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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Study Purpose

W-ZHA, LLC in collaboration with Goody Clancy was retained by Move I-20/59 to assess the 
economic and fiscal implications of removing I-20/59 viaduct to allow for meaningful investment 
in this critical area of Birmingham’s City Center. Conceptually, removing the viaduct could involve 
depressing the highway and/or relocating the highway. As part of this study, three case studies are 
highlighted to demonstrate how transformative investment can have a catalytic, place-defining 
impact on a city and its economy.

Existing Conditions

The Interstate 20/59 viaduct has a negative impact on nearby property values and land use. Most 
of the property within two blocks of the viaduct is occupied by tax exempt land uses. The viaduct 
has also compromised the potential of the Birmingham-Jefferson Convention Complex and the 
Birmingham Museum of Art. 

The viaduct has created a barrier and, as such, has essentially cut-off neighborhoods to the 
north. As a result these neighborhoods are challenged by high vacancy and tax delinquency. 
These neighborhoods continue to be distressed as Downtown Birmingham is experiencing a 
revitalization boom.
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ALDOT Plan

In response to the viaduct’s deterioration, the Alabama Department of Transportation has 
proposed that the I-20/59 viaduct be reconstructed. As per the ALDOT plan, the new viaduct 
would be widened to 10 lanes. As proposed, all exits from the elevated portion of the highway 
would be eliminated. ALDOT’s plan terminates the north/south connection at 17th Street. 
Moreover, the plan calls for a new highway ramp to I-65 from 11th Avenue North.

This analysis concludes that the ALDOT plan will continue to depress the value and the 
development potential of properties near the viaduct. The ALDOT plan will compromise the 
potential of the anchors abutting it, like the Birmingham Museum of Art and the Birmingham-
Jefferson Convention Complex. A widened viaduct will only further disconnect the Birmingham-
Jefferson Convention Complex from Downtown businesses and activities. With the 11th Avenue 
North ramp, the ALDOT plan will further isolate and disconnect the northern neighborhoods.
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Under-Utilized Property within Two Blocks of the Viaduct and Ramps
Existing Condition

Under-Utilized Acres Property Value

Taxable Property 16.1 $5,895,600

Tax-Exempt Property 33.9 $11,636,700

Total 50.0 $17,532,300

Source: City of Birmingham Property Database; W-ZHA

Today, there are approximately 50 acres of under-utilized land within two blocks of the viaduct. 
Over two-thirds (68 percent) of this land area is occupied by tax exempt land uses. The remaining 
under-utilized land is either vacant or developed with low value land uses. Under the ALDOT plan 
these land use and economic conditions are projected to persist.

Signature Civic Space and Street Grid Concept

Reclaimed right-of-way parcels
Under-utilized parcels
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The development concept removes I-20/59 viaduct and reclaims valuable City Center land. 
The development concept introduces a signature civic space, a boulevard and a grid street 
network on what is now viaduct right-of-way. Conceptually, removing the viaduct could involve 
depressing the highway and/or relocating the highway. This concept impacts approximately 100 
acres of highway right-of-way and under-utilized property.

Development Opportunity and Net New Development Value
Signature Civic Space and Reinstating the Grid

Land Area Development Potential Sq Ft Net New Development Value

Recapture and Development 
of ROW Land

49.9 1,880,000–2,720,000 $235,000,000–$340,000,000

Redevelopment of 
Under-Utilized Land

50.0 2,317,000–3,350,000 $283,729,000–$412,854,000

Total 99.9 4,197,000–6,070,000 $518,729,000–$752,854,000

Source: W-ZHA

 
Unlocking the redevelopment potential of highway right-of-way and under-utilized land 
represents a 4 to 6 million square foot development opportunity with an appraised value between 
$500 and $750 million.

Conceptual Land Use Mix 
Reclaimed Right-of-Way and Under-Utilized Land 
Signature Civic Space and Reinstating the Grid

Office Residential
Retail/Service /
Entertainment Total

SHARE SQ FT SHARE SQ FT SHARE SQ FT SQ FT

Development/
Redevelopment

25% 1,049,000– 
1,518,000

65% 2,728,000–
3,946,000

10% 420,000–
607,000

4,197,000–
6,070,000

Employees1 4,330–
6,270

Units2 2,480–
3,590

1. Assumed an average of 230 gross square feet per employee and a 5 percent vacancy rate.
2. Assumed an average of 1,100 gross square feet per unit.

Source: W-ZHA

 
Assuming a conceptual land use mix of 25% office space, 65% residential and 10% retail, service 
and entertainment, redevelopment translates into 1 to 1.5 million square feet of office with 4,000 
to 6,000 employees, between 2,500 and 3,600 dwelling units and between 400,000 and 600,000 
square feet of retail, restaurant and entertainment space.
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City Tax Revenue Impacts as Build-Out
Reclaimed Right-of-Way and Under-Utilized Land Only (No Spin-Off or Multiplier Effects)
2016 Dollars

10-Year Period 50-Year Period

Net New Property Tax $63,930,000–$109,160,000 $319,650,000–545,800,000

City Sales Tax from Resident and 
Employee Spending

$16,500,000–$23,890,000 $82,5000,000–$119,450,000

City Sales Tax from New Retail 
(Net of Resident/Employee Spending)

$29,700,000–$42,880,000 $148,500,000–$214,400,000

City Sales Tax Revenue $46,200,000–$66,770,000 $231,000,000–$333,850,000

Occupational Tax from New Office 
& Retail Employees

$27,523,000–$39,853,000 $137,615,000–$199,265,000

Total City Tax Revenue $137,653,000–$215,783,000 $688,265,000–$1,078,915,000

Source: W-ZHA

 
 
The new residents and employees in new development projects will generate between $137.7 and 
$215.8 million in City tax revenue over a 10-year period from build-out.

Transformative Investment Case Studies

The Brooking Institute defines transformative investment as investment that has a catalytic, 
place-defining impact, creating an entirely new logic for portions of the city and a new set of 
possibilities for economic development. The removal of the I-20/59 viaduct is an opportunity for 
such a transformative investment.

The three case studies demonstrating transformative investment include: Railroad Park in 
Birmingham; Klyde Warren Park in Dallas, TX; and, the 5th Street Bridge in Atlanta, GA. Railroad 
Park is a brownfield redevelopment which has dramatically changed the image and economy 
of Downtown Birmingham contributing to approximately $400 million in public and private 
investment since its opening in 2010. 

Klyde Warren Park is 5.3-acre park developed on top of an 8-lane freeway in Dallas. The park was 
designed to mitigate the highway’s negative impacts and link Uptown Dallas to the downtown. 
Even though it is on top of a freeway, Klyde Warren Park is now Dallas’ signature urban 
greenspace and has created more than $1 billion in economic value.

Like Klyde Warren Park, the 5th Street Bridge in Atlanta was designed to mitigate negative 
highway impacts. Interstate I-75/85, a 16-lane highway, had separated Georgia Tech University 
with Midtown Atlanta resulting in Midtown’s decay. In support of the University’s investment in 
Technology Square across the highway in Midtown, the 5th Street Bridge was tripled in size to 
become a greenspace and car, bike, pedestrian and transit connection between Midtown and 
the main Georgia Tech campus. This transformative investment, which linked the power of the 
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University to the Midtown neighborhood, has forever changed the City. There is currently $1.6 
billion of investment planned in the Midtown neighborhood.

In each case, transformative investment was the product of vision, public and private cooperation, 
leadership and fortitude. In each case, these investments that were designed to solve a problem, 
yet implemented in a creative and quality fashion, have generated significant economic and 
community development benefits.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

W-ZHA, LLC in collaboration with Goody Clancy was retained by Move I-20/59 to assess the 
economic implications of removing I-20/59 viaduct to allow for meaningful investment in this 
critical area of Birmingham’s City Center. Conceptually, removing the viaduct could involve 
depressing the highway and/or relocating the highway. As part of this study, three case studies are 
highlighted to demonstrate how transformative investment can have a catalytic, place-defining 
impact on a city and its economy. 
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2 | EXISTING CONDITIONS

The I-20/59 Viaduct

I-20/59 passes through Birmingham on an elevated viaduct. The viaduct is 1.3 miles long and 
generally runs east west from 31st Street to the I-65 interchange. The viaduct functions as the 
northern “edge” of the Downtown. Built in 1971, the viaduct is deteriorating. 

The viaduct was designed to carry 80,000 vehicles per day. Today, traffic on the viaduct totals 
160,000 vehicles per day – double its design capacity. Most of these vehicles on the interstate 
are passing through Birmingham to other destinations. This through traffic does not generate 
significant economic benefit to the City of Birmingham.

There are two eastbound exits and one westbound exit on the viaduct that allow direct access to 
Downtown Birmingham and the Birmingham-Jefferson Convention Center Complex. 

The I-20/59 Viaduct Environs

Cluster of Cultural, Educational and Civic Land Uses

Blocks abutting the viaduct are occupied by cultural (Boutwell Auditorium and the Birmingham 
Museum of Art), educational (Alabama School of Fine Arts) and/or civic (the Birmingham-
Jefferson Convention Complex and Jefferson County Jail) land uses. Immediately north of the 
viaduct is the Birmingham-Jefferson Convention Center Complex (BJCC). The BJCC is a sports, 
convention and entertainment complex valued at over $270 million.1 The BJCC serves the 
regional market and draws visitors to Birmingham.

The justification for convention centers is that they draw visitors to the City. When convention 
centers are located in a downtown, their objective is to bolster the local economy and spur 
downtown revitalization via visitor spending. A convention center is designed to be an anchor 
that spins off economic benefit to neighboring areas.

The BJCC’s ability to contribute to Downtown revitalization is severely compromised by the 
I-20/59 viaduct. The viaduct acts as a barrier to the Downtown. To be competitive the BJCC has 
had to independently develop the amenities large groups’ demand – hotels and places to eat and 
drink within walking distance. As a self-sufficient complex, the BJCC functions like an island that 
is simply adjacent, not integral to the Downtown. This island-like character has diminished the 
spin-off benefits accruing to surrounding neighborhoods. 

1 Birmingham Convention Center Complex, “Annual Report 2014”.
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Only three of the eight blocks abutting the viaduct to the north are in private ownership. These 
parcels are occupied by light industrial land uses and a self-storage center. Remaining parcels 
north of the viaduct are mostly occupied by tax exempt land uses.

The Birmingham Museum of Art is located immediately south of the BJCC on the other side 
of the I-20/59 viaduct. Founded in 1951, the Birmingham Museum of Art has one of the finest 
collections of art in the Southeastern United States. The Museum is an important City asset that 
benefits the local population and contributes to the City’s tourist economy.

Today the Museum takes steps to protect works from the vibration generated by the I-20/59 
viaduct traffic. The Museum’s sculpture garden, below the viaduct, is challenged by the noise and 
dirt descending from the highway. The viaduct compromises the Museum experience and limits 
what the Museum can do to position itself as an exciting and engaging place to visit.

According to its Director, the Birmingham Museum of Art needs to grow in order to address 
storage and educational programming needs. Were there no viaduct, programming could 
consider creative and valuable linkages to the BJCC as well as a myriad of architectural 
improvements. With the viaduct, the Museums’ options are limited. These constraints are imposed 
at a time when dramatic changes are taking place in museum design and programming to 
enhance the visitor experience. 

Other cultural and educational land uses abutting the viaduct to the south include the Boutwell 
Auditorium and the Alabama School of Fine Arts. Government uses occupy another three blocks 
abutting the viaduct to the south. Privately held land abutting the south side of the viaduct is 
largely under-utilized.

Under-Utilized Land

Land Values in Proximity to the Viaduct 
Land Values/Sq Ft of Land: Blocks between 17th and 18th
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The graphic on the previous page illustrates land values in relation to distance from the viaduct. 
Land values decrease precipitously as you get closer to the viaduct. Land values to the north 
of the viaduct are considerably lower than land values to the south. The viaduct functions as a 
market barrier.
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As the map demonstrates, vacant and tax delinquent properties in the area are impacted by 
I-20/59. As is clear from the map, the neighborhoods to the north are challenged with high 
vacancy and tax delinquency. The interstate has effectively cut these neighborhoods off from the 
Downtown and its economy. This is happening when across the country in-town neighborhoods 
with older distinctive architecture are becoming important economic development assets. These 
neighborhoods offer a mix of housing types at a variety of price points close to the Downtown.

Vacant and Tax Delinquent Land 
I-20/I-59 Environs

Source: Jefferson County Assessor (2011)
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3 |  ALABAMA DEPARTMENT OF 
TRANSPORTATION PROPOSAL FOR 
THE VIADUCT 

Alabama Department of Transportation Proposal

In response to the viaduct’s deterioration, the Alabama Department of Transportation has 
proposed that the I-20/59 viaduct be reconstructed. As per the ALDOT plan, the new viaduct 
would be widened to 10 lanes. With this expansion the viaduct would be 18 feet away from the 
Sheraton hotel at the BJCC. As proposed, all exits from the elevated portion of the highway 
would be eliminated. 
 
The ALDOT plan eliminates north/south road connections at 17th Street. Further cutting off the 
Fountain Heights neighborhood, the ALDOT plan calls for a new ramp to be constructed on 11th 
Avenue North to connect to I-65.



6

	 	

ALDOT Proposal Implications

Lower Property Values and Limited Redevelopment Potential among Sites within Two 
Blocks of the Viaduct

 
By widening the viaduct and eliminating key access points, the ALDOT plan will further 
compromise the development potential of land adjacent to it. A parcel (or group of parcels that 
function together) was considered under-utilized when land value represents one-third or more 
of the property’s total value.1 There are approximately 50 acres of under-utilized land within two 
blocks of the viaduct. Some of these parcels are vacant, some are parking lots, while others have 
modest improvements. Sixty-five percent of the under-utilized land is tax exempt.

These parcels’ redevelopment potential will continue to be compromised with the reconstruction 
of the viaduct. The viaduct and highway ramps will continue to act as a barrier. Noise and 
pollution from the viaduct will continue to make these parcels unattractive for high value 
development.

1 The blocks bound by Richard Arrington Jr. Boulevard, 22nd Street, 12th Avenue North and 24th Street are assumed to be place holders for 
future BJCC investment. Therefore, these parcels are not categorized as under-utilized in this analysis. The 50 acres of under-utilized property 
excludes these blocks.
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Under-Utilized Property within Two Blocks of the Viaduct and Ramps
Existing Condition

Under-Utilized Acres Property Value

Taxable Property 16.1 $5,895,600

Tax-Exempt Property 33.9 $11,636,700

Total 50.0 $17,532,300

Source: City of Birmingham Property Database; W-ZHA

The under-utilized parcels within two blocks of the viaduct are currently valued at approximately 
$17.5 million. Under-utilized property value may decrease under the ALDOT plan because there 
will be less access and a wider, more imposing viaduct. For purposes of this analysis, however, 
it is assumed that the value of these under-utilized properties remains as it is today. Most of the 
property will likely remain tax exempt and/or develop at a modest scale.

Cultural Institutions Compromised

By widening the viaduct and eliminating key access points, the ALDOT plan will further 
compromise the BJCC, the Birmingham Museum of Art and other cultural anchors. The viaduct 
will continue to generate vibration, noise and dirt pollution. The opportunities for the Museum 
and other cultural anchors to offer outdoor activities and programming will continue to be 
constrained due to the viaduct.

Continued Island-Character of BJCC

The expanded viaduct will continue to be a barrier between the BJCC and the Downtown and, 
as such, the BJCC will continue to function as an island separate from the Downtown. This 
dislocation is a disadvantage for the highly competitive convention business. 

Further Disconnects Northern Neighborhoods

The construction of I-20/59 disconnected the City Center’s northern neighborhoods from the 
Downtown. These neighborhoods have experienced considerable disinvestment. ALDOT’s plan 
to widen the viaduct, close a north/south road connection between the Downtown and the 
northern neighborhoods, and develop a ramp on 11th Avenue North are only going to further 
isolate these neighborhoods from the revitalization occurring in Downtown Birmingham.
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4 |  SIGNATURE CIVIC SPACE AND STREET GRID 
CONCEPT

Development Concept

The signature civic space, boulevard, and street grid concept relocates Interstate 20/59 and 
reclaims valuable City Center land. The development concept introduces a signature civic space 
and a grid street network in what is now viaduct right-of-way. Conceptually, removing the viaduct 
could involve depressing the highway and/or relocating the highway.

As envisioned, the public space will have all the characteristics of great civic spaces. Project for 
Public Spaces summarizes great civic spaces as “… an extension of community...They can be 
anchors for downtowns and communities, acting as focal points for definition and foundations 
for healthy growth.” Like Railroad Park, this signature civic space will offer a place for citizens and 
visitors alike to exercise, participate in an event or simply relax. 
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The civic space will enhance access to this part of Birmingham’s City Center by creating a better 
connection between the City’s Civil Rights Museum, Boutwell Auditorium, the Birmingham 
Museum of Art, the BJCC and nearby neighborhoods. These connections will work for walking, 
biking, driving and transit. This area of Birmingham’s City Center will be transformed into a 
premiere address unlocking investment potential. 

Community Development Implications

Introducing Amenity in an Area that Previously Functioned as a Barrier

The signature civic space and boulevard will create economic, social and environmental value 
to neighboring land uses, the City Center and surrounding neighborhoods. Rather than a barrier 
that separates the BJCC and the northern neighborhoods, the highway right-of-way will be 
converted into an amenity designed to integrate the City Center with the BJCC and the northern 
neighborhoods. Like Railroad Park’s impact on Southside, this signature civic space can have 
a transformative effect on the City Center and Birmingham, as a whole. With the Civil Rights 
District, the Birmingham Museum of Art, the Boutwell Auditorium and BJCC as anchors, there is a 
real opportunity for the civic space to contribute to the vitality of the City Center.

Reestablishing the Grid and Reintegrate Neighborhoods to the North

The Development Concept envisions a street grid that functionally integrates the neighborhoods 
surrounding the civic space. With the extension of north/south and east/west streets, land that 
is currently used to support highway infrastructure is transformed back into City blocks ripe for 
redevelopment. Rather than cutting off the Fountain Heights neighborhood, amenities and the 
street grid will reintegrate the neighborhood into the Downtown area. 

An entire 9-block Gateway East District can be realized with the removal of highway 
infrastructure. Gateway East is a major mixed-use development opportunity that will complement 
the BJCC and support the revitalization of the Carraway Boulevard corridor.

Creating an Opportunity for Mixed-Use Development Which Will Enliven This Part of 
the City Center

Because the I-20/59 viaduct functions as a barrier, the land near the viaduct is not attractive for 
development, particularly residential development. Without the viaduct and with the introduction 
of a civic amenity, there is an opportunity for mixed-use development on what is now under-
utilized City Center land. New mixed-use development, particularly residential mixed-use 
development, will help to create an 18-hour cycle of activity in this part of the City Center.

Enhancing the Functionality of BJCC and the Uptown Entertainment District 

The signature civic space and boulevard will create a high quality “front door” to the convention 
complex and the Uptown Entertainment District. The road improvements will serve to better 
integrate these anchors into the City Center. The redevelopment of nearby under-utilized land 
will support and complement the Uptown Entertainment District making it both a neighborhood 
and visitor destination. The BJCC will be able to offer prospective users a dynamic and uniquely 
Birmingham environment.
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Introducing a Gateway to the City Center

Today there is no Gateway to the City Center because the City Center is accessed via I-20/59. 
With the relocation of I-20/59 there is a unique opportunity to create an attractive Gateway to the 
Center City. Designed properly, the transformation of highway right-of-way to a signature urban 
place will elevate Birmingham’s image and economy.

Economic Development Implications

The Development Concept has a significant impact on real estate development potential, City 
property tax revenues, and spending in the City Center. These implications are summarized 
herein.

Increased Opportunities for Real Estate Development and Increased Value

The new signature civic space and boulevard will create a premier address in this part of Center 
City. There will be opportunities for investment on land that was once highway right-of-way and 
on existing under-utilized properties.

DEVELOPMENT ON RECAPTURED HIGHWAY RIGHT-OF-WAY 

Recaptured Right-of-Way

Reinstating the grid and removing interstate highway ramps will make approximately 50 acres of 
land available for redevelopment. This land is illustrated on the map above with the “BLVD” parcels 
representing parcels abutting the boulevard and “GE” representing Gateway East parcels.
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Approximately 18 acres of the recovered right-of-way land will be in a prime location along the 
boulevard. A portion of these new boulevard parcels will be dedicated to the signature civic space 
linking the Civil Rights Museum to the Birmingham Museum of Art and the Birmingham-Jefferson 
Convention Complex and, ultimately, the new Gateway East neighborhood. Net of park land, 11 
acres of the boulevard parcels would likely be available for development.

Recaptured Right-of-Way
Signature Civic Space and Reinstating the Grid

Acres

Boulevard 17.9

Gateway East 32.0

Total 49.9

Source: Goody Clancy; W-ZHA

The remaining 32 acres recovered from viaduct removal will form an eastern gateway to the 
City Center. This area’s location and proximity to the BJCC makes it well positioned to evolve 
into a new urban mixed-use neighborhood. The Gateway East neighborhood will support the 
Convention Complex with retail and entertainment and will contribute the revitalization of 
Carraway Boulevard corridor.

Development Opportunity

The development opportunity is conceptual and represents a “build-out” condition in the future. 
Because the characteristics of the impacted area will change dramatically without the highway, 
existing zoning was not applied in the analysis.

Development Potential of Reclaimed Land
Signature Civic Space and Reinstating the Grid

Reclaimed ROW Acres FAR 1 Green Space2 Development Potential

Boulevard 17.9 2.0–2.5 37% 991,000–1,239,000

Gateway East 32.0 0.75–1.25 15% 889,000–1,481,000

Total 49.9 0.9–1.3 23% 1,880,000–2,720,000

1. Floor area ratio (FAR) is built space divided by land area.
2. Green space percentage is applied to the land area.

Source: Goody Clancy; W-ZHA

The table above summarizes the development opportunity associated with the land recovered 
from the removal of the interstate highway. Higher density development is assumed along the 
boulevard as it will be prime land accessible to the new green space infrastructure and within 
walking distance to live, work and play environments. A floor area ratio (FAR) of 2.0 to 2.5 
was assumed. This intensity of use is comparable to that of the Station 121 mixed-use project 
immediately south of the train tracks Downtown.
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The Gateway District is assumed to redevelop at a lower floor area ratio of 0.75 to 1.25 was 
assumed to allow for a mix of residential and commercial products. In sum, reclaiming highway 
infrastructure right-of-way unlocks between 1.9 and 2.7 million square feet of development 
potential. 

Reclaimed Right-of-Way Land 
Signature Civic Space and Reinstating the Grid

Office Residential
Retail/Service /
Entertainment Total

SHARE SQ FT SHARE SQ FT SHARE SQ FT SQ FT

Development/
Redevelopment

25% 470,000–
680,000

65% 1,222,000–
1,768,000

10% 188,000–
272,000

1,880,000–
2,720,000

Employees1 1,940–
2,810

Units2 1,110–1,610

1. Assumed an average of 230 gross square feet per employee and a 5 percent vacancy rate.
2. Assumed an average of 1,100 gross square feet per unit.

Source: W-ZHA

 
Assuming a conceptual land use mix of 25% office space, 65% residential and 10% retail, service 
and entertainment, redevelopment translates into between 470,000 and 680,000 square feet of 
office space (1,900 to 2,800 employees),1 between 1,100 and 1,600 dwelling units and between 
190,000 and 272,000 square feet of retail, restaurant and entertainment space. The employees 
and residents occupying this space will contribute additional vitality to this part of the City Center.

Appraised Property Value Implications

At an average appraisal value of $125 per square foot, the development on highway right-of-way 
totals between $235 and $340 million of net new real estate value. The average appraisal value 
of $125 per square foot is comparable to the market value the County ascribes to the Station 
121 project near Railroad Park. All of this value is new to the City because the development takes 
place on what was tax exempt highway right-of-way.

Future Real Estate Value of Reclaimed Land
Signature Civic Space and Reinstating the Grid
2016 Dollars

Reclaimed ROW Development Potential
Avg Value /

Sq Ft Total Value

Boulevard 991,000–1,239,000 $125 $123,875,000–$154,875,000

Gateway East 889,000–1,481,000 $125 $111,125,000–$185,125,000

Total 1,880,000–2,270,000 $125 $235,000,000–$340,000,000

Source: W-ZHA

1 Employee estimate is based on an assumption of 230 gross square feet per employee. NAIOP Commercial Real Estate Development 
Association’s “Trends in Square Feet per Employee”, September 2015 indicates a 2014 average of 192 occupied square feet per employee. The 
192 of occupied square feet was divided by 83 percent to arrive at 230 gross square feet per employee. An office vacancy rate of 5 percent was 
also assumed.
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UNDER-UTILIZED LAND REDEVELOPMENT

Under-Utilized Parcels

Those parcels within one or two blocks of the signature civic space and Gateway East stand to 
benefit the most from the removal of the elevated highway, the enhanced functionality of the 
street grid, renewed visibility and the civic space. Using the Jefferson County’s property records, a 
parcel by parcel analysis revealed those parcels considered ripe for redevelopment.

Development parcels were considered ripe for redevelopment when the parcel’s land value 
exceeded one-third of the parcel’s total value. In addition, those parcels that are owned by the 
City, County, and/or Alabama Power that are either light industrial in use or accommodate low 
density, suburban style buildings were also deemed under-utilized. It was assumed that with a 
new signature civic space, the public sector would likely re-locate these lower value uses to allow 
for higher and better use.

The blocks colored light orange represent under-utilized parcels in the analysis. 
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Under-Utilized Property Ripe for Redevelopment
Signature Civic Space and Reinstating the Grid

Under-Utilized Acres

Parcels on the Boulevard 14.8

Other Parcels Within 2 Blocks of Improvements 35.2

Total Under-Utilized Acres 50.0

Source: W-ZHA

There is a considerable amount of land that is under-utilized within one or two blocks of the civic 
space and the boulevard. There is also under-utilized land north of 11th Avenue North abutting 
what is now highway right-of-way and is envisioned to be Gateway East. In this analysis the 
blocks bound by Richard Arrington Jr. Boulevard, 22nd Street, 12th Avenue North and 24th Street 
are assumed to be redeveloped by BJCC as part of the complex; no new private development is 
assumed on these parcels.
 
A total of 50 acres are currently under-utilized as a result of the highway. These properties will 
become prime redevelopment parcels with the introduction of the signature civic space and new 
road network. 

Development Opportunity

The development opportunity is conceptual and represents a “build-out” condition in the future. 
Because the characteristics of the impacted area will change dramatically without the highway, 
existing zoning was not applied in the analysis.

Development Potential of Under-Utilized Property
Signature Civic Space and Reinstating the Grid

Under-Utilized Property Acres FAR1 Green Space2
Development 

Potential Sq Ft

Parcels on the Boulevard 14.8 2.0–2.5 5% 1,225,000–1,531,000

Other Parcels Within 2 Blocks of 
Improvements

35.2 0.75–1.25 5% 1,092,000–1,819,000

Total 50.0 1.1–1.5 5% 2,317,000–3,350,000

1. Floor area ratio (FAR) is built space divided by land area.
2. Green space percentage is applied to the land area.

Source: W-ZHA

Parcels abutting the signature civic space and boulevard are assumed to develop at a 2.0 to 2.5 
floor area ratio. Those parcels not abutting the boulevard, but within a block of the signature civic 
space and boulevard are assumed to develop at a 0.75 to 1.25 floor area ratio. Under-utilized 
parcels immediately north of reclaimed right-of-way land in Gateway East were also assumed to 
develop at a 0.75 to 1.25 floor area ratio. Given these assumptions, today’s under-utilized property 
has the potential to support between 2.3 and 3.35 million square feet of improvements.
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Conceptual Land Use Mix 
Under-Utilized Property within Two Blocks 
Signature Civic Space and Reinstating the Grid

Office Residential Retail/Service Total
SHARE SQ FT SHARE SQ FT SHARE SQ FT SQ FT

Development/
Redevelopment

25% 579,300–
837,500

65% 1,506,100–
2,177,500

10% 232,000–
335,000

2,317,000–
3,350,000

Employees1 2,390–
3,460

Units2 1,370–
1,980

1. Assumed an average of 230 gross square feet per employee and a 5 percent vacancy rate.
2. Assumed an average of 1,100 gross square feet per unit.

Source: W-ZHA

Assuming a conceptual land use mix of 25% office space, 65% residential and 10% retail, service 
and entertainment, redevelopment of under-utilized land translates into between 579,000 and 
837,000 square feet of office, between 1,300 and 2,000 dwelling units and between 232,000 and 
335,000 square feet of retail, restaurant and entertainment space. 

Appraised Property Value Implications

Real Estate Value of Redeveloping Under-Utilized Property
Signature Civic Space and Reinstating the Grid

Acres Development Potential Avg Value /Sq Ft Total Value

Under-Utilized Property 50.0 2,317,000–3,350,000 $125 $289,625,000–$418,750,000

Source: W-ZHA

At an appraised value of $125 per square foot, the redevelopment of under-utilized land will 
generate between $290 and $419 million in new real estate value for the City.

Net New Real Estate Value of Redeveloping Under-Utilized Property
Signature Civic Space and Reinstating the Grid

Redeveloped Taxable Value $289,625,000–$418,750,000

Less: Existing Taxable Value ($5,895,600–$5,895,600)

Net New Real Estate Value $283,729,000–$412,854,000

Source: W-ZHA

Net of existing taxable property, the City stands to gain from between $283 and $412 million in 
net new real estate value.
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SUMMARY OF DEVELOPMENT AND VALUE IMPLICATIONS

Development Opportunity and Net New Development Value
Signature Civic Space and Reinstating the Grid

Land Area Development Potential Sq Ft Net New Development Value

Recapture and 
Development of ROW Land

49.9 1,880,000–2,270,000 $235,000,000–$340,000,000

Redevelopment of Under-
Utilized Land

50.0 2,317,000–3,350,000 $283,729,000–$412,854,000

Total 99.9 4,197,000–6,070,000 $518,729,000–752,854,000

Source: W-ZHA

Reinstating the grid and creating a signature civic gateway to the Center City has the potential 
to unlock between half a billion and three-quarters of a billion in net new real estate value. This 
development will occur on land that was once highway right-of-way and land that is currently 
under-utilized due to the I-20/59 viaduct. 

Conceptual Land Use Mix 
Reclaimed Right-of-Way and Under-Utilized Land 
Signature Civic Space and Reinstating the Grid

Office Residential
Retail/Service /
Entertainment Total

SHARE SQ FT SHARE SQ FT SHARE SQ FT SQ FT

Development/
Redevelopment

25% 1,049,000– 
1,518,000

65% 2,728,000–
3,946,000

10% 420,000–
607,000

4,197,000–
6,070,000

Employees1 4,330–
6,270

Units2 2,480–
3,590

1. Assumed an average of 230 gross square feet per employee and a 5 percent vacancy rate.
2. Assumed an average of 1,100 gross square feet per unit.

Source: W-ZHA

In total, the conceptual land use mix results in 1.0 to 1.5 million square feet of office, 
approximately 2,500 to 3,600 dwelling units and between 420,000 and 607,000 square feet of 
retail, restaurant and entertainment space. The employees and the residents occupying these 
projects will generate vitality in this part of the City Center. This will benefit neighboring land uses 
and neighborhoods, particularly the northern neighborhoods which will be reintegrated into the 
City Center with the improvements envisioned.
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Increased Property Tax Revenue to the City of Birmingham

Annual Property Tax Implications
Signature Civic Space and Reinstating the Grid

Net New Real Estate Value $518,729,000–$752,854,000

% Taxable 85%

Taxable Real Estate Value $440,919,650–$639,925,900

Assessed Value @ 20% $88,183,930–$150,570,800

Net New Annual Property Tax Revenue $6,393,000–$10,916,000

Net New Property Tax Revenue 10 Years $63,930,000–$109,160,000

Net New Property Tax Revenue 50 Years $319,650,000–$545,800,000

Source: W-ZHA

The City stands to benefit fiscally from net new real estate value. Assuming 85% of the new 
development is taxable, the City has the potential to realize an increase of between $6.4 and 
$10.9 million in property tax revenue per annum. Over 10 years from build-out this amounts to 
between $64 million and $109 million in property tax revenue. 

Increased Sales Tax Revenue to the City of Birmingham

New development will generate new spending in the City Center. New spending and retail sales 
will grow the economy and benefit new and existing City businesses.

Retail Sale Tax Revenue
Signature Civic Space and Reinstating the Grid

ANNUAL CITY SALES TAX

Redevelopment Project Residents1 $1,210,000–$1,752,000

Redevelopment Project Employees $440,000–$637,000

New Retail Generated Sales2 $2,970,000–$6,677,000

Total $4,620,000–$6,677,000

Net New Property Tax Revenue 10 Years $46,200,000–$66,770,000

Net New Property Tax Revenue 50 Years $231,000,000–$333,850,000

1. Assumes an average income of $48,400 per household. Excludes motor vehicle and gas spending
2. Sales at new retail stores are net of resident and employee spending

Source: US Census, American Community Survey 2010–2014; US Consumer Expenditure Survey; International Council 
of Shopping Centers, “Office-Worker Retail Spending in a Digital Age, 2012; US Census, Longitudinal-Employment 
Households Dynamics Program; W-ZHA

At 4% of sales, new development will generate between $4.6 and $6.7 million in City retail sales 
tax proceeds per year. 10 years after build-out this amounts to between $46 and $67 million in 
sales tax revenue. 
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Increased Occupational Tax Revenue to the City of Birmingham

New Employment and Occupational Tax Revenue
Signature Civic Space and Reinstating the Grid

EMPLOYEES AVERAGE WAGE/HR EMPLOYEE INCOME

Office Workers1 4,330–6,270 $29.50 $255,470,000–$369,930,000

Retail, Eating & Drinking, and 
Entertainment Workers2

760–1,100 $13.00 $19,760,000–$28,600,000

Total $275,230,000–$398,530,000

Annual City Occupational Tax @ 1% $2,752,300–$3,985,300

Net New Property Tax Revenue 10 Years $27,523,000–$39,853,000

Net New Property Tax Revenue 50 Years $137,615,000–$199,265,000

1. Office worker wages calculated as an average among the following occupations: management, business/financial 
operations, computer/mathematical, architecture/engineering. life/physical/social science, community/social service, 
legal,education/training/library, arts/design/entertainment/sports/media, healthcare practitioner and support, protective 
service, office administration support.
2. Retail, eating and drinking and entertainment worker wages calculated as an average among the following occupations: 
food preparation/serving, personal care/service, sales and related.

Source: City of Birmingham; Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Occupational Employment and Wages for Birmingham–Hoover, March 2015”; W-ZHA

Applying current wage rates among relevant industries, the employees occupying the office 
space and retail space will generate occupational tax revenues to the City. At build-out, annual 
City occupational tax revenue has the potential to be between $2.75 and $4.0 million per year. 
Ten years after build-out occupational tax revenue from new development will total between 
$27.5 and $40 million.
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5 |  TRANSFORMATIVE INVESTMENT CASE STUDIES

Introduction

Downtown Birmingham is experiencing a building boom with investment contributing the City’s 
economic development. On one hand, the Downtown’s renaissance is being fueled by broad 
demographic, economic and environmental forces that align well with what a city center has 
to offer – density, diversity of land use, and distinctive design. On the other hand, Downtown’s 
revitalization is a product of the community’s vision and transformative investments in the 
Downtown.

In a Brookings article entitled, “Transformative Investments Remaking American Cities for a New 
Century”,1 transformative investments are defined as those that have a catalytic, place-defining 
impact, creating an entirely new logic for portions of the city and a new set of possibilities for 
economic and social interaction. Railroad Park is an example of transformative investment. It shares 
the following transformative investment characteristics as defined in the article:

• On the economic front, transformative investments uncover the hidden value in part of the city, 
creating markets in places where markets either did not exist or were only partially realized,

• On the fiscal front, transformative investments dramatically enhance the fiscal capacity of the 
local governments, generating revenues through the rise of property values, the growth in city 
populations, and the expansion of economic activity.

• On the cognitive front, transformative investments redefine the identity and image of the city. 
They effectively “re-map” previously forgotten or ignored places by residents, visitors and 
workers. They create nodes of new activities and new places for people to congregate.

• On the environmental front, transformative investments enable cities to achieve their “green” 
potential by cleaning up the environmental residue from prior industrial uses or urban renewal 
efforts, by enabling repopulation at greater densities.

• On the social front, transformative investments have the potential, while not always realized, to 
alter the opportunity structure for low-income residents.

Removing the I-20/59 viaduct represents such an opportunity for transformative investment. 

The following case studies illuminate how Birmingham, Dallas, and Atlanta have made 
transformative investments. These investments took what was an economic development liability 
and through strategic, public/private investment, transformed the area into catalyst for economic 
development.

1 Brookings Institute, “Transformative Investments: Remaking American Cities for a New Century”, by Bruce Katz and Julie Wagner, June 1, 2008



20

	 	

The Challenge

“’ We know there was a great divide between the southern part of our downtown area 

and the northern part, with that no-man’s land of warehouses,’ [Former Birmingham] 

Mayor William Bell said. ‘We wanted to find a way to bridge that gap, to bring people 

closer together.’”1

Formerly known as the “Pittsburgh of the South”, Birmingham, AL has a rich industrial and 
rail history. Rail lines bisect Birmingham’s City Center. In the past the rail line represented 
a political “fault line” separating the mostly white neighborhoods to the south with the 
mostly African-American neighborhoods to the north. The rail corridor with its rail sidings 
and old warehouses also functioned as a barrier between the Central Business District and 
the University of Alabama Birmingham. 

The abandoned brownfield sites abutting the railroad tracks created a negative image 
of downtown Birmingham. Downtown was perceived by many Birmingham resident 
as unsafe and an undesirable location. As such, the brownfield area around the tracks 
compromised the City Center’s development potential.

The Transformation

Opened in 2010, Railroad 
Park is a signature 19-acre, 
urban park on what was 
once industrial brownfield 
land adjacent to the rail 
tracks. The park is located 
downtown between 
14th and 18th Streets 
and between 1st Avenue 
South and Morris Avenue. 
Twenty years in the making, 
Railroad Park honors the 
City’s industrial heritage, 
while providing a valuable 
community space in the 
city center that promotes the concepts of sustainability and health. Railroad Park is the 
urban node in a grander greenway system that links to the Sloss Furnaces, a national 
historic landmark.

1 AL.com, “Railroad Park Turns 5: How It Reignited Civic Pride, Inspired Development and Transformed a District”, September 20, 2015.
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The Park has successfully 
reconnected fragmented parts of 
the Downtown while celebrating 
an active rail line. Trains pass 
through the Downtown at slow 
speed animating the Railroad Park 
experience. 

Since opening, Railroad Park 
has changed the Downtown’s 
image and physical character. 
In 2014, more than 600,000 
people participated in Railroad 
Park activities. The park provides 
an historically rich venue for 
local recreation, family activities, 
concerts and cultural events.
 

What was once vacant brownfield land is now Birmingham’s crown jewel often referred to 
as Birmingham’s “living room”. Railroad Park has won the following awards:

• 2014 Urban Beautification Award by the American Horticultural Society

• Open Space Award by the Urban Land Institute

• People’s Choice Best New Park by the Daily Green

• Top 10 Park by the Atlantic Cities

• Phoenix Award by travel writers

The following paragraphs associated with the Park’s implementation are from Alabama’s 
Society of Landscape Architects 2011 Honor Award for Railroad Park:

The City of Birmingham owned and/or acquired with grant assistance the property 
needed for the park. The City hired the landscape architecture / master planning firm 
for the Railroad Reservation Corridor to lead the design of the park in 2006. During this 
time, the city entered into an operations and management agreement with the Railroad 
Park Foundation. The design evolved from close coordination from the owner (the City) 
and the management entity (Railroad Park Foundation) and over 30 different stakeholder 
meetings with downtown business owners, developers, residents, students, musical and 
theatrical groups, historians, and museum / art curators.

CASE STUDY | RAILROAD PARK
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Railroad Park cost $22.5 million to develop. Over 20 years public/private commitment 
and cooperation were necessary to make Railroad Park happen. The sources of funding 
for Railroad Park were the City of Birmingham, Jefferson County, a federal grant and local 
fundraising. Local fundraising efforts were spearheaded by the Community Foundation of 
Greater Birmingham and the Railroad Park Foundation.

The City of Birmingham owns Railroad Park. The Railroad Park Foundation manages the 
Park.

The Impacts

Economic Impacts

• The investment in Railroad Park was a 
contributing factor to the owners of 
the Birmingham Barons AA baseball 
team to consider a downtown 
location. In 2013, Region’s Field 
opened adjacent to Railroad Park. 
The $64 million, 8,550-seat ballpark 
has contributed to the vitality of 
downtown. According to its owner, its 
performance has far exceeded initial 
expectations. The ballpark hosted a 
million fans within 2 and a half years 
of opening. 

• As of 2016, there has been an 
estimated $400 million in public 
and private investment in the City 
Center near Railroad Park. These 
investments include mixed-use 
projects, apartments, offices, cultural 
and entertainment investments.

CASE STUDY | RAILROAD PARK

Railroad Park Impact

Project
Investment 
(millions)

Region’s Field $64

Lyric Theater $7

Railroad Square $4

20 Midtown/Publix $100

Flats on Fourth 
UNDER CONSTRUCTION

$15

The Stockyard $5

Good People Brewing Company 
Expansion

$0.6

LIV Parkside $30

Venue at the Ballpark $35

Empire Hotel Bldg & Fairfield 
UNDER CONSTRUCTION

$45

Thomas Jefferson Tower 
PLANNED

$23

Pizitz Building 
UNDER CONSTRUCTION

$66

Baker’s Row $2

Powell Avenue Steam Plant NA

Rotary Trail $4

Grand Total ~$400

Source: W-ZHA
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• Property values on 
properties surrounding 
Railroad Park have 
increased dramatically (as 
depicted on the map). 

• In 2015, Railroad Park was 
the top tourist attraction 
in the Birmingham 
Metropolitan Area 
according to the Alabama 
Tourist Department 
as reported by the 
Birmingham Business 
Journal.2

 

Community Impacts

“’ Railroad Park was the game changer,’ Spratling [Railroad Park Foundation’s Executive 

Director] said. ‘We knew development would come. The civic pride piece that has just 

erupted since 2010…I hadn’t counted on that. I think Railroad Park started it, or at least 

gave it a really good shot in the arm, but its more than Railroad Park. It’s like people are 

all fired-up about Birmingham again.’”3

• Railroad Park is frequently cited as proof that the Birmingham community can achieve 
great things. The Park is a point of pride for the Birmingham region. In a New York Times 
article Railroad Park is cited as the impetus for Birmingham residents and businesses to 
reconsider Downtown as a place to visit, do business and reside.4

• In a survey conducted of millennials in 2014, the Birmingham Business Journal states 
that Railroad Park has made it easier for Birmingham to recruit millennials to Downtown. 
Railroad Park was one of the most heavily cited factors that millennials loved about 
Birmingham.

• Railroad Park’s awards and publicity (like the New York Times article and an article in 
Governing Magazine) have generated regional and national press attention to Birmingham. 
This recognition not only fuels community pride, but it supports economic development.

• According to a report from AL.com, in the first five years, Railroad Park’s attendance 
totaled 2.7 million.5 

2 Birmingham Business Journal, “Top of the List: Bham’s Most Popular Tourist Attractions”, May 25, 2016.
3 AL.com, “Railroad Park Turns 5: How It Reignited Civic Pride, Inspired Development and Transformed a District”, September 20, 2015.
4 New York Times, “A Return to Downtown Birmingham”, August 6, 2013.
5 Al.com, “5 Years of Railroad Park: How Many have Visited? How Much Has Been Invested”, September 21, 2015.

CASE STUDY | RAILROAD PARK

Source: Jefferson County as published by the Birmingham Business Journal, 
October 31, 2014.
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The Challenge

Woodall Rogers Freeway was built in 1983 to 
connect Downtown Dallas to the interstate 
system. The Woodall Rogers Freeway is a 
recessed 8-lane highway. The Freeway 
functioned as a chasm that separated 
Dallas’ vibrant Uptown neighborhood 
with the downtown and Arts District.
 

The Transformation

Klyde Warren Park is a 5.3 acre park that was 
developed on top of the Freeway in order 
to bridge the energy of Uptown Dallas with 
downtown. The park was envisioned as a catalyst 
for the ongoing transformation of downtown Dallas 
by bringing quality of life and foot traffic to the area and, in 
turn, increasing demand for surrounding properties. Klyde Warren Park was completed in 
October of 2012. 

 
Klyde Warren Park 
incorporates a variety of 
venues and amenities 
including a performance 
pavilion, a restaurant, a dog 
park, a children’s park, a 
great lawn, shaded walking 
paths, water features, 
free wifi and a reading 
and games area. It has 
become Dallas’ signature 
urban greenspace. With its 
weight, the fact that it was 
constructed over an active 
highway, and seamless 

integration into the street grid (no steps), Klyde Warren Park represents an engineering 
and construction feat.
 
The $110 million project was funded through a public private partnership. Public support 
included $20 million in City of Dallas bonds, $20 million in state highway funds, and $16.7 
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million in federal stimulus money. The balance of the funding was raised by the Woodall 
Rogers Park Foundation.

Klyde Warren Park is owned by the City of Dallas and privately operated and managed by 
the Woodall Rogers Foundation. Formed in 2004, the Woodall Park Foundation was an early 
advocate for the deck park concept. The Foundation is committed to bringing best practices 
to the park’s operations, programming and maintenance. 

Impacts1 

Economic Development

“ ’I don’t think anyone could have predicted the impact that this 5-acre park would have,’ 

says Phil Puckett, Executive Vice President of CBRE, who pulled the lease rate data 

together. ‘Having worked in the downtown and Uptown markets for 25 years, I have 

never seen anything like it. Klyde Warren Park has become an epicenter.’”

• Including construction, the Woodall Rogers Park Foundation Chairman estimates that the 
park has created more than $1 billion in economic value.2 

• With the development of the park, adjacent properties went from having the worst views 
to having Class A views, which greatly increased the value of adjacent properties.

1 Unless otherwise noted, the impact information is from an article in D CEO, a North Texas business magazine. D CEO Magazine, “Green 
Space: How Klyde Warren Park has Driven Up Commercial Real Estate Values in Uptown and Downtown Dallas”, by Christine Perez, 
September 15, 2015.

2 The Dallas Business Journal, “Klyde Warren Park and Perot Museum Tie for Community Impact Deal of the Year”, April 26, 2013.

CASE STUDY | KLYDE WARREN PARK
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• Between late 2012 and the fall of 2015, rents at the Trammell Crow Center in the Arts 
District increased by 25%. 

• To the north of the park, rents at 2000 and 2100 McKinney have increased by 56% and 
64%, respectively.

• Numerous buildings are under-construction and/or planned around the park including a 
12-story project by KDC and Invesco, a 23-story property by Lincoln Property Co. and the 
Park District, a 916,000 square foot mixed-use project with a plaza designed by the Klyde 
Warren Park designer.

• The multi-family market is on fire in the Uptown and downtown.

• The park has reportedly contributed to attendance at the Crow Museum growing 
fourfold.3 

Community Development

“ ‘Beyond the economic impact, the urban park has pushed a unique characteristic of the 

region to the fore’, Crawford [CEO of Downtown Dallas, Inc.] says. He calls it the city’s 

“x factor”. Dallas is well known for tackling the impossible he says: ‘Klyde Warren Park is 

another example that shows if we really want to do something, we can get it done.’”

• The trees and plants in the park have reduced the urban heat island effect and have 
helped to absorb freeway noise and dirty air.

• Noise levels dropped from decibels in the high 80s and low 90s, to 60 decibels with the 
park.

• Local residents have come from the suburbs to experience the Park, which has helped the 
region to rediscover Uptown, the Dallas Arts District and downtown.

• The Park is an added amenity for conventioneers at the nearby OMNI Dallas which is a 
benefit to both the convention business and the hotel business.

• Klyde Warren Park has received national recognition as it won the 2014 Urban Land 
Institute’s Open Space Award. This award recognizes “public spaces that have socially and 
economically enriched and revitalized their communities.”

3 Ibid

CASE STUDY | KLYDE WARREN PARK
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The Challenge

“ In its current state the Connector (I-75/85] creates a decidedly negative environment 

for the City of Atlanta, damaging bother the visitor’s opinion of the City and its urban 

fabric. This in turn affects connectivity, transit ridership, tourism, and ultimately tax 

revenue and jobs in the urban core.”—I-75/85 Atlanta Connector Transportation Plan 

For over 50 years, I-75/85, a 
16-lane highway, separated 
Georgia Tech University from 
the Midtown neighborhood 
of Atlanta. The narrow, auto-
oriented 5th Street bridge over 
the Interstate was not pedestrian 
safe or friendly. The separation 
caused by the Interstate 
contributed to a steady decay 
of the 5th Street area, creating 
problems for the community 
and the University. Georgia 
Tech’s vision for its future was 

to “create a technology university of the 21st century”. The ability to realize this vision was 
compromised by the conditions created by the Interstate.

The Transformation

Georgia Tech University made the decision to develop Technology Square on the other 
side of the 5th Street bridge in, what was then, economically depressed Midtown. The 
$150 million, eight building complex 
encompasses five city blocks. The 1.4 
million square foot project contains 
academic buildings, retail and a hotel 
conference facility. The project opened in 
2003.

In concert with the Technology Square 
commitment, the Centergy project was 
developed. Centergy encompasses eight 
acres of adjacent land and includes Class 
A office space, residential uses, and 

 CASE STUDY 
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research space. Centergy serves as a gateway linking Georgia Tech to the Midtown business 
and residential district.

Recognizing that the 5th Street Bridge would have to be transformed for the Technology 
Square and Centergy projects to be successful, a study panel consisting of representatives 
from Technology Square, Centergy, the City, Midtown Atlanta, the State and the Department 
of Transportation was convened to consider options for the bridge. The decision was 
made to triple the size of the bridge, incorporate 
greenspace and pedestrian, bicycle and transit 
amenities. The bridge was to integrate the University 
campus with Technology Square and Midtown.
 
The 5th Street bridge was transformed into a 
signature urban space. The bridge contains 
approximately three-quarters of an acre of green 
space with 25 foot sidewalks that match the sidewalks 
on either end of the bridge. Planters, benches, 
decorative lighting and a trellis to shade a trolley stop 
adorn the bridge. Bridge walls and planters are high 
enough that they obstruct the view and mitigate the 
noise of the highway. 

The 5th Street Bridge opened in late 2006. The bridge 
cost $10.13 million and was funded by the State.

Impacts

Economic Development

• The 5th Street Bridge was central to the success of the $150 million Technology Square 
project and the Centergy project. The 5th Street Bridge successfully mitigated the highway 
barrier by creating a dynamic urban connection between the University and Midtown.

• Technology Square Phase II, the High Performance Computing Center (700,000 square 
feet, $350+ million) is under-construction.

• According to the Midtown Alliance there are 16 apartment, office and retail projects 
currently under consideration by the development review committee. These projects total 
more than $1.6 billion in investment.
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Community Development

• Technology Square, Centergy and the 5th Street Bridge have contributed to the Midtown 
neighborhood evolving into the second largest business development district in Atlanta.

• The I-75/85 Atlanta 
Connector Transformation 
Project is a collaborative 
effort between the City of 
Atlanta, Georgia Department 
of Transportation, Downtown 
and Midtown to improve the 
experience of I-75/85 and 
the properties surrounding 
it. In 2011, an Atlanta 
Connector Transformation 
Vision was completed which 
provides a comprehensive 
corridor-wide vision for 
the highway itself and adjacent properties. The Vision document states, “We see the 
transformation of the Connector as a catalyst that will change the perception of the 
freeway, and in return, the urban character of adjacent properties, neighborhoods, and the 
City as a whole.” The 5th Street Bridge transformation was a major catalyst for this effort.
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5 |  CONCLUSIONS

This analysis concludes that the ALDOT plan will depress the value and the development potential 
of properties near the viaduct. The ALDOT plan will compromise the potential of the anchors 
abutting it, like the Birmingham Museum of Art and the Birmingham-Jefferson Convention 
Complex. A widened viaduct will only further disconnect the Birmingham-Jefferson Convention 
Complex from Downtown businesses and activities. With street closures and the 11th Avenue 
North ramp, the ALDOT plan will further isolate and disconnect the northern neighborhoods.

This analysis concludes that there are significant community development and economic 
development benefits associated with removing the viaduct (either by depressing or relocating 
I-20/59). From a community development perspective, the development concept introduces 
a signature amenity and high value development parcels into an under-developed area of the 
City Center. The development concept reestablishes a street grid to reintegrate neighborhoods 
to the north. The signature civic space and associated high value, mixed-use redevelopment 
will generate activity that complements and enhances the BJCC and the Uptown Entertainment 
District. It will also function as an attractive gateway to Birmingham’s City Center.

Development Opportunity and Net New Development Value
Signature Civic Space and Reinstating the Grid

Land Area Development Potential Sq Ft Net New Development Value

Recapture and Development 
of ROW Land

49.9 1,880,000–2,720,000 $235,000,000–$340,000,000

Redevelopment of 
Under-Utilized Land

50.0 2,317,000–3,350,000 $283,729,000–$412,854,000

Total 99.9 4,197,000–6,070,000 $518,729,000–$752,854,000

Source: W-ZHA

Unlocking the redevelopment potential of highway right-of-way and under-utilized land 
represents a 4 to 6 million square foot development opportunity. This translates into an additional 
half a billion dollar or more in development value.
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Conceptual Land Use Mix 
Reclaimed Right-of-Way and Under-Utilized Land 
Signature Civic Space and Reinstating the Grid

Office Residential
Retail/Service /
Entertainment Total

SHARE SQ FT SHARE SQ FT SHARE SQ FT SQ FT

Development/
Redevelopment

25% 1,049,000– 
1,518,000

65% 2,728,000–
3,946,000

10% 420,000–
607,000

4,197,000–
6,070,000

Employees1 4,330–
6,270

Units2 2,480–
3,590

1. Assumed an average of 230 gross square feet per employee and a 5 percent vacancy rate.
2. Assumed an average of 1,100 gross square feet per unit.

Source: W-ZHA

Assuming a conceptual land use mix of 25% office space, 65% residential and 10% retail, service 
and entertainment, redevelopment translates into 1 to 1.5 million square feet of office with 4,000 
to 6,000 employees, between 2,500 and 3,600 dwelling units and between 400,000 and 600,000 
square feet of retail, restaurant and entertainment space. 

City Tax Revenue Impacts as Build-Out
Reclaimed Right-of-Way and Under-Utilized Land Only (No Spin-Off or Multiplier Effects)
2016 Dollars

10-Year Period 50-Year Period

Net New Property Tax $63,930,000–$109,160,000 $319,650,000–545,800,000

City Sales Tax from Resident and 
Employee Spending

$16,500,000–$23,890,000 $82,5000,000–$119,450,000

City Sales Tax from New Retail 
(Net of Resident/Employee Spending)

$29,700,000–$42,880,000 $148,500,000–$214,400,000

City Sales Tax Revenue $46,200,000–$66,770,000 $231,000,000–$333,850,000

Occupational Tax from New Office 
& Retail Employees

$27,523,000–$39,853,000 $137,615,000–$199,265,000

Total City Tax Revenue $137,653,000–$215,783,000 $688,265,000–$1,078,915,000

Source: W-ZHA

The new residents and employees in new development projects will generate between $137.7 and 
$215.8 million in tax revenue over a 10-year period from build-out.

Today Birmingham has a unique opportunity to remove the viaduct and transform this part of the 
Central City. Recessing the highway in place with quality at-grade crossings and/or re-routing the 
highway could have a catalytic impact on Birmingham. As seen in the case studies, such a move 
could create an entirely new realm of social and economic possibility for this part of the Center 
City.


