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Smart growth is smart economics. Alternatives to sprawl 
offer significant benefits for our regional and local 
economies, for businesses, for local governments and 
taxpayers, and for individual and household finances. 
The recent recession, ongoing economic and budget 
crises, and the slumping real estate market have height-
ened the need to pay attention to the bottom line and 
to adopt better approaches to how and where we grow.  

Smart growth is better for our wallets, our environment, 
and our health. In contrast to the scattered, automobile-
centered development that has dominated 
the Richmond region for decades, smart 
growth features well-designed, walkable 
development that mixes residential and 
commercial uses and integrates where we 
live, work, and shop. It also promotes 
redevelopment, revitalization, and infill 
in existing communities and guides new 
development to targeted areas. And it 
offers a variety of housing styles, sizes, 
and prices, provides more transportation 
alternatives, and protects farms, forests, 
and natural and historic resources. 

The economic advantages of smart growth 
are striking. Smart growth can offer:

• Significantly lower costs to localities 
and taxpayers to provide infrastruc-
ture and services to development 
(such as roads, water, sewer, police, 
fire, schools). 

• Enhanced economic competitiveness 
and job growth by providing a higher 
quality of life that helps attract and 
keep businesses and workers. 

• Thriving communities and commer-
cial corridors that increase property 
values and improve local revenues, 
reducing pressure for tax increases.

• Shorter commutes that save business-
es and people money, and reduced 
energy consumption from less driving 
and more efficient buildings that 
lower bills and reduce vulnerability to 
volatile energy supplies and prices.
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OVERVIEW

• More mixed income, affordable housing and 
increased access to jobs.

• More active lifestyles and reduced air pollution 
that accompany decreased driving, cutting health 
costs.

• A product that the market wants. Although not 
for everyone, housing within walking distance  
of amenities often carries a price premium, and  
businesses increasingly want their employees to 
have more transportation choices and the option 
of living near their place of work.

Before and after: potential revitalization and transformation of 
Hull Street in Manchester
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In addition to these economic benefits, major trends are 
providing momentum for smarter growth—including 
demographic shifts, increased awareness of the high cost of 
sprawl to localities, taxpayers, businesses, and individuals, 
and market shifts resulting from changing business and 
individual needs and preferences.

These trends and the many benefits of smarter growth have 
helped fuel projects and policy changes that are reshaping 
the Greater Richmond Region.  

This report provides an overview of the economic benefits 
of smarter growth, the key trends providing momentum 
for a new form of development, and some of the potential 
policies that can help promote such growth—including 
steps to provide greater transportation choices, as well 
as regulatory changes and incentives to encourage infill, 
community revitalization, redevelopment of declining 
or abandoned commercial areas, affordable housing, and 
green building.

The report then profiles five efforts in the Richmond 
region to promote smarter growth. These specific projects 
and proposals illustrate some of the choices we make in 
how and where we grow, as well as obstacles and opportu-
nities to capture the economic benefits of smarter growth. 
They were the subject of a series of presentations and 
walking tours in recent months organized by Partnership 
for Smarter Growth and a tour PSG co-sponsored with the 
James River Green Building Council. These events engaged 
elected officials, community and business leaders, planning 
experts, local developers, and citizens; the profiles in this 
report draw upon these events and interviews with numer-
ous people involved with these projects.

The projects profiled in this report are:
• New Kent Courthouse Village
• Innsbrook redevelopment
• Manchester revitalization
• Virginia Association of Counties’ green, historic 

building in downtown Richmond
• Broad Street corridor revitalization and proposed bus 

rapid transit system

These projects illustrate the range of smarter development 
activities and opportunities in the region. They include 
rural, suburban, and urban projects; residential, mixed use, 
and commercial projects; new construction, infill develop-
ment, and renovation of existing buildings; and potential 
transportation investments that can be linked to redevel-
opment. They offer excellent opportunities for  
exploring critical issues about where and how we grow, and 
underscore the importance of the policy changes needed to 
capture the economic benefits of smarter growth.

The projects highlight just some of the abundant  
opportunities to reorient growth in the Greater 
Richmond Region. There are many other recent 
and proposed projects, and numerous other oppor-
tunities to promote mixed use, walkable communi-
ties that are more sustainable and provide attractive 
places to live, work, and play. Under-utilized and 
declining corridors and neighborhoods in the city  
as well as the suburbs provide particularly attractive  
opportunities for infill and revitalization.

We need to capitalize on the opportunities to  
promote smarter growth if we are to enjoy  
sustainable economic development, save money,  
and ensure the future vitality of our communities 
and our region.
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Smart growth offers 
many economic 
benefits, providing 
a range of potential 
cost savings and 
opportunities for 
economic growth.  
It is not only the 
regional and  
local economies 
that can see these 
gains, but business-
es, state and local 
governments and 
taxpayers, individu-
als, and households 
as well. Economic benefits accrue in addition to the 
significant environmental, health, community, and 
other benefits of smarter growth.1 Moreover, a number 
of major trends are further driving demand for more 
sustainable development. The economic advantages of 
smarter growth, as well as the policy changes needed 
to promote such growth, have taken on even greater 
importance in light of the recent recession, ongoing 
economic stress, and state and local budget problems.

Economic Advantages
Experience and analysis has demonstrated a host of 
potential economic benefits of smart growth. Some of 
the most significant benefits include: 

Reduced Costs to Taxpayers. Smarter growth 
can cut the costs to the public of serving develop-
ment by reducing the need for new infrastructure 
such as roads, water, and sewer. It tends to be 
much cheaper to provide infrastructure to compact 
and contiguous development than to sprawl since 
dispersed growth needs more miles of roads and 
longer water and sewer lines. In contrast, revitaliz-
ing communities and promoting infill development 
puts less of a burden on taxpayers by making the 
most of infrastructure that is already installed and 
has already been paid for, even if some upgrading is 
needed. Studies have consistently shown potential 
savings from contiguous, compact growth

of 10-20% or 
more.2 Further-
more, farmland and 
open space typically 
have a positive fiscal 
impact; studies of 
scores of commu-
nities nationwide 
have found that the 
local tax revenues 
produced by these 
land uses averages 
almost three times 
more than the  
cost of providing  
services to them.3 

Economic Competitiveness and Job Growth. 
Our quality of life depends on where and how we 
grow, and there is increasing evidence that a higher 
quality of life can enhance the economic com-
petitiveness of a locality and a region by helping to 
attract and keep businesses and workers. In a fluid 
economy, employers and employees often look for 
features such as attractive, vibrant communities with 
clean air and water and opportunities to live close 
to a range of activities.4 A national study found that 
business leaders “are recognizing that quality of life 
directly affects economic prosperity, and that sprawl 
threatens quality of life in many communities.”5 
Quality of life is a prime selling point and competi-
tive advantage for our region.

Increased Property Values and Revenues.  
Thriving communities and commercial corridors 
can increase property values and generate jobs. In 
addition, studies have suggested that more walkable 
neighborhoods tend to have higher sales prices.6   
There also is evidence that walkable, mixed use prop-
erties tended to hold their value better than sprawl-
ing development in the recent real estate downturn.7 
And experience has shown the demand for and 
potential value of transit to spur residential and com-
mercial, transit-oriented development and increased 

CAPTURING THE ECONOMIC
BENEFITS OF SMART GROWTH
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property values.8 These benefits are good news for 
homeowners, businesses, and developers, as well as 
all taxpayers since increased property values improve 
local revenues, reducing pressure for tax increases. 

Reduced Congestion, Energy, and Other 
Transportation Costs. Mixed use, walkable com-
munities that offer alternatives to driving can reduce 
transportation costs to businesses and individuals. 
The annual time and fuel costs of traffic conges-
tion in the Richmond area is estimated to be over 
$200 million, a clear drain on the economy and on 
household budgets.9 More broadly, increased energy 
consumption takes money out of the local economy 
and leaves households and the economy at the 
mercy of volatile fuel prices and supplies. Transpor-
tation costs are second only to housing for house-
holds in the South—almost $8,500 per year10—and 
families in more auto-dependent neighborhoods 

typically spend more of their household budget on 
transportation than families in more compact areas.11 

Lower Health Costs. Air pollution from our 
vehicles and from power plants generating electricity 
to serve our buildings played a major role in causing 
an average of over 26 violations of health standards 
for ozone in the Richmond region each year between 
2005 and 2010.12 Air pollutants harm our health—
among other things, damaging lung tissue and 
possibly causing asthma attacks and even premature 
death—and result in substantial health care costs.13 
Smarter growth can reduce these pollutants by  
cutting energy consumption and saving green space. 
More compact, walkable communities also promote 
greater physical activity, and there is increasing  
evidence that this can reduce health problems and 
the costs of problems such as obesity, diabetes, and 
cardiovascular disease.14  

More Affordable Housing and Increased Job 
Access. In 2000, over one-third of renters and one-
fifth of owners in the Richmond region had hous-
ing cost burdens that were not affordable.15 Those 
numbers are likely to have increased since then. 
Mixed-income, smarter growth can provide a greater 
range of housing choices and reduce the housing and 
transportation burden on households. It also can 
improve the economic competitiveness of the region 
since housing affordability can be a key issue for 
businesses and employees. Further, more compact, 
mixed use development can increase the ability of 
people to get to where jobs are located, even if they 

These maps from a study of an area east of Charlottesville show how the amount and cost of  
infrastructure needed can be widely different for alternative growth patterns even if the amount  
of employment and population increase is the same.
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older of the baby boomer generation, many of whom 
are seeking walkable, mixed use, compact communities 
as they become less mobile and want smaller houses 
and yards that need less maintenance. 

More broadly, as a national real estate assessment not-
ed, energy prices, traffic congestion, and other factors 
are leading more people to “want to live closer to work 
and shopping without the hassle of car dependence.”20 
There are shifts in the commercial market and business 
demands as well. The bottom line is a move toward 
smarter growth. In a recent survey of over 1000 build-
ers, developers and other industry professionals along 
the East Coast, for example, 60% responded that they 
are shifting to more pedestrian-oriented mixed use 
neighborhoods to stay competitive.21 And a national 
report concluded that “Next-generation projects will 
orient to infill, urbanizing suburbs, and transit- 
oriented development.”22 

Smart Growth Projects and Policies
Despite the economic benefits and market trends 
favoring smart growth, there are many barriers to such 
development, including government incentives and 
regulations that can strongly influence development 
and transportation decisions and patterns and that 
have tended to favor sprawl.23 Changes to regulations 
and public investment priorities are needed to attract 
investment in walkable, mixed use development.

do not own a car or are unable to drive, creating 
important economic opportunities for handicapped 
and low income individuals.

There are many other economic benefits of  
smart growth. These additional benefits include 
increased productivity and sales from green  
building measures; reduced water consumption that 
lowers business and household bills and can defer 
or eliminate costly investments to increase water 
supplies; saving  forests and natural areas that help 
clean our water and air and thus reduce the need to 
spend taxpayer dollars on items such as controlling 
polluted runoff and treating drinking water; and 
bolstering agriculture and forestry jobs and revenues 
by reducing the paving over of farmland and forests 
and cutting pollution that can reduce crop yields.

Market Changes and Momentum  
for Further Change
There is a large and growing market for smart 
growth. One survey, for example, found that  
over 60% of prospective homebuyers nationwide 
preferred a neighborhood with a shorter  
commute and shopping, restaurants, and  
public transportation within walking distance.16   

The demand for walkable, mixed use neighborhoods  
is projected to grow as a result of various trends in  
the region. Of particular importance, demographics  
are changing. Population in the Greater Richmond  
Region has risen rapidly, outpacing both the state and 
national growth rates and bringing the population to 
approximately 866,000, and it is projected to increase 
by over 12% each decade between 2010 and 2030, add-
ing over 260,000 more people to the region.17 The num-
ber of households has been rising even more rapidly, and 
household composition is becoming more diverse as the 
percentage of households consisting of married couples 
and couples with children has fallen while the number 
of households without a spouse present and non-family 
households has risen.18 These varied households tend to 
seek a greater variety of housing options.

The age distribution of the region is shifting as well.  
Over the next two decades, one of the fastest growing 
age groups will be young adults age 20-34 of the  
Generation Y or “echo boomer” generation—an age 
group that frequently opts to rent rather than to own, 
and often wants a more urban lifestyle and smaller, 
more affordable housing.19 The other fastest growing 
age group will be empty nesters and seniors age 55 and 
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The primary areas for needed policy changes  
include:

• Removing regulatory barriers to smart growth, 
such as replacing zoning provisions that mandate 
the separation of residential and commercial uses 
or require large lot sizes with provisions allowing 
mixed use, compact projects.

• Providing financial and other incentives for 
revitalizing existing communities and historic 
buildings, redeveloping declining commercial 
areas, and infill development, such as rehabilita-
tion tax credits and allocating a greater share of 
transportation funds to existing communities.

• Offering incentives and reorienting plans and 
policies to guide new development to targeted 
areas and to protect rural and natural areas.

• Providing incentives such as grants, loans, and 
streamlined permitting to encourage green 
buildings and more affordable housing.  

• Redirecting transportation funds at the state, 
regional, and local level to transit, pedestrian, 
and bicycle projects to give people meaningful 
alternatives to driving.

Change is coming. More and more policies and 
projects in the Greater Richmond Region are being 
designed to capture the economic benefits of smart 
growth. Ample opportunities remain, however, for 
further progress. The following profiles highlight 
some of the projects that are underway or proposed 
in the region that can help capture the economic 
benefits of smart growth, as well as some of the policy 
steps that can help make smart growth a reality.

Before and after: an empty auto dealership on Broad Street converted into an office building
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The Context 
New Kent County has 
been one of the fastest 
growing localities in  
the Greater Richmond  
Region. Its population 
rose almost 35% be-
tween 2000 and 2009, 
and it is projected to 
continue rising for the 
foreseeable future. This 
growth has brought 
rapid change. As the 
County’s Comprehen-
sive Plan recognizes, 
citizens are concerned 
as the “County’s traditional combination of rural lands 
and small villages has begun to give way to nontradi-
tional forms such as suburban type subdivisions and 
strip residential and commercial development along 
the major highways.”24 Yet New Kent remains relatively 
rural, and it is seeking to guide future growth to reduce 
sprawl. The Comprehensive Plan cites the central chal-
lenge of “the widely-held desire of the citizens of New 
Kent County to maintain the County’s attractive, rural 
character while providing opportunities for the creation 
of income and wealth in the community.”25 The region-
al stakes are high as well. As George Homewood, New 
Kent County’s Director of Community Development 
notes, “Practicing sustainable development in rural 
communities on the edge of the Richmond metropoli-
tan area is essential if we are to have any realistic hope 
of preserving rural character and ensuring the econom-
ic viability of continued agricultural production.”

The Project 
New Kent Courthouse Village is a combination of 
residential and commercial development, new con-
struction, and renovations of existing buildings, all 
designed to complement the rural, historic character of 
the existing county seat.26 The two components of the 
project—Maidstone and Preservation Park—are being 
built around existing development that includes the 
historic New Kent County Courthouse, the County 
government center, a school complex, and a church. 

The development is con-
nected to these centers of 
activity and services, and 
is on a walkable scale. It 
will be about one mile 
from one end of the vil-
lage to the other when 
it is fully built out, and 
existing public buildings 
are in the center.  

The project contains  
10 businesses at this point 
(including a market, 
bank, restaurant, doctor, 
dentist, daycare, phar-
macy, and fitness center), 

and 67 permanent jobs have been created so far (not 
including construction jobs). Several additional com-
mercial structures are under construction, and multiple 
residential options are planned at a range of prices, 
including single family attached and detached homes, 
townhomes, carriage houses, and apartments. The  
first phase, projected to cost $32 million, will include  
84 residential units and 28 commercial buildings; a 
second phase could include up to 400 residences.

NEW KENT COURTHOUSE VILLAGE:
THE NEW RURALISM

PROJECT	PROFILE



8

The buildings incorporate a number  
of measures that provide greater energy 
efficiency and lower energy costs to 
owners and tenants (including thicker 
walls with foam and/or blown insula-
tion, cement board or brick siding, and 
high efficiency windows), and they are 
prewired and plumbed for solar. 
John Crump, the managing member  
of New Kent Courthouse Village, LLC, 
characterizes the project as an example 
of “new ruralism,” a development ap-
proach “driven by the goals of high 
quality and low environmental impact, 
with a focus on community and on 
locally owned and operated businesses.” 
George Homewood describes it as “a 
positive project in every sense—it is 
good for the County’s economy, good 
for the courthouse area, and it provides 
an attractive model for rural growth. The  
public response has been very positive.”

Key Policies  
In an effort to get a handle on rapid growth, the 
County’s comprehensive plan designates six village 
areas where it seeks to guide development. However, 
until recently, the County’s zoning provisions did not 
permit village-style development. In October 2009, 
an ordinance creating the Courthouse Development 
District was adopted to address this hurdle.27 The 
ordinance states that it “is intended to create … a 

mixed-use, mixed-income community where people 
can live, work, play, and worship within a compact 
area developed on a pedestrian scale. Development 
within the district must offer a safe and effective  
transportation system accommodating all modes  
of travel, attractive and safe streetscapes, expansive  
opportunities for market-directed commerce, and  
multiple residential types.” “This ordinance helped 
make our project happen,” according to John Crump. 

There have been a number of other policy hurdles  
to the project in addition to zoning. According to  
the developer, extensive delays in getting necessary  

approvals from the Virginia Department 
of Transportation have held up the project 
and driven up costs, such as having to wait 
14 months and pay for two studies to get 
approval for plans for parking and for street 
design. Another hurdle is the lack of public 
funds to help pay for some of the needed 
infrastructure improvements. These hurdles 
highlight the need for additional policy 
changes to promote smarter growth.

THE BOTTOM LINE 
New Kent Courthouse Village offers a 
promising model for new growth in rural 
areas—a mixture of high quality, pedestrian-
scaled residential and commercial develop-
ment that is interconnected and within 
walking distance of existing development in 
an area targeted for growth.
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The Context 
Innsbrook is a 630-acre 
suburban corporate office 
park that is Henrico  
County’s largest employ-
ment center and the 
region’s second largest  
employment center— 
behind only downtown  
Richmond.28 The devel-
opment began in the late 
1970s on what had mainly 
been farmland, and its location near Interstates 64 and 
295 helped it draw offices to the edge of the Richmond  
region. Today, Innsbrook and adjacent commercial 
areas contain over 7 million square feet of office space 
and about 1.7 million square feet of retail. It is a 
sprawling, auto-oriented development 
with scattered low-rise buildings, and 
large surface parking areas. As Sidney 
Gunst, the founder of Innsbrook  
observes, “you even have to get in your 
car at Innsbrook to get lunch.” It is a 
quintessential suburban office park that 
has been very successful financially.  

However, the recent economic down-
turn has hit Innsbrook, and the vacancy 
rate in the area has risen to about 25%. 
As Sidney Gunst noted, “People want 
to spend less on transportation, they 
want more time, they want a different 
lifestyle. And they are voting with their 
pocketbooks. … Companies want the 
choice for their employees to live close 
to their jobs, or they will go somewhere 
else.” Given the changing market, he  
concluded: “Either we rise to the  
occasion or we will be obsolete.”29 

The Project
In light of a challenging and changing 
market, the private and public sector are 
exploring options to transform the area 
into a mixed use town center. As Paul 

Kreckman, President  
of the Innsbrook Owners  
Association and Vice President 
of Highwoods Properties, put 
it: “Communities can come to 
forks in the road. Henrico is at 
one. Innsbrook is at one.” The 
Owners Association launched 
a planning process in 2009 
to explore alternatives for the 
future of the development that 
included a series of workshops 

and visualization exercises.30 The plan that resulted 
from the Innsbrook Next effort envisions remaking 
the area into a more compact, walkable development 
with a mixture of land uses that enables people to 
work, live, and shop close by. 

INNSBROOK: EVOLUTION OF
A SUBURBAN OFFICE PARK

PROJECT	PROFILE

Before and after: artist rendering of potential Innsbrook redevelopment
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Innsbrook has a significant number of older buildings 
that could be replaced and parking lots that could be 
filled in with new structures. The Innsbrook Next  
vision statement calls for economic, social, and  
environmental sustainability to guide the redevelopment 
and for changes that will enable it to remain a leading  
employment center. Burrell Saunders, a principal  
with CMSS Architects who is the primary planner of 
Innsbrook, stressed the emphasis on more compact  
development and pedestrian-oriented design in the  
new vision and development guidelines, including  
elements such as parking structures, bike lanes and  
paths, sidewalks, transit, increased density, and the  
creation of a grid of streets with blocks. This would  
be a marked change from the current development.  
Sidney Gunst describes the vision as “a town versus a 
commuting environment.” And Paul Kreckman adds: 
“You don’t have to build tall to build more urban and 
leave a lot of green space.” 

Key Policies 
In September 2009, the Henrico County Board of 
Supervisors initiated a land use study of the future of the 
Innsbrook area.31 According to Jean Moore, Assistant 
Director of the Henrico County Planning Department, 
“the study is intended to examine opportunities for  
infill and redevelopment and to respond to changing 
market demands and recent trends towards mixed use 
development.” The study also is designed to support 
the goals and objectives of the comprehensive plan the 
County adopted last year that, among other things, calls 
for greater mixture of land uses. The County surveyed 
existing conditions and several different development 
scenarios for a 1,351 acre area that had been designated 
for additional commercial  or office uses, and held a 
series of public hearings and meetings.  

The Innsbrook Area Study confirmed the significant  
potential for infill and mixed use development in the  
area and the draft plan recommends transforming  
Innsbrook into a mixed use community over time,  
with varying levels of density in specific areas and  
suggests numerous design policies. The study also  
calls for creating an internal transportation network  
that provides multi-modal transportation options for  
the area, including pedestrian, bicycle, and mass transit 
and an interconnected street network.  

On September 15, 2010, the Board of Supervisors voted 
to change the land use designation of most of the area  
to urban mixed use in the comprehensive plan.32 Paul 
Kreckman has estimated that $1 billion could be  
invested in development in the area. 

THE BOTTOM LINE

Henrico County’s recent efforts to promote a greater 
mixture of land uses and the potential evolution 
of Innsbrook—the epitome of the suburban office 
park—into a more walkable, compact development 
are important indicators of a changing market and 
a changing approach to development in the region. 
This project also highlights the tremendous potential 
to retrofit certain existing suburban development to  
accommodate significant additional growth
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MANCHESTER: REVITALIZING 
A HISTORIC NEIGHBORHOOD

PROJECT	PROFILE

The Context  
The Manchester district has seen a surge in develop-
ment activity in recent years and has enormous  
potential to accommodate additional growth.33 
Formerly an independent city, Manchester was  
consolidated into the City of Richmond one hundred 
years ago in 1910. It is an industrial and residential 
area with a rich urban, historic fabric and a number 
of vacant and underutilized parcels. The Manchester 
Residential and Commercial Historic District is listed 
on both the Virginia Landmarks Register and the 
National Register of Historic Places. Although Man-
chester endured decades of decline and disinvestment, 
losing population, businesses, and buildings and suf-
fering from blight and crime, it has begun to attract 
increased investment. Its location close to the city 
center, proximity to the James River, and wealth of 
historic and old industrial buildings and vacant parcels 
provide tremendous opportunities for economic  
revitalization. In addition, as the Richmond  
Downtown Plan notes, “One of the greatest legacies 
of Manchester’s past is its compact street network, 
which affords great opportunity for walkability and  
a healthy, compact, mixed-use community.”34 

Major Projects 
A number of private developers and nonprofit 
community-development corporations have engaged 
in historic rehabilitation, industrial building conver-
sion, and infill projects in Manchester. According 
to Brooke Hardin, deputy director of the City’s 
Department of Planning and Development Review, 
almost 1500 residential units were completed or 
were underway between 2000 and 2010.

Developer Robin Miller and his business partner, 
Dan Gecker, have been very active in the district. 
Miller states that their “goal is to build house by 
house and block by block to reestablish Manchester 
as the premier neighborhood that it once was.  
We have developed our own ten year plan, which 
meshes well with the City Master Plan, to redevelop 
Manchester.” According to Miller, he has built  
156 residential units in the area, including 28 historic 
homes and a historic apartment building, there are 

over 300 people living in these homes, and “all of our 
projects are doing very well. Demand is high.”  
He further says that “all our new housing will be 
sustainable, energy efficient, and very ‘green.’ We are 
convinced that these features are critical to the success 
of any new developments.” 

Charles Macfarlane, managing member of Macfarlane 
Partners, has been involved in several Manchester 
projects, including ones creating about 150 residential 
units primarily through the adaptive reuse of historic 
buildings. Macfarlane spent years developing subur-
ban commercial projects, and based on that experience 
and on his current redevelopment work, he notes that 
residential development in the suburbs often does 
not pay its way, requiring taxpayers to subsidize it. In 
contrast, “most of the necessary infrastructure already 
exists in Manchester. The area has brick sidewalks, 
granite curbs and a traditional block layout with old 
style alleys and historic homes. It is a tremendous eco-
nomic opportunity for the region in waiting.”
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The Better Housing Coalition (BHC) has 
been active in the area as well, including 
building Oak Summit at Goosecreek—a 
neighborhood that will have 45 new homes 
for work force housing for low to moderately 
low-income homebuyers in the Blackwell community. 
“Our communities provide high quality, affordable 
housing, and help to reknit the fabric of Manches-
ter and to stimulate both residential and commercial 
growth,” said T.K. Somanath, president and chief 
executive officer of the Coalition. Somanath adds  
that BHC is committed to sustainable development 
and that each of their homes will meet Earthcraft  
standards—a certification program that requires  
features that help ensure healthy, comfortable, energy- 
efficient homes. Environmentally-friendly features 
in these homes include high quality foam insulation, 
energy efficient appliances and heating and cooling sys-
tems, and solar hot water systems. BHC estimates that 
these features can reduce utility costs by up to 50%. 
This is particularly important for individual and family 
budgets since low income households typically have to 
spend over 14% on their income on energy, compared 
to only 3.3% for the average American household.35 

Key Policies  
The City’s vision has been described as encouraging 
redevelopment of Manchester as a “unique mixed-use 
district of Downtown Richmond.”36 The Downtown 
Plan provides a number of recommendations for revi-
talizing Manchester, including restoring historic build-
ings, attracting appropriate new construction that fits 
with existing neighborhood character, providing transit 
connections, protecting  the riverfront, and providing 
greenways. In addition, City Council approved two 
rezonings this past spring that change approximately  
700 parcels to a flexible, form based zoning that focus-
es on buildings and their relationship to each other and 

to the street rather than basing regulation on the uses  
of particular lots and buildings. The new designation 
allows mixed use, mixed income developments “by 
right.” As developer Robin Miller states, “This type of 
urban zoning eliminates the suburban look and the need 
for time consuming special use permits. By pulling the 
new buildings close to the street, making them pedes-
trian friendly, and requiring parking to be in the rear, 
this new zoning will reestablish the urban look like that 
currently found in the Fan.” Brooke Hardin notes that 
the Manchester rezoning effort was an excellent partner-
ship, and that “working closely with the area residents 
and business owners helped City staff to identify critical 
issues, such as accommodating existing uses while also 
encouraging adaptive reuse of older buildings, which we 
were able to incorporate into new form-based zoning 
districts catered to the needs of the area.”

Developers cite other policies that have helped advance 
the revitalization of Manchester—including federal and 
state preservation tax credits, the City’s tax abatement 
programs, and the Neighborhoods in Bloom program 
that included Blackwell as an area for focused public 
and nonprofit resources to revitalize targeted areas and 
has attracted private investment.37 

THE BOTTOM LINE

Revitalization and infill have begun to transform this 
historic area, and there is potential to accommodate 
significant additional population growth and economic 
development to create a vibrant, walkable urban  
community with a mixture of residential, commercial, 
and office uses.

Before and after: 1024 Hull Street in Manchester
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The Context 
Our buildings have enormous 
economic, environmental, and 
health impacts. Among other 
things, buildings consume a 
significant amount of energy 
and are costly to operate—
according to one estimate, 
buildings account for almost 
40% of total energy consump-
tion in the U.S.38 There also is 
growing evidence that greener 
buildings can increase worker 
productivity, reduce health 
costs by providing cleaner  
indoor air quality, and  
improve retail sales. These  
and other impacts have 
spurred a surge of interest in 
green building, including a 
range of techniques, measures, 
and practices to increase the 
efficiency and reduce the  
adverse impacts of buildings. 
A building with energy  
efficient measures will nonetheless be costly overall if 
it is located on the fringes of a region and can only be 
reached by driving. A truly green building must not 
only be resource-efficient; it also should be location- 
and transportation-efficient.39 Preserving and reusing 
existing buildings is particularly effective at reducing 
the use and cost of energy and materials.40 And pre-
serving historic buildings often has further economic 
benefits, such as improving property values, stabilizing 
communities, and catalyzing additional development. 
Older and historic communities also are typically more 
compact, walkable, and served by transit. 
 
The Project  
The new office building of the Virginia Association of 
Counties (VACO) is a historic, green building located 
in the heart of downtown Richmond.41 When VACO 
was looking for permanent office space, they settled on 
the building at 1207 East Main Street. Built in 1866, 
it is one of the older buildings downtown, and it is 

listed on both the Virginia  
and the National Register of 
Historic Places. The building 
was vacant when VACO pur-
chased it in 2006, and accord-
ing to Ed Mulreany, the project 
architect and a principal with 
Joseph F. Yates Architects, 
it “had been neglected and 
needed a lot of work, including 
a leaking roof and floors that 
were in bad shape.” 

The building was rehabili-
tated and converted into office 
space, and transformed into a 
more environmentally friendly 
building through steps such as  
installing a green roof to help 
reduce polluted runoff and  
reduce heat gain for the 
building (and therefore air 
conditioning costs), daylight-
ing, high efficiency plumbing 
fixtures, and energy efficient 
lighting, and the use of low 

emission paint and recycled materials (such as wood 
in the building for custom millwork and furniture). 
Ed Mulreany notes that “a lot of modern innovation 
was inserted into an old building,” and that although 
balancing the reuse of a historic landmark and green 
building measures can be challenging, “they definitely 
can mesh seamlessly.”

The building was awarded a Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design (LEED) Gold Certification by 
the U.S. Green Building Council. According to Jim 
Campbell, VACO’s executive director, the financial 
incentive is strong since all of the steps to green the 
building increased upfront costs less than 2%, and 
“long term we know we will save money on electricity 
and water.” Adding computerized controls to the heat-
ing and air conditioning system alone reduced electric-
ity usage by about 25%. Campbell observes that, more 
importantly, “we are thrilled with the building. It shows 
what can be done, and it’s a wonderful place to work.” 

VIRGINIA ASSOCIATION OF COUNTIES’ 
GREEN, HISTORIC BUILDING

PROJECT	PROFILE
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BROAD STREET REVITALIZATION
Key Policies:  
As people involved with the project readily admit, it 
typically takes more effort and money up front to do 
a historic rehabilitation project, a project downtown, 
or a project with green building features. The VACO 
renovation project did all three. Several state and local 
policies helped to overcome the barriers to this proj-
ect, including state historic rehabilitation tax credits 
and the City 
of Richmond’s 
tax abatement 
program for 
historic rehabili-
tation projects. 
Jim Campbell 
says that these 
policies “had 
a huge impact 
on making the 
project work.”  

THE BOTTOM LINE

This renovation project transformed a historic build-
ing, putting it back to productive use while adding  
impressive green features that will save the owners 
money. Its location in the heart of downtown offers 
additional economic and environmental benefits. 

Green roof and interior of VACO building
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The Context  
The Richmond Downtown 
Plan describes Broad Street 
as the City’s “grand avenue” 
and “historic retail street,” 
and despite many changes 
it remains a “primary trans-
portation corridor, linking 
government and commercial 
nodes, and serving large 
numbers of pedestrians,  
automobiles and buses.”42 
The various sections of this 
corridor have different char-
acteristics and dynamics —
including the area west of the 
Boulevard, the area around 
Virginia Commonwealth 
University, the historic com-
mercial buildings between  
Belvidere and 4th Streets, the  
stretch dominated by state government and VCU’s 
MCV campus that extends to I-95, Shockoe Bottom, 
and Church Hill. Although the area experienced declin-
ing population and economic vitality for decades, there 
has been a recent surge of development activity. Among 
other things, VCU completed many projects in the past 
decade that transformed a major section of Broad, and 
hundreds of millions of dollars worth of projects were 
completed in the last year alone along Broad Street 
downtown.43 Other areas remain in need of revital-
ization, and most areas that have experienced some 
renovation still have potential for substantial additional 
development.

Major Projects 
This profile focuses on the downtown section of Broad 
Street between 4th and Belvidere, and the adjacent Jack-
son Ward neighborhood since it has a significant impact 
on the corridor. The area has a blend of residential and 
commercial uses, a number of vacant or underutilized 
buildings, and a walkable urban fabric that position it 
well  to become a vibrant pedestrian-scale, mixed use 
district. Rachel Flynn, director of the City’s Department 
of Planning and Development Review, observes that 

“It’s fairly remarkable to have a major corridor with 
such great historic material to work with.”

Many organizations and developers have worked 
to revitalize this area. The role of art galleries and 
restaurants in pioneering the redevelopment that 
has occurred so far is frequently cited, as well as 
First Fridays ArtWalk and other events that have 
brought people downtown and drawn attention to 
the area.44 “Now there is increasing smaller retail 
and residential,” notes Ted Ukrop, who is active 
with other members of his family in developing a 
number of properties along the corridor, including 
about 70 residential units so far. Scott Garnett, a 
realtor, developer, and co-owner of Lift coffee shop 
on Broad Street, says that the residential market has 
been particularly strong and “people from all walks 
of life are now moving in here.”

Ronald Stallings, president of Walker Row  
Partnership, has created about 110 residential units 
and 30 commercial spaces in the 55 projects he 
has developed in historic Jackson Ward, primarily 
involving renovations or the adaptive reuse of vacant 
buildings.45 He stresses the need for redevelopment 

BROAD STREET REVITALIZATION
& BUS RAPID TRANSIT

PROJECT	PROFILE

Broad Street in the 1920s, with mixed use development and multiple transit 
options—including a streetcar system
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to “create local jobs, smaller retail opportunities, and 
destinations” in the community, and the importance 
of recreating a vibrant neighborhood. Stallings is 
currently restoring the Hippodrome Theater and 
the adjacent Taylor Mansion in a project that will 
include entertainment venues, a restaurant, and  
29 apartments as part of an effort to bring back  
2nd Street as an entertainment district.46 

Ted Ukrop says that “progress is block by block, or 
even one building at a time. It takes patience. With 
the economic downturn, progress has been slower 
than we would like, but it is continuing, and there 
is enormous potential.” Scott Garnett adds that 
“there is growing excitement and people are proud 
of downtown like I’ve never seen before. The time is 
ripe for a revival.”

Key Policies 
Both the public and public officials have consistently 
expressed a desire to bring  Broad Street and Jackson 
Ward back as thriving commercial and residential  
centers. Developers note several policies that have 
helped remove barriers to redevelopment in the 
corridor, including federal and state preservation 
tax credits, the City’s tax abatement and enterprise 
zone programs, and the Neighborhoods in Bloom 
program that included Jackson Ward as an area for 
focused public and nonprofit resources.47 Rachel 

Flynn notes that “initially government has to infuse 
cash and provide incentives and now the private sector 
is taking over more, which is the goal. But we’ve got to 
have the right public policies and public investments 
to encourage quality development and to provide the 
infrastructure for economic growth.”

The City’s Downtown Plan contains many recom-
mendations for additional steps to improve public 
spaces, upgrade infrastructure, and attract investment.  
Among other things, these recommendations include 
improving sidewalk and crosswalks, bringing trolleys 
back and taking other steps to improve transit options, 
better managing parking, planting trees and making 
other streetscape improvements, providing additional 
incentives for historic preservation such as reduced 
permit fees and increased density, and creating new 
parks or plazas. Rachel Flynn observes, “As with most 
places, it won’t be a single major project or silver bullet 
that will revive Broad Street and surrounding parts of 
downtown. Big projects like the 6th Street Market-
place are noble efforts to jumpstart revitalization, but 
they are expensive, risky, and sometimes fail. If we 
focus instead on good infrastructure—like attractive 
streetscapes, small parks, and two-way streets—and 
also support lots of small businesses, cultural entities, 
festivals and events, and more housing on Broad Street, 
then I think we will have sustainable success.”

Historic rehabilitation of Miller & Rhoads Department Store building completed in 2009 includes a new 
hotel and condos along Broad Street.
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Several potential transit improvements have been 
discussed and studied for the Broad Street corridor, 
including a streetcar, light rail, and a bus rapid  
transit system. Among other things, these proposals 
could reduce traffic, provide greater transit choices 
and faster service to attract additional riders, and 
encourage economic development in the area. The 
Richmond Downtown Plan, for example, recognizes 
the need for greater transportation choices to sup-
port higher density, mixed use redevelopment, and 
recommends reestablishing a trolley system down-

town. It also recognizes that “dedicated transit lanes 
would accommodate Bus Rapid Transit in the near-
term and streetcar lines in the long-term.”48  

A Broad Street Rapid Transit Study is currently 
underway, building upon recent studies such as a 
regional mass transit study and an analysis of the 
operations of the Greater Richmond Transit Com-
pany (GRTC).49 Downtown along Broad has the 
highest transit usage in the region.50 The proposed 
BRT would build on this base, providing faster 
service. Typically, BRT includes use of a dedicated 
lane, priority at traffic signals, and fewer stops than 
conventional buses. It would decrease the total 
number of buses (due to higher capacity vehicles) 
and stops along the Broad Street corridor. As the 
map below indicates, the proposed service would run 
from Willow Lawn to Rockett’s Landing, connecting 
a number of key employment, university, cultural, 
and retail centers, residences, and many vacant and 
underutilized parcels that could be redeveloped.

John Lewis, chief executive officer of GRTC, states:  
“Establishing a rapid transit alternative along the 
Broad Street corridor will provide reliable, efficient 
transit service to increase mobility and serve existing 
and planned patterns of transit oriented develop-
ment while also supporting economic growth.”

BROAD STREET BUS RAPID TRANSIT
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THE BOTTOM LINE

The Broad Street Corridor has experienced a resurgence 
in recent years, and it can accommodate many more 
people and businesses. Key steps should be taken to 
fully restore its former luster as a vital, walkable urban 
community with multiple transit options, creating a 
strong commercial and residential area at the core of 
the Richmond region.

Before and after: potential transformation of Marshall Street
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