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Friday, August 6, 2010

‘Aggressive’ downtown plan has 
bold agenda
Business First of Columbus - by Brian R. Ball 

MediaThe city of Columbus has adopted a new planning document to guide downtown economic development 

and investment for the next decade or more. But after years of extensive municipal spending on roads, 

parks and parking garages, investment to keep improving downtown – as has been the case in the past 

– likely will need buy-in from the private sector.

The Downtown Columbus Strategic Plan adopted by Columbus City Council July 19 supports the 

concept of additional housing on city-owned property near COSI as well as privately held land along 

Topiary Park which sits just east of the main library.

Improved transit circulation and a streetcar system connecting downtown with Ohio State 

University also are called for in the plan.

Councilman Andy Ginther welcomed the plan because the daily presence of more than 100,000 

workers makes the city’s center the economic engine of the region. The city gets more than 20 percent of 

its income taxes from downtown employers.

“It’s absolutely critical,” he said, “that our downtown plan is aggressive and ambitious.”

'Making it better'

The vision plan marks a follow-up to the city’s 2002 plan that spurred residential development and 

focused on city incentive programs to encourage office leasing.
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The city, through its nonprofit Columbus Downtown Development Corp. affiliate, has worked 

with the MSI Design planning and landscape architectural firm since late 2006 to develop the plans. 

The process for the new one included community forums to gain comment and suggestions from the public.

“We had a charge to analyze downtown, develop some principles and evaluate future growth 

opportunities,” said MSI principal Keith Myers. “Through the examination of that, we had ideas we 

thought could become catalytic.”

For example, to make downtown an attractive place for commuters as well as residents, the plan 

promotes creation of parks and arts-oriented public space. It also envisions centers where 

downtown workers and residents can store and rent bicycles.

Stephen Wittmann, a developer and chairman of the city’s Downtown Commission, called the 

recent planning effort “a combination of vision and pragmatism.”

“What I like is we’re taking things that we have, like the riverfront, and making it better,” said Wittmann 

of the Wittmann Co. downtown.

MSI planners hope the city takes their recommendation to remove low-head dams on the Scioto 

River downtown, allowing for more water flow so flora can get re-established on the banks.

Wittmann said that could build on the Scioto Mile park project the city has under construction.

“If we take out the dams out and make it a natural area,” he said, “we’ve added something and improved it.”

Wittmann and Ginther voiced support for a bus transit center to eliminate the long lines of COTA buses 

that form at High and Broad streets, especially during peak commuter times.

“It would have to be something a block or two off High,” said Ginther, whose committee 

responsibilities include economic development.

Spreading the cost

Ginther also supports the idea of a sports fieldhouse near the Greater Columbus Convention Center 

to play off the city’s robust business in youth sports tournaments. A facility at Nationwide Boulevard 

and North Fourth Street, he said, would free up the convention center for an event that runs 

concurrently with a sports tournament.
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“It adds to our capacity to host a national high school volleyball tournament at the same time as a 

floral trade show,” he said.

Wittmann also supports the plan’s call for a fieldhouse, especially in light of the new hotel now 

under construction on North High Street just south of Vine Street.

“This is a town that is sports crazy,” he said.

The fieldhouse would be a facility designed especially for sports, and would be an upgrade over 

current facilities that were designed for trade shows and other business events, according to the report.

Dan Williamson, a spokesman for Columbus Mayor Michael Coleman, said city officials will sort through 

the proposed projects to set their priority.

Some of the immediate projects could include the bike centers and a pedestrian bridge connecting the 

Arena District to the so-called Scioto Peninsula on the west bank of the Scioto.

The bike center, Ginther said, “is something that we could knock out in short order.”

But other projects, such as commercial and residential development on the west bank of the Scioto 

near COSI, will need interest from private-sector developers.

“That hasn’t been identified as one (project) that’s ripe,” Williamson said, “both for funding and partners.”
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