Leeds Downtown Master Plan
An Addendum to the City of Leeds Master Plan 2012

Adopted by the Leeds Planning & Zoning Commission on August 13, 2015

This document is a comprehensive redevelopment strategy designed specifically for the
downtown redevelopment district of Leeds, Alabama, prepared in accordance with and
fulfillment of the Downtown Strategies section (pages 57-59) of the City’s existing City Of
Leeds Master Plan 2012. Thus, this Plan is published as an addendum to that existing Master
Plan, and serves as the basis for development, implementation and administration of the new
form-based code proposed therein to ultimately supersede the standard zoning regulations
previously enforced in the district.

However, notwithstanding its inclusion as a supplementary part of the 2012 Master Plan, the
Leeds Downtown Master Plan shall stand equally as a governing document in its own right,
having been the basis for development of the City of Leeds’ own SmartCode and being
referenced throughout said Code as containing the guiding principles for the new SmartCode’s
administration. As such, this Downtown Master Plan shall be considered separable from the
2012 Master Plan with respect to any subsequent updates or amendments to either; with respect
to any errors, omissions or discrepancies found in either; and, with respect to any instance where
conflict may be believed to exist between the two, the Downtown Master Plan shall take
precedence.

Furthermore, there are certain provisions contained in the body of this Downtown Master Plan
that pertain specifically to a defined geographic area within the larger downtown redevelopment
district, and which may not apply to other parts of the district. At such time as specific planning
parameters are developed to address the unique characteristics of other areas with the downtown
redevelopment district, they too shall be incorporated into this Plan, where they will be
distinguished by the geographic area to which they pertain.

Leeds Downtown Master Plan 2015 Addendum to the City of Leeds Master Plan 2012



Leeds Downtown Master Plan

Table Of Contents
Page
Section 1 —Purpose Of ThePlan . .......... ... i 81
Section 2 — Development Process Behind ThePlan........................... 81
Section3-TheRoleOf ThePlan . ....... ... .. . e 83
Section 4 — Form-Based Codes InGeneral ............ .. ... .. . i 84
Section 5 — The Role Of The Redevelopment Authority . ...................... 85
SeCtioN 6 — LOQIStICS . . ..ottt 86
Section 7 —Core Values . . .. ..o 88
#1 — Promote A Vibrant Downtown . .. ... 89
#2 — Build Community Spirit & Civic Engagement . .. ............... 90
#3 —Upgrade Infrastructure . . ... 92
#4 —Enhance Quality Of Life . .......... .. 94
#5 — Intensify Economic Development Opportunities. . ............... 96
#6 — Maintain Financial Stability . .. .......... ... .. ... ... . 98
Section 8 — Develop And Integrate A Form-Based Code . .. ..................... 98
Section 9 — Implement, Monitor, Modify, Maintain . ........................... 101
Appendices
A — List Of Jurisdictions With Form-Based Codes . . . ............ ... ....... 104
B — Example Of Using Multiple Form-Based Codes . . ...................... 136
C —Small Business Saturday . .. ..ot 137
D — 4 Ways To Manage Downtown Parking . .. .............. .. ...t 139
E — 8 Steps To A Vibrant Downtown:
A Primer For Association Work and Citizen Involvement Programs . . . . . 143
F—BigBox Antithesis . .. ... 147
G — Downtown Restaurants: The Cornerstones For Strong Entertainment And
Hospitality Niches And A Vibrant Central Social District............. 149
H — Restaurant Checklist For Entities Outside Of The City . ................. 169
| — Art Windows, Realtor Training and Tour Of Empty Buildings Programs . ... 173
J—The Economic Case For Local Currency . ..., 180
K — SmartCode Introductionand Overview . . ............ ..., 184
L — Updated Area Boundaries and Initial Downtown Regulating Plan. . . ... ... .. 191
ADOPTED 4/19/2016

Leeds Downtown Master Plan 2015 Addendum to the City of Leeds Master Plan 2012



Leeds Downtown Master Plan

Section 1 — Purpose of the Plan

Generally speaking, it is the intent of this Plan to promote the overall economic stability of the
City; and more specifically, to promote the economic stability of the downtown itself. The Plan
seeks to defragment certain land use types and return to the traditional mixed-use neighborhood
development style: a “revival” of sorts for Leeds, starting in the downtown.

It is therefore a key objective of this Plan to make downtown Leeds a destination in and of itself,
not just a place to drive through to get somewhere else (as certain traffic studies seem to show to
be the case). And even more importantly, to make the downtown a destination for its own
residents: incentive for folks to stay local — stay “home” — by giving them most everything they
need or want right here.

This Master Plan will guide growth in the downtown district over the coming years by providing
an exciting vision with clear and concise rules for future development, and seek to continue the
downtown's revitalization as a walkable, lively, and successful activity center. The idea is to
create a downtown which is beautiful and unique; a great place to live, work, and play; and a
place which celebrates its history while building an exciting future.

Thus, this Plan is to be considered a blueprint to guide infill development and redevelopment,
intended to assist the city with coordinating both public and private development efforts in the
downtown area. And as the planning program continues to provide guidance for preservation and
growth in the coming years, there will be specific (or sub-area) plans to give guidance on a more
focused level by providing a means to:

« identify, preserve, and build on the positive qualities of different places;

e acknowledge and identify solutions for existing problems; and

e setgoals and priorities that will shape the future of the area (and each subarea) in the

years to come.

For the immediate task at hand, this Plan will specifically seek to capitalize on the historic charm
of the City's “main street”, bring new retail and offices, and create new residential neighborhoods
in the downtown district.

Section 2 — Development Process Behind the Plan (EXCERPTYS)

This project started in May of 2014, with a lot-by-lot land use survey and assessment of other
existing conditions affecting development in the area. Through several meetings with the
Planning & Zoning Commission and the Leeds Redevelopment Authority, a scope of work was
established that included the priority of involving local property owners, residents and tenants —
and anyone else who could potentially be affected — as much as possible in the planning and
implementation process (this in addition to the interests of municipal officials and boards).
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After several more working meetings with the Planning & Zoning Commission, the
Redevelopment Authority, other regulatory agencies exercising authority over the various
aspects of development within the City, and local property owners, businesses and tenants, a
major push for public input and participation was launched in June of 2015. Because the City
recognizes the importance of having the people that will be most affected by this project actively
involved, every effort has been made to keep its citizens and property owners informed about
this project all along the way — and to provide as many opportunities as possible for folks to have
input into the process. To that end, a second stakeholder meeting was proposed by downtown
property owners to further publicize the Plan to affected property owners; to further solidify the
concept for this Plan; and to explain the anticipated new form-based zoning code that will be
developed to implement the Plan. (Explained in more detail later, this new type of code will
make it easier to accomplish the goals of the master plan, and thus be of more utility in helping
the downtown become the kind of destination the City knows it can be.)

The public element of this project cannot be overemphasized. The City’s board members
wholeheartedly agreed with the downtown property and business owners that there first had to be
an educational component for the community — speaking to the questions of “what, why and
how”. The consensus was that no plan, however innovative it might be, could succeed without
the support and active participation of the local stakeholders. And for that, there must be an
understanding and acceptance of the plan by those whom it will govern. So again, every effort
has been made by the boards to get input from Leeds citizens throughout this program — and the
visualizations, plans, and recommendations found in the Downtown Plan are the result of not
only the work of those boards and city staff, but also of the public input from Leeds residents,
business owners, property owners and community leaders. These folks came together to develop
a vision for Leeds’ downtown, and for Leeds’ future as a whole: they came together to re-
imagine this established community.

Section 4 — Form-Based Codes In General

The original intent of this project was to ultimately accomplish the proposed redevelopment
through the adoption and implementation of a form-based zoning code that will supersede, or
replace, the existing zoning regulations of the City in the downtown area. Developers are
actively using these codes for new projects and rehabbing existing buildings all across the
country.! This is a cutting-edge zoning policy that encourages mixed-use development in places
that are trying to create a walkable, lively “Main Street” atmosphere that includes plazas, retail
shops, sidewalk cafes, a canopy of street trees and a variety of housing.

There are many benefits to a form-based code that don’t come with traditional codes, such as
more economical ways of sharing parking; being able to address the design of the development
(through context-sensitive design standards) as much as the use of the property; and — perhaps

! Appendix A lists jurisdictions using form based codes for various purposes, the nature of their program, etc., and
tabulates the number (494) and size of those jurisdictions.
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most importantly — allowing a variety of different uses (e.g., the ability for a landlord to change
tenants) without having to be rezoned.

The detail of the code’s development is explained in Section 9. But suffice it to say here that,
rather than being focused primarily on land use (or what kind of activities take place within the
buildings), the new code’s foremost concern is with the form of buildings, how they address the
street, and how they shape public spaces. The new regulations will be set up to ensure that wide
sidewalks are lined with storefronts, stoops, and porches rather than blank walls and parking.
Architecture will fit in with the existing character of the area and build on the area’s strengths.

The initial new form-based code will be created to apply specifically to the downtown core, the
goal being to create a more vibrant and dense downtown with an improved pedestrian experience
and a greater mix of uses. Supplemented by this Plan, the code will include all the standards,
guidelines and procedures applicable to land use and development in the area immediately
surrounding historic downtown Leeds.

The intent of the new code is to not only update and modernize the zoning ordinance itself,
but also to create regulations that reinforce the community's desires as expressed in the
Plan to promote sustainable development practices and Smart Growth principles. It allows
for more compact development, and has been written to support local businesses and
development interests in Leeds. As a result, review procedures and processes will be
streamlined and improved as much as possible; a new zone change process will be
implemented; unnecessary and contradictory standards will be removed; and more
opportunities for creative development that is consistent with the Plan’s Core Values will
be facilitated.

In essence, the new code is to be more permissive — telling developers, “Bring us your ideas and
let us see how and where we can help make it happen” — than prescriptive: “This is the way you
have to do it”.

Ultimately, the idea is to develop context-based design codes for specific zones throughout the
Downtown Redevelopment District — and potentially extending into other areas of the City later
on -- incorporating this form-based, design-oriented approach through the development of
building and site planning design prototypes that provide developers and the City with key
guidelines to ensure development meets the needs of Leeds. In a sense, this is creating overlay
zones that allow for increased density and mixed-use buildings that respond to and enhance
existing neighborhood contexts, and does so in an appropriate and responsible way that enhances
neighborhood character and walkability.

But a word of qualification:

Montgomery, Alabama also implemented SmartCode in the struggling low-income Fairview
Avenue district. It has not had the same positive impact. Form-based codes are great to shape
development when there is demand, but they don't create demand any more than any kind of
land regulation. That is why this Plan is such a crucial component of this project: it will be up to
the policies, procedures, operations and efforts that will proceed forth from out of the Master
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Plan to create the demand for new places of business and residency in the downtown area. And
that means it will be as much the effort of the citizens of Leeds as it will be of the City itself.

Section 7 — Core Values

This is the heart — the sum and substance — of the Downtown Master Plan: a set of key elements,
vetted through an expansive public review process, that will ultimately guide all public policy
and private development taking place in the downtown redevelopment district hereafter. These
“values” are meant not so much as constituting specific goals and objectives (as is typically seen
in most plans), but rather as representing what kinds of things are important to ensuring the
success of the downtown — such that, simply through the promotion and pursuit of these things,
the redevelopment and revitalization of the downtown district will virtually take care of itself.

These core values also serve as the criteria for evaluating whether or not a particular business,
project, plan or idea would be a good “fit” for the immediate area — or if it would be better
located somewhere else within the downtown redevelopment district. The extent to which one or
more of the core values are promoted (or not); the potential positive (or negative) effects on
adjoining and nearby properties and businesses; and any possible physical impacts are all key
components of such an evaluation.

Here is also where the plan will become more area-specific, though at the same time still putting
forth global parameters that can be applied in at least some small measure throughout the entire
district. Neither would it be unreasonable to find the core values for one sub-area to differ
somewhat from those of another. Thus, proceeding from the Logistics assertion of Section 6, the
initial set of core values set forth herein will primarily have the historic downtown-to-Lehigh
area in mind:

Promote a Vibrant Downtown

Build Community Spirit & Civic Engagement
Upgrade Infrastructure

Enhance Quality of Life

Intensify Economic Development Opportunities
Maintain Financial Stability

Finally, unlike the traditional “goals and objectives” approach to planning, the “value” format
opens endless possibilities as to what things, exactly, can be utilized or allowed as a means to
achieve the stated end. The Plan itself will list a number of things that could help promote the
downtown, but it could never be an all-inclusive list. Nor should it be. Formatting the plan using
the “value approach” leaves the door open for approval of any proposal — from any proposer —
finding a favorable evaluation against the Plan using the Core Value criteria as set forth above.
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