
of these spaces requires careful attention to functionality
and adaptability.
Our public spaces are where cities show their true colors.
Public space activation may come with its challenges, but
the investment will result in transforming an underutilized
space into a destination, piquing the interests of pedestrians and encouraging visitors to engage with a (new) place.
Alleys and other in-between infrastructure have long been
overlooked but when activated, can change the way we
engage with our city. Alley activations go beyond the cities
in this report and should continue to expand to every city
that values public space.
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Introduction

About the report
This report examines seven infrastructure projects spearheaded by urban place management organizations (UPMOs) in North America and Australia. Instead of focusing
on the theoretical angle of aging infrastructure, the 2017
IDA Infrastructure Top Issues Council decided to address a
problem that UPMOs can creatively and efficiently address –
the activation of alleyways and so-called micro-spaces. The
spaces under observation in this report are existing alleys
and micro-spaces in the central urban core or downtown
districts.
A hot topic in placemaking theory is the activation of interstitial spaces – the connective tissue that lies between private developments and developed public spaces within the
urban built environment. Interstitial spaces are often there
but underutilized for lack of purpose or function. Common
examples include alleyways and unactivated areas of public
right-of-way such as traffic islands and medians. Instead of
being the historic home to dumpsters, garbage trucks and
rats, the cities in this report (and many others around the
world) are reimagining their interstitial space as creative
opportunities for public engagement. The perception of
how we can make use of space is changing as cities strive
to reclaim these in-between areas. Drawing on ideas from
neighbors, businesses and community groups, UPMOs can
implement physical interventions that revitalize and activate
what would otherwise be a forgotten space.
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Why are infrastructure projects like these important?
Due to benign neglect, the condition of alleyways and
micro-spaces are more often worn and/or rundown, and
their use to generate activity and excitement is more
often than not grossly underutilized. Reclaiming these
valuable spaces creates a pedestrian friendly environment
in urban cores and tackles numerous important urban
planning objectives.
Alleyways and micro-spaces are inherently urban infrastructure. The cities referenced in this report shared at
least one common view: use infrastructure to improve
infrastructure. The alley and micro-space improvements
mentioned in this report all aim to improve the public
experience by adding some form of infrastructure to the
existing urban environment. As is often the case in other
infrastructure projects (streetscape improvements, sidewalk repairs, improved street lighting etc.), alley activations have the potential to address core UPMO issues; pedestrian experience or placemaking, prioritizing economic
development, and improving safety for users and repairing ecological performance of existing infrastructure.
Most alleyways and micro-spaces are invisible to our urban lives. Perhaps our inattention is because they so often
exist between more highly valued spaces like parks, plazas and the urban environments we love. But what if we
use alleyways to slowly reconnect our fragmented urban
environments? If cities begin to activate these spaces and
bring people through them, the potential is not only great
within an alleyway, but for adjacent areas, too.
Alleys and micro-spaces possess exciting potential to
produce vibrant public spaces. Enhancing public alleys
and micro-spaces by installing additional elements of
infrastructure and actively or passively programming these
recovered interstitial spaces will reinforce connections
between private and public-sector developments through
exciting new urban experiences.
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Definitions
Alleyways per se, often contain elements of urban infrastructure pavement, drainage, underground utilities, access
to solid waste storage, et cetera. Their primary purpose is
to provide a secondary means of ingress and egress to private property. In effect, they are connective tissue between
private developments and developed public spaces and
facilities in the downtown environment.
(Public) Infrastructure can be below grade, at-grade or

above grade; it can be installed within the public right-ofway or, with consent of private property owners, on buildings or on private property adjacent to the interstitial space.
Micro-spaces are underutilized or unactivated areas of

public right-of-way such as traffic islands, medians, parking,
alleys, and other similar spaces. Unlike activation surrounding parklets, whose primary purpose is to call attention to
these spaces by temporarily activating a space, opening up
a dialogue for a future permanent installation to activate
space, micro-space activation is more permanent in nature.
“Placemaking” is a multi-faceted approach to the planning,
design and management of public spaces. Placemaking
capitalizes on a local community’s assets, inspiration and
potential, with the intention of creating public spaces that
promote wellbeing, health and happiness.

9
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THE IMPORTANCE OF ALLEYWAYS

Why is (alleyway) infrastructure important
for downtown practitioners?
Downtown alleys have traditionally supported “back
of house” service functions for buildings. They may be
shadowy, grimy places for trash and recycling dumpsters,
grease barrels, utility connections, sewage and storm water
conveyance. Most alleys do not offer a positive pedestrian
experience. They typically serve as quick shortcut routes
to get somewhere, providing little reason to linger for any
amount of time, and not serving as a destination in and of
themselves.
There is currently a surge of interest in reinventing alleys
to serve a variety of roles: both the functional as well as
a more energetic and desirable place for pedestrians to
experience. The inspiration has its roots in old European
cities where pedestrians can meander up and down pleasant back-walkways, into court yards, past interesting shops,
taverns and people. Buildings have more than one active
façade and more than one streetscape experience expanding the offerings and interest in a downtown. Both function
and aesthetics coexist in these alley spaces.
Successful alley placemaking can originate in a variety of
ways. It can begin as a grassroots, neighborhood effort to
clean-up and reclaim neglected public rights-of-way and

Reinvented alleyways can become a “place” unto themselves,
rather than just a shortcut to get somewhere better.
• Every community is faced with maintaining
strong and effective infrastructure but
alleyways are often overlooked.
• There is a surge of interest in reclaiming alley
space as part of the public realm. Alleyways can
be transformed into spaces that are useful for
more than only service deliveries and movement
of sewage and storm-water.
• Alley projects are effective placemaking projects.

12

adjacent properties, or be part of an intentional project
spearheaded by either municipalities or Business Improvement Districts (BIDs) to upgrade and enhance infrastructure
utilizing various funding tools. Success can be measured in
the short term by monitoring the level of start-up business
and event activity in these spaces or over the long-term by
monitoring whether the enhancements have increased private sector investment in renovations of previously vacant
buildings adjacent to alley facades. Reinvented alleyways
can become a “place” unto themselves, rather than just a
shortcut to get somewhere better.
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What should downtown practitioners be
aware of before diving into a project?
Not all alleys are created equal. There is no magic formula for
creating an exciting public space. There are likely a variety of
alley types and uses throughout your city which can make it
challenging to identify what qualities and innovations might
help improve your alley.
To do this, it is helpful to categorize your target alley(s) or
micro-space(s) based on surrounding use and function. These
categories will help you determine the type of space you’re
working with and what elements might work best to produce
an exciting and context-specific space. Alley typologies vary
between high density uses and low density uses.
High density mixed-use alleyways often act as pedestrian
throughways and are key to servicing buildings they border.
These alleys are often found in downtown environments.
Low density mixed-use alleys often serve buildings with lower
heights and tend to serve residences, restaurants and offices.
Once you have a clear use and function identified, downtown
practitioners can partner with urban planners, city officials
and most importantly, the community to begin the visioning
process for the target space. Because interstitial spaces tend
to be overlooked, it is easy to forget that most alleys do
serve a function.
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Keep in mind that your activation should be compatible
with daily alley services such as deliveries and trash
pick-up. Not all improvements will coincide with these
urban necessities but by identifying a strategic mix of
improvements, downtown practitioners can promote higher
functioning alleys.
As a community member, talk to your neighbors about your
existing interstitial spaces. Discuss how an alley functions,
how it can be improved, what it connects, and what
amenities surround it. Determine some easy short-term
changes, such as adding plants and shrubs or tables and
chairs. If you have a long-term vision for enhancing a space,
speak with local architects, engineers or urban planners.
Collaboration is critical for a reinvented public space.
Since alleys are usually owned by the city, the
implementation of new features and uses in alleys can be
facilitated by planners and city officials. It is important to
work with your local government to get the best results
out of your alley activation. City officials can help address
infrastructure issues such as stormwater infiltration and
ADA compliance while working with you to create a
functional public space. Examples of such coordination are
highlighted in the case studies to follow.
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Key Themes

As is with all projects, it is important to establish a framework
for project activation and benchmarks for success.
Is there a compelling vision underpinning the project,
and has that been set out clearly and agreed upon widely
within key stakeholder groups? What will the project
contribute to the overall success of downtown? How
will it be unique and effective within the surrounding
environment? And perhaps most importantly, how will
success be defined, both as the project unfolds and as it
establishes itself within the environment?
In many cases, vision is the easy part. Once a project
has been determined and refined, the practical steps of
implementation comes next. Even the simplest project
may have a complicated interface with the regulatory
environment. Use of sidewalks generally requires
permitting. Local signage standards can be supportive
but are more likely to be restrictive. Construction will
almost certainly require both professional designs and
permits, for which lag times can be lengthy. All these
elements need to be mapped and planned well before
any project announcement, since once awareness is raised,
anticipation will begin to build amongst the community.
The most important challenge of all will be financial. Even
with broad based community support and a compelling
14

idea, projects need to be funded. As shown in the
accompanying case studies, investments can range from
under a thousand dollars for a door to a progressive
cost that amounts to hundreds of thousands as multiple
phases unfold.
In most cases, first-stage funding is not an adequate goal.
Without sufficient resources to maintain and manage
improvements, project impact will be time limited. That
may be an acceptable outcome, but if a more durable
effect is intended then funding at some level must be
continually available.
Lastly, it is important to begin with the end in mind. How
will success be defined and how will it be measured?
A pop-up event may consider crowd size as adequate
evaluation criteria. Media impressions are a common
metric. A continuous stream of visitors speaks to both
awareness and interest. Continued funding rarely comes
unless a project has accomplished its initial goals, or some
combination of the above.
To be sure, the goal for a well conceptualized, planned,
and implemented project is to create additional vitality in
a defined area and to enhance perception of your place as
THE place to live, work and play.
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Common themes when activating alleyways
Alleyway activation and innovative parklet projects have
the potential to address three major themes integral to the
work of urban place management organizations:

1

Improving the sense of place and the
pedestrian experience.

2

Prioritizing economic development and
cultural activities.

3

Elevating safety for users of exciting
urban spaces.

In addition, alleyway and parklet projects have proven
to be excellent opportunities to introduce green
infrastructure concepts; an urban design arena which many
place management organizations have been looking to
increase focus.
Over the past decade, placemaking efforts have become
increasingly core to the work of many place management
organizations with significant work being undertaken
to better position formal public spaces in many North
American urban centers. In contrast to formal plazas and
conventional streets, alleyways are viewed only as conduits
for trash collection, deliveries, and other building services.
Careful observations in many urban centers, however, show
alleys often (or primarily) serve as important pedestrian
connectors. As a result, efforts to improve alleyways are a
logical expansion and refinement of placemaking efforts.
These projects also provide opportunities to pilot new
approaches to underutilized urban assets.
New spaces created through alleyway activation pilots
and parklet projects provide an excellent platform for
place management organizations to reinforce their roles in
supporting economic development and cultural amenities.
Many of the most successful parklet projects function as
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partnerships between place management organizations
and private businesses. In this framework, parklets provide
dynamic and dedicated space for private business activities
(expanded sidewalk cafes, etc.) and inject a jolt of activity
into the public life of the streets they occupy. Given the
right physical circumstances, reactivated alleyways also
have the ability to create new space for expanded business
operations and cultural amenities. In many instances,
these new storefronts have become extremely desirable
addresses and home to sought after businesses because of
their unique design.
Alleyway and parklet projects also provide a platform for
place management organizations to expand their work on
improving pedestrian safety. Successful alleyway activation
efforts often focus on reprioritizing pedestrian (and in some
instances, bicycle) traffic above vehicle traffic. Flipping the
prioritization of these corridors offers an example of the
“8 to 80” approach to planning and creates safe places for
children, seniors and visitors of all ages to enjoy. Similarly,
many parklet projects provide an opportunity to slow traffic
by reducing vehicle lane widths and introducing visual
markers to drivers to proceed more cautiously.
Finally, both alleyway projects and parklets offer ideal
opportunities for place management organizations to
begin integrating green infrastructure and stormwater
management in urban centers. Downtowns are often the
most difficult place to test new stormwater efforts due to
limited land availability (due to zero lot line construction
and high land value), complicated rights-of-ways, and
existing infrastructure coordination challenges. Alleyways
offer an opportunity to test formal green infrastructure
in a small, controlled construct; often with fewer existing
utility complications (and by extension, lower cost). Parklets
provide “blank slate” for storm water management and
retention and they are usually fully freestanding and
therefore do not require extensive construction to advance
significant green infrastructure goals.
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Case Studies

downtown.org | © 2017 International Downtown Association

2
17

2

CASE STUDIES

Case Study One: Fort Collins, CO
project : old town parklet

The Fort Collins Downtown Development Authority (DDA)
unveiled the “Old Town Parklet” in 2016. The parklet offers a
premier example of both the ability of a parklet project to activate underutilized public rights-of-way and of a place management organization to quickly (and inexpensively) deliver
innovative, high-impact pilot projects in an urban setting.
DDA’s parklet project is inspired by similar projects around
North America but stands out for its unique, modular design
and strong relationship with city and university partnerships.
The parklet is a result of DDA’s desire to undertake a tactical
urbanism project with two, interlocking goals: first to create
a new, passive space for downtown visitors and shoppers
to spend time and secondly generate a public conversation
and vision for how underused public spaces (parking lanes,
traffic medians, etc.) could be better positioned to support
the downtown experience. DDA had the unique opportunity to take advantage of a strong, existing partnership with
the Urban Lab at the Institute for the Built Environment at
Colorado State University (also located in Fort Collins). The
Urban Lab is an ideal vehicle to develop new and innovative
projects, in this case taking the form of a student design
competition for Colorado State architecture students.
The winning design utilized an innovative, modular design
which takes as little as an hour to set up. This contrasts
with many parklet efforts elsewhere which often encourage
a semi-permanent design for a set location. The modular
design allows for the parklet to be easily disassembled and
re-deployed at other downtown locations, maximizing the
impact of the project and ensuring the DDA’s community
engagement goals are met. In addition to emphasizing a
modular construct, the design also takes into account Fort
Collins’ “four seasons” weather and is purposely accessible
in all seasons.

18

The relationship between the DDA and the City of Fort
Collins is a crucial component of the success of the pilot
project. With a final design selected by the Urban Lab, DDA
coordinated with the city to determine how to move the
parklet from concept to reality. DDA used the city’s existing
encroachment permit application as a basis of the approval
process. However, given the first of its kind nature of the
parklet, the city also required additional approvals and
supplemental submissions to document how DDA planned
to manage the space and ensure that the parklet proved
to be a positive addition to downtown. The DDA and the
City of Fort Collins also maintain a supplemental contract
whereby the City’s Parks Department physically assembles
the parklet at each location and provides day-to-day maintenance and management of the space.
The parklet costs a remarkably low $2,600 to develop and
construct plus an additional $250-$300 for installation at
each new location. The Downtown Development Authority maintains a small budget line each year for innovative
projects and was thus able to finance the parklet project (as
well as maintenance and three installation costs) with regular funds. Future installations (beyond 2017) and ongoing
maintenance will ideally be supported by new, grassroots
funding raised by DDA.
The parklet is an excellent example of using micro-projects
as a form of community engagement. Taking advantage
of this opportunity, DDA uses each new installation location to generate a conversation about better utilizing the
public right-of-way across Downtown Fort Collins. DDA and
city staff are currently developing a matrix to measure the
success, quantitative impacts, and other outcomes of the
parklet itself.
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Case Study Two: Cincinnati, OH
project : five points alley , walnut hills neighborhood

Five Points Alley in Cincinnati has been transformed from a
neglected dumping ground to a vibrant community gathering space. Located in the Walnut Hills neighborhood, Five
Points is less than a quarter-acre patch of land. Its namesake
comes from the intersection of five alleys (London, Pana,
Finch, Sedala and Lindsay) that meet at this point and were
once the lifeblood of pedestrian connection in the neighborhood. Residents and development advocates wanted
to focus attention to the area because it had long been a
haven for illicit activity as well as a depository for drug paraphernalia and trash.

space could be utilized and programmed regularly. A few
dozen people attended the first biergarten event. Interest
increased and it grew into something bigger.

In 2013, the Walnut Hills Redevelopment Foundation
(WHRF) organized dozens of volunteers for a multi-day
cleanup of the WHRF owned lot. Following the clean-up,
pop-up biergarten events were organized by WHRF to
bring people in and spark ideas in figuring out how the

20
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The biergarten events established Five Points as a new
destination. Residents and neighborhood activists advocated for a permanent facelift of the property and adjacent
buildings to create a dynamic community gathering space.
Model Group, a local developer, cited the biergartens
as early evidence that the neighborhood was ready for
change. WHRF envisioned a project and raised the money
from donors to make it happen. Design, development and
prototyping help came from MetroLab students and the
expertise of MKSK, a landscape, architecture, urban design
and planning firm to develop a space that would be a more
welcoming gathering space for the community.
In September 2015, a ceremonial groundbreaking was held
to celebrate the start of construction. Lithko Restoration led
the construction team to implement the design improvements. Some of the site improvements included materials
from throughout Cincinnati such as old cobbles and granite
material from the old Fountain Square repurposed for seating. The total cost of the project was $250,000.

Developers and business owners have taken notice. Restaurants and bars have sprung up, murals have been commissioned on adjacent buildings and residential development
on parcels assembled by the city of Cincinnati have been
planned:
Fireside Pizza – A small developer bought two
buildings on McMillan, the major roadway fronting
the alleys, and transformed an old firehouse, into a
pizza restaurant and bar with housing above.
Gomez Salsa – A longtime owner of a building adjacent to Five Points who was just about to give up
on the neighborhood and sell the building, until
the alley underwent activation. The alley cleanup
persuaded him to stay, invest in his property and
seek a tenant. Though the first tenant failed,
due to operational deficiencies, they have been
replaced by a taco joint and bar that is a strong
demand driver in the neighborhood.
Comfort Station – WHRF also owns and plans to
revitalize an old public comfort station (toilets).
The Five Points revitalization helped to attract a
successful local bar operator to undertake the
project which will begin in late 2017.
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Milhaus Development – The City of Cincinnati assembled a two-acre parcel on McMillan, proximate
to Five Points and adjacent to Fireside Pizza, and
issued an RFP which was won by Milhaus Development. They will break ground in 2017 on 125 new
units and 15,000 square feet of retail.
Adjacent property owners and neighbors have viewed the
project favorably. The attendance numbers for events and
new businesses coming into the area are tracked. But the
impact of the project has been more widespread, generating positive buzz for the neighborhood that has helped to
generate excitement.

22
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Project Goals Established and Realized
• Clean up the space and restore a former network of alley connections into a community gathering place.
• Create new, passive space for people to gather and relax.
• Generate conversation and vision for how underused public spaces can be better positioned to support the community.
• Exciting green and healthy public spaces in the urban environment.
• Introduce and attract public art.
What makes the project unique?
• Reclaimed space and materials: These included salvaged
materials from throughout the city of Cincinnati, such as
granite from the old Fountain Square used for seating.
• Partnerships with neighbors, funders, developers and firsttime visitors to the community who used the biergartens
to discover an area that was previously not on their radar.
• The hidden nature of the space: This can be both a
strength and a weakness in the near term. Hidden is cool,
but in the absence of crowds and in a still transitional
neighborhood, hidden may also feel a little unsafe. Medium and long term development plans will put interesting
small-scale buildings and businesses there and the slightly
hidden aspect will be a pure asset.
• The adjacencies: These are now all in friendly hands and
about to be developed.
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What worked, didn’t work and the lessons that were learned
• It was a key project, getting something transformational
done on a small budget. Biergartens showed demand in
the area and challenged perception of lack of safety by
attracting visitors.
• A great interim project as larger projects were being
planned and financing secured.
• Engage more community members: the longtime residents of the community, primarily African American, were
under recognized in the planning and early stage implementation process.
• The longtime residents were in low attendance at the
early beer gardens and events targeted at them and families were held elsewhere in the neighborhood, but might
also have been useful there.
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Case Study Three: Pittsburgh, PA
project : strawberry way

Strawberry Way is a joint project between the Pittsburgh
Downtown Partnership and the City of Pittsburgh that
transforms one of the busiest pedestrian thoroughfares in
downtown Pittsburgh into an enlivened space for pedestrians. Long thought of as an ordinary service alley, Strawberry
Way is a key pedestrian corridor, connecting large employment centers on Grant Street to the Cultural District. Using
an on-street mural, street furniture and planters, Strawberry
Way was transformed into a vital connection for moving
pedestrians while also responding to a need for seating in a
dense downtown environment.
In 2016, Envision Downtown conducted a series of pedestrian counts, showing close to 700 people an hour walking through Strawberry Way, while only three cars drove
through. Moreover, Grant Street, which is adjacent to Strawberry Way, is restricted to pedestrian traffic. Despite this,
cars violated this condition and often turned off of Grant
Street onto Strawberry Way. Predictably, this aggravated the
nearby businesses. A neighboring church even tried its own
interventions such as installing a ‘Road Closed’ sign, but

the sign was often knocked down or moved. Despite previous undertakings to implement public art in Strawberry Way,
Envision Downtown realized that more needed to be done to
address important mobility issues in and adjacent to the alley.
Following multiple discussions about the initial design with
the City of Pittsburgh’s Art Commission, the Envision team
moved ahead to commission a local artist to design and
paint a street mural. Deanna Mance was awarded the project after a series of interviews with a group of stakeholders
including property and business owners along Strawberry
Way. Mance submitted three designs to the Pittsburgh Art
Commission, which approved the project and helped select
the final design. The Pittsburgh Downtown Partnership was
granted a three-year temporary license for the creation of a
mural painting on the road surface.
As mentioned earlier, most alleys are controlled by the city.
The Pittsburgh Downtown Partnership entered into a temporary license and maintenance agreement with the City of
Pittsburgh for the approval, installation and maintenance of
Strawberry Way.
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Two major considerations were made
when selecting paint for the project. The paint needed to be durable
enough to withstand high traffic volumes and it needed to be anti-slip. The
project team selected a durable paint
solution consisting of exterior paint and
primer, a clear sealant to coat and seal,
and a non-skid additive. Chairs and
tables needed to be durable and heavy
enough that they were not blown away,
but also colorful and fun so that they
brighten the alley. The planters served
two functions: adding greenery to the
alley and acting as a physical barrier
between pedestrians and traffic.
With their materials chosen, the project team first installed
the three-block mural, one block at a time. Tables, chairs
and planters were added once the paint and anti-skid additive were dry. In just three weeks, Strawberry Way went from
being a busy pass through to a thriving public space.
Post-implementation pedestrian counts show just how
effective the transformation was. The number of average pedestrians per hour between 8:00AM and 6:00PM
increased from 243 to 347 (43% increase) before and after
implementation. Not only did pedestrian traffic increase,
but stationary activity rose exponentially with an average
hourly increase of 462% from 13 to 73 people. This increase
shows how effective paint, furniture and greenery can be in
forming a destination space in an urban core.
The budget for the Strawberry Way improvements totaled
$46,560. This includes maintenance and other anticipated
costs. Using funds from the Pittsburgh-based Colcom Foundation and paint donated by PPG Paints, Envision Downtown
was able to transform Strawberry Way into an important layer
in Pittsburgh’s public realm. Strawberry Way demonstrates
the future of public space priority in Downtown Pittsburgh
and is a great example of public-private partnership.
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Case Study Four: Louisville, KY
project : alley gallery

Downtown Louisville is still crisscrossed with alleys. But like
many undervalued, slightly forgotten areas, these semiprivate spaces often suffer from limited maintenance and
are informally off-limits to downtown visitors.
Alley Gallery is a program created by the Louisville Downtown Partnership (LDP) to bring these under recognized
spaces back to life, enlivening dingy single and double
metal service doors with a vinyl overlay of existing artwork
created by metro-area artists. Doors are then surrounded
by black paint to simulate a frame. Project organizers have
identified more than 300 potential public and private doors
in the target area as candidates for the program.

Participating property owners are provided with access to
a Dropbox featuring existing artwork by local artists from
which to choose. Denoted as sponsors, their cost is $645 for
a single door or $1,200 for a double.
Artists supplying designs retain ownership of the image and
are paid $300 in compensation for use of the work chosen.
The Louisville Downtown Partnership manages the transfer
of the design onto vinyl, door surface preparation and art
installation. Each design is also accompanied by a title card
on the wall identifying the work’s title and artist, recognizes
the sponsor and states that the Louisville Downtown Partnership manages the project. Because the doors are private
property and the applique is flat and free from advertising,
only sponsor consent is required.
In addition to per-design title cards, LDP has mounted
highly visible location markers in key spots, recognizing
that from alley entryways the designs themselves, flat on
doorways, will not be readily visible. Location markers are
local code compliant, easily mounted and highly distinctive.
They are also fundamentally practical, being repurposed
highway reflector sign materials appliquéd with a project
specific sticker.
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Such creative practicality is evident throughout the project.
Both artist and sponsor packets are informative but simple
and easy to navigate. The primary obligation of the artist is
to enter into a simple agreement and provide applicable
designs. All requirements are laid out in a downloadable artist packet from the LDP website.

allow individuals to create their own self-guided tour either
on foot or on bicycle.

Sponsors then have an array of designs from which to
choose. Once chosen, their principal obligation is to enter
into a simple agreement and pay the cost for their door.
There is also a sponsor packet on the LDP website.

As of early summer 2017, 25 doors have been installed and
27 were in the works to be installed by the end of July. The
before and after pictures of the project are striking, showing
a real reclamation of what might otherwise be both underrecognized and unkempt space. Response from artists has
been very positive, based on the chance to not only showcase existing artwork but also to be paid a stipend for its use
and, they anticipate, sales of the original art.

Production, installation, promotion and all other issues, including payment to artists is handled by LDP. They have also
produced an interactive online location map to the doors,
distributing it widely throughout downtown Louisville to
help create an audience for the project. The online map will

Public and media response has been equally strong. According to Mayor Greg Fischer “We’ve got to give [the doors] a
little soul, a little Louisville originality,” he said. “That’s what
this project represents, a fun and whimsical way to showcase
our fantastic artists and for people to have fun in our city.”

“I look forward to 300 doors of art,” said U.S. Louisville Representative,
John Yarmuth, “We might have to have traffic lights in the alleys.”
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Case Study Five: Chicago, IL
project : activate , chicago loop alliance

In 2013, the Chicago Loop Alliance (CLA) began designing
a new programming initiative that would build on its previous placemaking efforts. Nestled in downtown Chicago, the
Loop comprises 100 blocks and is one of the most vibrant
neighborhoods in the Windy City. As the economy recovered, Chicago Loop Alliance lost storefront space for its prior Pop-Up Art Loop program. To evolve their placemaking
prospects, Chicago Loop Alliance identified underutilized
public spaces that had significant potential to be activated
as public-facing urban experiences.
Combining the talents of Chicago’s most creative minds,
the ACTIVATE series features art, music, and more in iconic
Loop alleys. Held over the course of six nights between May
and October, ACTIVATE invites the public to interact with
the city in unique and unpredictable ways. Large interactive art exhibits are at the center of it all, whether they are
temporary installations or permanent murals painted by
some of Chicago’s most talented artists. Since its launch in
late 2013, ACTIVATE has become a staple of downtown with
over 30,000 attendees enjoying the event.

While CLA implemented various placemaking initiatives
previously, ACTIVATE was a challenge for more reasons
than one. Assembling a team of artists and gaining sponsorship support were two components of hosting a successful ACTIVATE season. Soon after the first few events in
the summer of 2014, it was clear that ACTIVATE brought
together significantly diverse populations – different ages,
income levels, and other demographics. By bridging these
gaps, ACTIVATE was able to entertain a variety of audiences and attract support from a wider range of local businesses, community organizations, and other stakeholders.
As a free event, ACTIVATE is open to anyone.

Key Program Outcomes
The ACTIVATE initiative has grown exponentially since its
official launch. The series drives people downtown and
engages them in a highly interactive creative experience.
• Over 47,000 ACTIVATE attendees to date since 2013.

As ACTIVATE has evolved, Chicago Loop Alliance has
sought more businesses and organizations to partner in creating the ACTIVATE experience. Whether they participate
as official monetary or product sponsors, submit exclusive
merchant deals and events just for attendees before, during, or after ACTIVATE, or encourage their entire office to
join in the fun, ACTIVATE has transformed authentic Chicago alleys, brought people closer to the city, and created a
direct economic impact for the Loop.

• 57% of attendees are Millennials, with 31% between 35
and 54.

Innovation and Broad Appeal

• 48% are more likely to spend money downtown in the
future.

Downtown alleys—traditionally characterized as dirty and
dark—presented a unique opportunity to be transformed
into public experiences. With this challenge in mind, CLA
pursued the development of a broad placemaking program
that would activate underutilized public spaces (such as alleys) across the Chicago Loop neighborhood.
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• $1.7 million in estimated economic impact to downtown
businesses.
• 386 local artists, 18 original murals.
• The average amount of money spent by attendees before
or after ACTIVATE is $48.

• 76% see the Loop more favorably than prior to ACTIVATE.
• 95 percent are likely to attend another ACTIVATE.
• More than 45 million media impressions from local and
national publications.
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Replication and Sustainability
Due to its highly collaborative nature, ACTIVATE is an
event that can be integrated into the placemaking efforts
in downtowns around the world. In every city, there are
underutilized spaces that can be transformed and activated.
Because of ACTIVATE’s creative nature and broad appeal
(especially with Millennials), businesses and organizations
are receptive to partnership opportunities, especially in
instances where the partnership moves past monetary value
and into direct product placement at events. ACTIVATE,
for example, has an official beer sponsor each year that
provides both a financial sponsorship as well as the bar
presenter at ACTIVATE events.
Ultimately, to replicate ACTIVATE’s placemaking efforts,
other groups can identify underutilized public spaces,
partner with local artists and creatives, and seek sponsorships from vendors for both dollars and in kind donations. Various other downtowns have taken their cue from
CLA’s ACTIVATE effort including Kenosha, Wisconsin (with
100,000 residents) and Phoenix, Arizona (with about 1.5
million residents), making ACTIVATE easily adjustable for
any size downtown. The uniqueness of ACTIVATE is in itself
a point of major differentiation for many potential sponsors – allowing ACTIVATE to continue its record of growth
year-over-year.
30

Due to ACTIVATE’s initial and recurring success, it’s a highly
sustainable endeavor that has a high-probability of shortand long-term growth. ACTIVATE is already a self-sustaining
program—budgeted in a split manner between the local
Special Service Area and Chicago Loop Alliance, through
sponsorships and earnings. Year-over-year growth is a
strong indication that the public’s interest in ACTIVATE will
continue into the future. However, it is incredibly important
that the ACTIVATE program continue to evolve and better
meet the current needs of the public.
A Course of Constant Improvement
The success of ACTIVATE signals that strong public interest
exists for creative placemaking. ACTIVATE’s unique take
on seemingly forgotten public space provides audiences
an opportunity to see the city differently and connect with
one another in an uncommon urban environment. CLA’s
placemaking programs such as ACTIVATE will continue
to grow and evolve in the future. As new trends emerge,
ACTIVATE will be enhanced to better meet the needs of
an ever-changing urban audience. Continual growth in the
program’s stakeholder network, market base, community
engagement initiatives, and the art itself will be critical to
ACTIVATE’s future success.
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Case Study Six: Vancouver, BC, Canada
project : downtown vancouver ’ s

“ more

awesome now ”

To mark the Downtown Vancouver Business Improvement
Association (DVBIA)’s 25th anniversary in 2015 Re-Imagine
Downtown Vancouver was launched; a public engagement
process to co-create a future-oriented and inclusive experience over the next 25 years that would help influence the
DVBIA’s next 5-year strategic plan.
Over 11,000 individuals provided ideas on how they wanted
downtown Vancouver to evolve. Key themes emerged from
the report including a great emphasis on new innovative
public spaces, in particular, underutilized alleyways. The
report found that people wanted Downtown Vancouver to
be home to a connected series of “activated alleyways”
that are welcoming spaces with lots of “hidden gems” to
discover, including galleries, restaurants, and “art walls”
where graffiti and visual storytelling are welcomed.
This is not a new concept. Cities around the world have begun to activate their alleys for multiple reasons. Melbourne,
Australia’s alleys are some of the most progressive with
street art, al fresco eateries, unique shops and cozy bars.
What is unique in Vancouver is that, based on the street
grid, the majority of services and deliveries are done in
back lanes vs. at curbside. Closing the lanes to designated
vehicles was not an option, although it remains a long-term
dream.
City of Vancouver data indicates that utilizing downtown
alleyways could increase the amount of public space in
downtown by 30%. In a city with a growing sense of isolation, severe land limitations, and scarce public space,
activating alleyways is an opportunity to add vibrancy and
increase opportunities for engagement and connection in
downtown.
This project also aligned with pent up community demand
for innovative placemaking projects. Charles Gauthier,
president and CEO of the Downtown Vancouver Business
Improvement Association (DVBIA) in Vancouver, British
Columbia, says for years his members had wanted to perk
up the city’s back laneways.
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“We’d been hearing about overflowing dumpsters, males
urinating in the back lanes at night — total disrespect for
the space.” Only trucks making deliveries used the laneways, since most people didn’t consider them safe. Laneways serve an important business function, but for a big
part of the day they are underused and full of potential,”
says Gauthier. “So, we asked, if we make our lanes more appealing, could they become public spaces? More Awesome
Now is an experiment in turning laneways into places of
discovery – friendly, accessible, and lively parts of the urban
streetscape.”
“We wanted to make them more than just service corridors
for dumpsters and vehicles and make them play spaces, as
we know land is at a premium these days.” (Glo News)
“Human connection is at the core of rich urban experiences.
By creating interactive public spaces, we can foster connection and social exchange.” (Daily Hive)
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Goals and Objectives

Audiences

Goal

City of Vancouver
Since 2010, the City of Vancouver had been running Viva
Vancouver, which is an innovative public space activation
program, signaling that the city was open to creative ideas.
However, due to onerous permit and approval processes
within the city, many external groups find implementing new
or innovative ideas daunting, too much work, and costly. One
of Downtown Vancouver’s main goals was to get the City of
Vancouver to create a simpler, streamlined process so that
other groups would feel empowered to change their city.

Be heroes by creating the most awesome new,
innovative laneway in downtown Vancouver.
Objectives
• The City of Vancouver implements a new alleyway
transformation program by May 2017 enabling any
future groups to replicate the new laneway process.
• The laneway remains open to all users, including
pedestrians and service vehicles.
• At least one street-level tenant takes ownership of
the laneway.

32

Street-Level Tenants and Existing Laneway Users
There are three street-level tenants that are connected
to the laneway: Starbucks, Trees Organic Café and the
Odyssey nightclub. The BIA wanted to engage them to
take ownership of the laneway and to active and clean it
on a daily basis, while testing the lane as a unique place to
host retail and restaurants. Each had been in the area for
years and had established clienteles. Existing laneway users
included service vehicles essential for the day to day operations of all the surrounding properties and their tenants.
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Implementation
Developing and Selling the Concept
Downtown Vancouver BIA was serendipitously introduced
to HCMA Architecture + Design creating the perfect partnership for this project. They were hired to create concepts
for the laneway. They created a PowerPoint presentation
that showcased the BIA’s research and inspired with laneway
examples from around the globe to city staff, property owners, and street-level businesses directly on the lane. Slowly,
but surely, each stakeholder understood the vision and
championed the project.

Tactics, Budget and Role
Between April 2016 and September 2016, Downtown Vancouver BIA worked with the city to obtain permits, develop
partner agreements, begin construction, and launch the
laneway. The total budget for the project was just shy of
$180,000. Throughout the laneway transformation, the role
of the BIA was focused on the operational implementation, securing permits, overseeing contractors, and liaised
between all partners.

The project cost roughly $200,000 coming from both the
city and DVBIA for all 3 laneways- $100,000 coming from
the DVBIA and its members and the remaining from the
municipal government.

downtown.org | © 2017 International Downtown Association
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Challenges
The most challenging aspect of this project was experiencing first-hand the complicated and onerous city permitting
process.
Objectives and Results
The BIA defined success as accomplishing something in
Vancouver that had never been done before by bringing
together many different stakeholder around the table and
pioneering a new initiative.
The project resulted in the City of Vancouver committing
to have a simple to use “toolkit” and a more streamlined
process for anyone wishing to revitalize a lane by May 2017.
It is currently 50% complete. By partnering with the DVBIA
on this project, they were able to showcase the city during
placemaking week as an innovative leader in transforming
public space.
The BIA conducted a time-lapse video and collected baseline measurements prior to activating the lane and found
that on average there were 6 vehicles and 30 pedestrians
passing through the lane per hour. Once the lane transformation was complete, the BIA collected a comparative
time-lapse video and measurements and found that there
was no reduction in service vehicles but an increase of pedestrian by 143%. The number of female pedestrians in the
lane increased by 20%.
Trees Organic Café and the Odyssey nightclub are partnering with the DVBIA to place seating in the lane and add
additional cleaning. Trees Organic Café has said that they
have seen an increase in business and the Odyssey is now
applying to have a more permanent patio with a liquor
license leading to the long term sustainability and viability
of the lane.
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Case Study Seven: Melbourne, Australia
project : hosiers lane

Melbourne has been voted the world’s most livable city
based on several metrics, including walkability, public transportation (notably the extensive tram network) and public
art. Vital to these successes have been the concerted effort
to revitalize and support the city’s laneway and alley network
beginning in the 1990s. Melbourne’s identity is now defined
by its laneways and the ever-evolving art they feature.
Movida’s identity has been shaped and enhanced by its alley location. The empire has spread from one tapas upscale
bar dining experience to more than ten outposts including
other restaurants and even a stadium location.
The city’s grid was based around an alleyway system when
it was built during the Victorian era. The original function of
these streets was to allow the easy flow of horses and carts
without interfering with public traffic. As the city has grown
and developed, the alleys have also evolved to become
a haven for some of Australia’s best restaurants (MoVida),
coolest bars and pubs and most talked about pieces of
public art – often pieces that appear overnight in response
to cultural events and dominate Australian social media
feeds for weeks after.
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Melbourne has tough competition for tourism and investment dollars. Only an hour and a half flight away on the
world’s busiest flight corridor, Sydney has long held the
role of not only Australia’s largest city but also its financial
capital and home to some of the world’s most famous and
recognizable landmarks, The Opera House, Harbour Bridge
and Bondi Beach to name a few. Melbourne’s strategy has
been to establish a cool reputation as aided by their emergent artists and restauranteurs. The alley system has been
a vital part of the strategy with the government encouraging development and turning a blind eye to illegal pop-up
street art (provided it is appropriate for the public – the Kim
Kardashian pieces didn’t make that cut but they were up
long enough to create an impression).
Sydney maintains its status as top dog city, but is quickly
finding itself competing with other cities out as travelers
and young entrepreneurs choose Melbourne. The city’s
strategy to encourage art while discouraging offensive or
ugly graffiti has been at times confused. A planning commission in 2004 and written by a local gallery owner and
street artist never got the support necessary to institute
recommended changes including no or low-tolerance
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graffiti zones and allowances in other areas. Artists today work in a precarious position of being potentially prosecuted or
covered up, though the unspoken local enforcement strategy is to allow most work to stay up and most artists to complete their pieces unhindered. In 2003, perhaps the world’s most famous voice in the street art community, Banksy, said of
Melbourne, “The city doesn’t look like it’s run by mean-spirited bureaucrats and the police. It looks like the city belongs
to anyone who wants it.”
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Conclusion
While U.S. cities have largely discouraged alley uses that
don’t involve deliveries or garbage, pre-automobile cities
have historic alleys that were built for people, housing,
retail, parks and restaurants. Placemaking is based on a
simple principle: if you plan a city for cars and traffic, you
will get cars and traffic. If you plan a city for people and
public space, you will get people and public space. It
should be no surprise that many cities are making aesthetic
and functional improvements (placemaking) to re-activate
their alleys for the human-scale.
Placemaking inspires people to collectively reimagine public spaces as the heart of every community, and as a result,
can be a springboard for community revitalization. Downtown leaders should consider placemaking as an effective
tool for the activation of alleys and micro-spaces.
Urban place management organizations have the tools to
implement a variety of tactical initiatives such as public art
installations, temporary parklets, murals, street and sidewalk
decoration and plantings that help strengthen a visitor’s
sense of place. Programming initiatives like fitness classes,
concerts and street markets – routine activities in public
spaces – can take the activation one step further. Creative
placemaking should be a key ingredient in the recipe for
successful revitalization.
There is no one-size-fits-all approach for interstitial activation. Every alleyway is different in form and function and

downtown.org | © 2017 International Downtown Association

should be treated as such. It is important to listen to the
needs of the community and work hand-in-glove with your
local agencies. Alleys are public infrastructure and were
built to accommodate a few specific functions. Reactivation
of these spaces requires careful attention to functionality
and adaptability.
When done correctly, alley improvements can accomplish a
number of urban place management organization objectives. Alleys hold many possibilities for the creation of safer
pedestrian areas, places for people to interact, additional
business opportunities, environmental strategies such as
water and sewage treatment and a more robust and beautiful city. The goal of alley activation is to “do good work
well,” to create additional vitality in a defined area and to
enhance perception of your place as the place to live work
and play.
Our public spaces are where cities show their true colors.
Public space activation may come with its challenges, but
the investment will result in transforming an underutilized
space into a destination, piquing the interests of pedestrians and encouraging visitors to engage with a (new) place.
Alleys and other in-between infrastructure have long been
overlooked but when activated, can change the way we
engage with our city. Alley activations go beyond the cities
in this report and should continue to expand to every city
that values public space.
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Endnotes
Page 21
Fort Collin’s parklet created an attractive public space for community members throughout the day and night.
Page 22
Prior to alleyway activation, Five Points Alley was known as an unsavory location in Cincinnati.
Page 22
Cincinnati volunteers working together on a multi-day cleanup effort.
Page 23
Before: Adjacent properties that activists advocated for revitalization efforts.
Adjacent properties that activists advocated for revitalization efforts.
Page 24
Celebratory groundbreaking for Five Points Alley.
Five Point Alley after revitalization efforts.
Page 25
Community gathers at beiergarten in Five Points Alley.
Placemaking in Five Points Alley has created a unique, comfortable and welcoming space to locals.
Page 26
Five Points Alley has been transformed into an active public space.
Page 28
Before photo of Strawberry Way, prior to alleyway activation.
Strawberry Way with artist adding color to the newly installed murals.
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Page 29
Pedestrian counts before and after alleyway activation along Strawberry Way.
After photo of Strawberry Way transformed into a pedestrian friendly place after murals, planters, and seating arrangements
were introduced.
Page 30
http://louisvilledowntown.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/alleygallerysign.jpg
http://louisvilledowntown.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/alleygalleryapplication.jpg
Page 31
http://louisvilledowntown.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/beforedoor.jpg
http://louisvilledowntown.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/afterdoor.jpg
Page 34
Before DVBIA efforts to create a More Awesome Alleyway.
Page 35
’Alley-oop’ in DVBIA’s activated laneway.
Page 36
Local retailer Trees Organic Café is integral for the success of the laneway.
Page 37
Laneway has been elevated to a ‘more awesome’ public space.
Page 39
Hosier’s Lane may feature an eclectic and ever-changing aesthetic but has been embraced by locals and visitors as one of
the top photographed locations in not just Melbourne, but all of Australia.
Artist Lushsux painted this piece of social media icon Kim Kardashian, in Snider’s Lane two days after her Instagram post
went viral. His third work of her in 2016, all paintings themselves went internationally viral drawing attention to the city and
sparking a hotly debated conversation about the role of street art in the country’s cultural scene.
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