People who can remember how vibrant Fayetteville Street was during the first 184 years of our city will likely draw cold comfort from the decision made by the City Council to re-commission the street after a disastrous 3-decade experiment with the mall.  The council has proven to be tone deaf when it comes to the new Fayetteville Street design.  Their spectacular indifference over the historic character of the downtown street grid simply takes the breath away.  
In two hearings over the past couple of months, the council heard statements of concern about the design.  At the same sessions they also heard City Manger Russell Allen report that all the deliberations had already been completed during the Livable Streets Initiative, implying that regardless of the comments in the hearing, he wanted to proceed immediately.  The one thing they didn’t hear is praise for the new design.  That’s because there wasn’t any.

When the time to vote came, the council did the expedient thing—voted yes—wanting to be supportive of the reconstruction of the street, but in so doing, they endorsed a design fraught with counterintuitive features.  The council has mistaken the completion of a public input process for a good plan.  They farmed out their homework to the Livable Streets Initiative, assuming that if enough people got involved, nothing but the right answer can result.  It has a street, so what’s the problem?  

The problem is that the proposal totally disregards crucial characteristics of the state capital’s main street—that it be a wide avenue appropriate for parades and that it have convenient parking.  The plan insinuates that the street, in order to remain livable, must be highly programmed to make people enjoy themselves.  A simple street with curb and sidewalk need not apply for such heavy lifting.    

A few points beg for the light of day.  First, the plan turns a blind eye to the need for suitable parking.  How can the owners who have business property fronting Fayetteville Street not go into apoplexy about the parking numbers?  A block with diagonal parking will accommodate 33 cars, if I count right across from City Hall on Nash Square.  Parallel parking on the same block allows for 15, maybe 16 cars.  Those same business owners ought to see red over the neglect of their parking needs.  Ultimately they may see red on their bottom line if 50% of the potential curbside parking goes ignored.

Second, the moving car gets short shrift in this proposed plan.  With a 40’ street width allowing for one 11’ lane in each direction, we can expect an awkward standoff between moving cars and parking cars with lots of delays and fuming drivers, just what we don’t want for our newly endowed downtown.  If the street had the same 60’width as Hillsborough Street, we would have room for diagonal parking and a single fat lane 15’ wide in each direction.  More cars can park per foot of curb, and the generous lane will eliminate the car drivers’ frustrating wait for car parkers to enter their spaces.  They can pull around.  A jumbo size single lane also remains more consistent with the unruffled ambiance we want for Fayetteville Street.
But the greatest offender in the proposed design is the Amenities Zone, complete with specimen trees, benches, paving patterns, bollards, trash cans, and water jets, all perfectly arranged a la Martha Stewart.  It imposes itself on the street as a solution to problems we don’t have.  It uses an oddball pattern language inappropriate for our main street.  It tries to assert an expression of fresh appeal by cherry picking from a basket full of expensive decorations that raise the cost of the project.  By superimposing this zone on the street, the designers limit the adaptability of the public space for things like parades.

I suppose you could say making Fayetteville Street appropriate for parades rates as a lightweight consideration in our design process but it goes to the very heart of why we need to restore the street.  A city that doesn’t search for its ceremonial attributes can’t claim much passion.  You can’t express it in terms of dollars and cents but the intangible dynamics of a parade route are just as important as the business possibilities.  We have lived without quality parades for too long.  True, we could run a parade down the pinched up little Fayetteville Street shown in the proposed plan with trees blocking off the long sight lines and absorbing sound.  We could also hold the Debutante Ball in a barnyard but they both seem out of place.  

If Fayetteville Street goes forward as currently designed, we have let a priceless opportunity slip through our fingers.  We expected Katherine Hepburn but we got Britney Spears.  Convention centers and hotels come and go, but the street outlasts them all, and thus it deserves an extra measure of respect to make sure it is right.  The new Fayetteville Street will work best after the existing convention center is gone and in concert with the new convention center and hotel, which are not scheduled to be on line for a few years.  What’s the hurry for the street?  Another review can’t be any more ruinous than the overcooked plan now approved, especially in the light of how badly we screwed up when we decided on the current convention center and mall.
We need a paleo-street, unimproved by embellishments intended to crowd out the fundamental characteristics of common urban form.  We need diagonal parking in the area occupied by the Amenities Zone.  We need a street in repose, restored according to the historic layout, and let the Renaissance happen on its own because of private enterprise.  The key word should be Restoration, not Renaissance.

However, the ship has sailed.  The Atlanta designers are working on construction documents for the approved plan.  Many of us are standing on shore, waving our handkerchiefs, calling, “Turn back!”  Members of the Raleigh City Council would be well advised to make some discreet inquiries among their supporters about this matter before the ship disappears over the horizon.  Their legacy hangs in the balance, and a tin ear about design is no excuse.  They will find that there isn’t much support for this self-conscious design, and they can restore the productivity on Fayetteville Street by working from the historical record.
Andrew Leager
Raleigh

839-1888 day, 832-2241 night

