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Taking
Downtown
Up a Notch
The new Ithaca Commons will feature an
updated open urban space in the city.
by Evan D. Williams, Ithaca Commons
Community contributor

O

n April 8, 2012, the staff of the Downtown
Ithaca Alliance joined local, state and
federal government officials, the DixieKats
jazz band, and a crew of second-graders armed with
confetti cannons to celebrate the beginning of the
Ithaca Commons rebuild project.

Branded with the tagline “Growing It, Building It, Loving It,”
the $12 million municipal project will furnish the city’s central
pedestrian mall with more energy-efficient underground utilities
as well as a brand new surface design.
“It’s one of America’s last remaining pedestrian malls,” said
Gary Ferguson, Executive Director of the Downtown Ithaca
Alliance. “While hundreds of pedestrian malls have been reopened as streets, the Ithaca community was loud and clear:
They wanted their world-famous pedestrian mall to remain and
be rebuilt. And so it is.”
In July 2009, the City of Ithaca began working with Sasaki
Associates, a Boston-based design firm, to begin the process
of planning for upgrades to the Commons. Civil engineering firms were also brought in to evaluate the condition of the
underground utilities. The engineers confirmed that much of
the Commons needed to be demolished and rebuilt in order to
complete essential repairs. Likewise, an independent arborist recommended that nearly all of the trees be removed and
replaced with specimens more suited to the urban environment.
Conceptual design options for this project were presented to the
community in October 2009 and after much careful consideration of public feedback, a complete design was selected in
September 2012. Along with Sasaki Associates, downtown
Ithaca-based architectural firms Trowbridge Wolf Michaels,
LaBella, and HOLT were contracted to finalize the plan.
The new Commons design is a significant departure from
the original plan devised in 1974. Greatly influenced by the
layout of the successful pedestrian malls in Burlington, Vt., and
Boulder, Colo., the new Commons will have a much more open
and spacious feel. Rather than having two narrow pedestrian
corridors on either side of a central strip containing benches,
pavilions and other dense, fixed structures, the entire center of
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Pictured above is a ribbon-cutting ceremony at Oliver’s. To stay updated
with the progress of the Commons project, visit downtownithaca.com or
the team’s blog at ithacacommons.wordpress.com.
Photo courtesy of Evan D. Williams

the Commons will be opened up, allowing for uninterrupted
sightlines and foot traffic. Permanent and moveable seating
areas and other amenities will run along each side of that open
central strip and newly paved walkways will border the storefronts. The entire pedestrian area will be amply illuminated at
night by catenary lights running overhead.
Some elements of the new design, however, will be familiar,
like the predominance of greenery. The new layout is acutely
influenced by the area’s natural splendor and will feature three
dozen beautiful trees plus numerous flowering plantings and
a water feature that calls to mind the region’s waterfalls and
gorges. The plan will also feature an updated Bernie Milton
Pavilion, which will be situated at the end of bank alley. The
pavilion will have a sleek new look and improved technical
features to better accommodate the wide variety of live music
and dance performances that the community enjoys throughout
the year.
The Commons rebuild project is now well underway. Demolition activity has been in progress since the middle of April

and will continue until early July. Even at this very early stage,
visitors to the Commons can get a sense of the new concept.
“I have been struck by the numbers of people who have
come up to me to talk about the new Commons view,” Ferguson said. “Scores of people have commented on how open and
inviting the Commons space has become, even in the midst of a
construction zone. One gentleman remarked to me that he had
not seen such long and majestic views of East and West Hill
since the Commons was built 40 years ago.”
Michael Kuo, an experienced urban planner, was hired by
the City of Ithaca in March to serve as the project manager for
the Commons rebuild.
Kuo outlined the remainder of the Commons construction
schedule as follows: “After Ritter & Paratore have completed
their work around the end of June, the utility contractor will
begin excavation for repair and replacement of below-grade
utilities including water, electricity, telecommunications, and
natural gas. There will be a construction furlough from late November until early March 2014, at which point the construction
of the streetscape will start. A Grand Opening Gala for the new
Commons is slated for July 2014.”
Joining Kuo in the Ithaca Commons Repair & Upgrade
Project Office at 215 The Commons is Tammy Baker, who will
serve as the project’s outreach coordinator. Baker was selected

for her exceptional communication skills honed through 20
years as a mediator, facilitator, and training consultant in the
Ithaca community. When asked about her goals for the next
18 months, Baker said her priority is to “keep the Commons
merchants and tenants informed every step of the way. I am


 


so people feel heard and understood, and explaining what is
happening so neighbors, tenants and all community members
feel informed.”
Downtown Ithaca Alliance’s Construction Mitigation Plan
specifies a variety of marketing, communications, events,
beautification, and direct aid initiatives that will be executed
between now and the grand opening of the new Commons in
2014. The Downtown Ithaca Alliance has already committed
$150,000 towards these initiatives and will augment this with
additional funding and leverage from community organizations
and businesses.
Aside from the outreach coordinator position, a major priority addressed in the plan is the retention of special events in the
downtown area. The community’s favorite festivals like Ithaca
Festival and Apple Harvest Festival will still occur downtown,
albeit with some logistical changes.
“Downtown events running through October will have a
more ‘bringing it to the streets’ feel,” Downtown Ithaca Alliance Events Manager Patty Clark said. “They will utilize
unconventional spaces not routinely used for events such as the
100 block of West State Street, parking lots, parks, and smaller
open spaces. One example is the expansion of the Ithaca Festival into Dewitt Park for music performances and down another
block into Cayuga Street for the craft booths.”
An immense undertaking in and of itself, the Commons
rebuild is also a catalyst for an impressive roster of development and rehabilitation projects in the downtown Ithaca area
representing more than $130 million in private investment. This
unprecedented era of growth in our community’s urban core
follows a long trend of suburban expansion at the expense of
downtown vitality. In the last decade, more than 800,000 square
feet of retail space was built along the Route 13 corridor while
less than 30,000 square feet were added downtown. In just the
next 18 months, though, it is expected that more than 20,000
square feet of new retail space will be built within three walking blocks of the Commons, plus more than 190 apartments,
280 hotel rooms and 60,000 square feet of office space.
Construction projects already underway include the Argos
Inn, a historic urban inn with a pub located at the base of State
Street Hill; Breckenridge Place, an affordable housing project
emerging at the corner of Cayuga and Seneca streets; the Seneca Way housing and office building at the former Challenge
Industries site; a historically sensitive renovation of the 19th
century House of Shalimar Building on the Commons into new
apartments; and Press Bay Alley, a total re-imagining of the
former Ithaca Journal site into a mixed-use site that will include
office space and traditional retail storefronts as well as “microretail” fixtures in six existing garage enclosures. Urban Core
LLC, the Ithaca-based developer of Press Bay Alley, is also
contemplating a second phase that would include an indoor/outdoor brewpub and music venue.
Six additional projects are expected to break ground by
Continued on next page
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Pictured on the right are some photos from the Ithaca Commons’
renovation thus far. On the top left, Josh Hatcher is performing his
original compositions for a local wine and cheese party in downtown
Ithaca. Below and in the middle of the right are shots of the unveiling
of Rob Licht’s Martin Luther King Jr. sculpture on the Commons. In the
middle of the bottom row, Rick Searles, City of Ithaca Parking Operations
Supervisor, is at the Commons Kick-off Ceremony. To the left is the
second-floor facades on the Commons. On the right side is Mayor Svante
Myrick at the Commons Kick-off Ceremony.
Photos courtesy of Evan D. Williams
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2014. These include the Marriott Hotel, a full-service hotel
complete with a restaurant at the east end of the Commons; a
major expansion of the Holiday Inn to include a second tower
and a 400-seat conference center; a proposed limited-service
Hampton Inn situated in a long-vacant lot on East State Street,
the Lofts at Six Mile Creek, a new townhouse apartment project
abutting the Cayuga Garage; and Harold’s Square, a 10-story
mixed-use building with housing, office, and retail space on
the site of the former Harold’s Army & Navy store on the
Commons, which was owned and operated by the developer’s
father.
Impressive as it is, this lineup of projects represents only
a beginning. A recent study by the Danter Company projects
demand for more than 900 rental units within the downtown



 


 

units already in the works. With the hundreds of new urban
residents, office workers, and overnight visitors that these current and future projects will bring, there is sure to be increased
demand for retail shopping, food and beverage establishments,
and personal care services on and around the Commons as well.
Even in the face of continued suburban sprawl and Internet
competition, Downtown Ithaca is well on its way to securing
and enhancing its status as the region’s commercial center,
transportation hub, and social heart.
With so much to look forward to after bulldozers and dump
trucks give way to new sidewalks and storefronts, the City of
Ithaca and the Downtown Ithaca Alliance want to remind locals
and tourists alike that the Commons and all of downtown is
open for business and is an exciting place to visit right now.
“Look past the construction and discover our dynamic
downtown,” said Mayor Svante Myrick. “We have nearly 30
renovated historic buildings that reflect our heritage. We have
over 50 restaurants and bars. We have 80 different retail shops,
most of them local, independent, and one-of-a-kind. We have
a state-of-the-art cinema, a historic grand performance theatre,
and the largest library in the Finger Lakes. There are so many
options. Spend a few hours, spend a few days.”
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