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The Backstory…
Oak Ridge was born during the Manhattan project, without a distinct ‘downtown.’ Over the years,
many plans and initiatives have suggested a downtown be established, including:

1948 Master Plan by SOM

- Report to the Atomic Energy Commission on the
Master Plan of Oak Ridge, TN

1973 Urban Beautification Plan
- for City of Oak Ridge

2000 Oak Ridge City Center
Master Plan -Lose and Associates
2019 City Blueprint
- Oak Ridge Planning Commission

1985 Comprehensive Plan

2020 Wilson Street Vision

2000 Oak Ridge City Center
Strategy

2020 Oak Ridge Natural Assets
Guidebook

- for the City of Oak Ridge (updated 1988)

-Market and Economic Assessment - Zuchelli Consultancy

1998 Visioning Plan
- Lose and Associates

– City of Oak Ridge

- Legacy Parks Foundation

Blueprint Context

The Blueprint plan suggested several important reasons to establish a
downtown, including these in the economic vitality section.

Stimulate Diverse Population Growth
• Establish a distinct, active city center that includes shopping and
entertainment, offices and services, urban housing, and public gathering
spaces. Engage owner and developer communities by initiating a market
study and design feasibility analysis of the area surrounding Wilson Street,
between Tulane and Rutgers Avenues, to spur new development projects
and create ‘Downtown Oak Ridge.’
• Attract families and young adults to live in Oak Ridge by increasing
housing options and the types of businesses and services they need.
• Increase interesting places and activities to make Oak Ridge more
desirable for young people, including entertainment, events, arcades,
craft beer and coffee houses.

Blueprint Context
The intention of the City Blueprint, in brief, is to

GROW OAK RIDGE.
That does not mean aimless, headlong growth at all costs, but
rather smart, efficient, fortifying growth, that improves quality of
life, while broadening and widening our tax base.
Creating a walkable, urban, mixed-use district is a key ingredient in this smart
growth, making Oak Ridge a more interesting place, giving young people a
reason to stay, and – critically – deepening and broadening our tax base.

The Backstory…

Why is it
important
to have a
Downtown
in Oak Ridge?
(or anywhere?)

Why This Is Important:
• Our development pattern was not typical – we were created
all at once, almost overnight! Most cities grow in stages.

• Unfortunately, this means our infrastructure is wearing out all at
once rather than in generational phases, like a typical city;
• Coupled with a pretty flat tax base, and limited growth, this is
a daunting fiscal challenge;
• Property along this corridor can be worth much more per acre
in a higher density, mixed-use configuration;

This provides a great opportunity to make our tax base
stronger and more sustainable.

Why Downtown?

If you have 3 ½ minutes, watch this quick video on
the ‘Value of Dense, Downtown development.’
Urban3: The Value of Downtown - YouTube

Why this is Important:
Some types of development will ONLY locate
in a higher-density, mixed-use setting –
that we don’t have
to offer….

Why This Is Important:
Our population has stagnated at ~30,000
people for 50 years, limiting our tax base
expansion – but not the cost of running the city.
New housing types and more
entertaining gathering space
are two factors that can
leverage desirable
population growth.

Why This Is Important:
Our Federal employers
report that their recruiting
efforts are hamstrung by
the lack of urban housing
in a walkable environment.
Sometimes, the brightest & best candidates are
lost to more dynamic cities where they are also
offered great science jobs.

Why this is Important:
Oak Ridge has a unique image historically,
but no physical image
distinct from other
communities
with brand-name
chain retailers along
their arterials.

Wilson Street Corridor
Planning
Process
October 2019 - A concentrated design adventure,
producing a development-oriented vision!

Wilson Street Planning Process

Stakeholder Group – TDOT Planning Grant
This work was conducted through a grant from the Tennessee Department of
Transportation, administered via the regional Transportation Planning Organization.
The design process was overseen by a group of property owners and additional
stakeholders who meet throughout the three-day charrette process.
Rick Chinn, Mayor Pro Tem, Convener
Dr. Mark Watson, City Manager

Colin Anderson, ORNL-FCU
Steve Arnsdorff/Rich Barta, Oak Ridge City Center
Thomas Austin, O’Reilly Auto Parts
David Beck, CNS/Y-12
Chad Becker, ORAU
Chander Bhateja, Towneplace Suites by Marriott – Oak Ridge
David Bradshaw, Pinnacle Bank
Tony Cappiello, Cappiello Properties
Jeff Cheek, Countryside Tire
Ray Evans, City Consultant
Roy Haisley, First National Bank of Tennessee
Tom & Peggy Hanrahan, Peggy Sells Homes
Parker Hardy, Oak Ridge Chamber of Commerce
Art Justice, Cinemark

Sue Kristjansson, ORUD
William Neiman, Guilford Glazer Trust
Jennifer Reynolds/Bill Baxter, Baxter Properties
Brett Rogers, Realty Link
Ken Rueter/Sherry Browder, UCOR
Daniel Smith, Legacy Capital
Dr. Kenneth Tarcza, DOE
Thomas Tuck, TNBank
Steve Whitson, Planning Commission
David Wilson, Industrial Development Board
Dr. Thomas Zacharia/Jeff Smith, UT-Battelle/ORNL

r

Staff
Wayne Blasius, Community Development Director
Nathalie Schmidt, Senior Planner

Study Area Boundaries
_____

Study Area
Streetscape
________
Emphasis

Wilson Street Vision:
In order to help ensure we created not only a visionary
plan, but also one that was functionally sound, work
included three phases:
• Economic/Land Use Projection – what would be
realistic to expect in terms of new development?
• Traffic Analysis – what constraints do we have on the
street to make it beautiful but still functional?
• Urban Design – given these, what might our new
downtown look like?

How Did We Get Here…
We engaged Noell Consulting Group, a real estate
economic research firm in Atlanta, to give us realistic
projections on the amount of new development we
could anticipate.
They looked at our market…
- at this location and time,
- in context of development in Main Street,
and projected quantities of apartments, condos,
restaurants, etc., that we should use as our
basis for planning.

Land Use and Tax Projections
From this, they projected realistic development levels, especially
for the two most catalytic land uses that we could recruit –
residential and entertainment/dining:
• For-Sale Residential (Condos):
- 2 year: 36 units
- 3-5 yr: 52 units – 88 Total
• Rental Residential (Apartments):
- 2 year: 150 units
- 3-5 yr: 150 units – 300 Total
• Entertainment/dining:
- 2 year: 10,000 SF
- 3-5 yr: 20,000 SF – 30,000 SF Total

Tax Projections
Based on this new phase I development, projections show that we could generate
over ONE MILLION DOLLAR$, every year, in new City taxes! (This extra tax revenue
will continue to grow as the development expands.)

How Did We Get Here…
Next, the traffic engineering staff at AECOM
analyzed the impacts of these new land uses,
in context of surrounding traffic generators, to
dictate what the configuration of Wilson Street
needs to be, to ensure that the road, and its
adjoining streets and intersections, are functional.
Specifically:

• What Street section is needed for circulation
and parking?
• Can a roundabout be considered at the
intersection with Rutgers Avenue?

Our economic, engineering and
urban design team:
Our Urban Design Team was facilitated by
Bill Bruce, MLA, planner/landscape architect
IBI Placemaking, (Boston, Knoxville);
• Marcia Tobin, AICP, planner
AECOM (Nashville, Knoxville)
• Daryl Johnson, AIA, urban designer
Johnson Architecture (Knoxville)
• Bill de St. Aubin, AIA, urban designer
Sizemore Group (Atlanta)
• Ben Johnson, design illustrator
Ben Johnson Illustrations (Nashville)

Our economic, engineering and
urban design team:
Major urban design projects of team members and firms include:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Dollywood
Chilhowee Park (Knoxville)
Cherokee, NC
Disney Celebration
Knoxville Zoo
Aerotropolis (Atlanta)
National Village (Auburn, AL)

THE VISION
PLAN GUIDANCE: Development-Oriented VISION:
The parcel-by-parcel details of this vision are not prescriptive. But City
Council has endorsed the following
characteristics for this district.
(These follow the guidelines of Main St. PUD).

MIXED-USE: include a mixture
of retail, restaurant, residential,
and/or office uses – with

residential element

being the critical catalyst.

THE VISION
PLAN GUIDANCE – Development-Oriented VISION:
The parcel-by-parcel details of this vision are not prescriptive. But City
Council has endorsed the following characteristics for this district:

MULTI-STORY: define the street
with multi-story buildings
located at back of sidewalk
(i.e. no parking lots between
buildings and street)

THE VISION
PLAN GUIDANCE – Development-Oriented VISION:
The parcel-by-parcel details of this vision are not prescriptive. But City Council has
endorsed the following characteristics for this district:

STREETSCAPE: install attractive
landscaping, sidewalks, street
furniture, etc. to provide a
beautiful setting for pedestrians,
bicyclists, shoppers
and residents.

THE VISION
PLAN GUIDANCE – Development-Oriented VISION:
The parcel-by-parcel details of this vision are not prescriptive. But City Council has
endorsed the following characteristics for this district:

PEDESTRIAN CONNECTIVITY:
emphasize connectivity from
Wilson Street to the core of Main
Street development, nearby
Bissell Park, and surrounding
neighborhoods and retail.

Downtown
Oak Ridge Vision

THE VISION

View from Bissell Park/Municipal Building,
looking east toward Wilson Street.

THE VISION

View looking south on West Main Street, into
restaurants and shops surrounding a
landscaped courtyard.

THE PLAN

View looking west into Wilson Street, across
the iconic traffic circle.

THE VISION

During the recent City Blueprint process, citizens
emphasized the importance of being ‘uniquely Oak
Ridge.’ The plan helps ‘brand’ our new downtown
with many images and icons unique to our city.
Oak Ridge icons could include:
Depictions of ‘Values’ of the
Blueprint: Science, Nature and
Education, such as…
• Crosswalks painted like DNA
strands, piano keys, or the
periodic table;
• Intersection graphics
of atom, Oak leaf
or other art;
• Sculptures of
famous scientists
or other Oak Ridgers.
•

Community Interest
After decades of seeking a realistic downtown plan, the
community was enthusiastic about the unveiling of the vision.

STATUS & NEXT STEPS:
Zoning for Downtown Development
Zoning is tool we use to guide the use and configuration of
property – in accordance with adopted plans and policies.
As noted, Oak Ridge was born without a downtown – and
subsequently without a downtown zoning classification.
Our planning staff and commission developed a new zone,
called “D-1 - Downtown District” to accommodate the kind
of development imagined in the plan. The district, and
rezoning of land in the corridor, have been approved by
Planning Commission and City Council.

Downtown Zoning District (D-1)
The Downtown District is intended to
support a centrally located, walkable,
urban district that generates daytime
and evening activities for residents
and visitors.
These regulations are written in
conformance with the City Blueprint
and Comprehensive Plan, as well as
the Wilson Street Corridor Study.
A degree of flexibility is inherent in this district to encourage
entrepreneurial and innovative businesses and creative structures
and spaces to form the downtown district. To learn more about D-1
zoning, click: Welcome to the City of Oak Ridge, Tennessee (oakridgetn.gov)

STATUS & NEXT STEPS:
The objective of this effort, from the start, has been action and
tax-base-building development, rather than a pretty plan to
be soon forgotten. But, multi-million-dollar projects don’t
happen overnight…
•
•
•
•

Adopted vision is important - it gives developer confidence that
their project will have community support;
Zoning: because we have no downtown, we had no
appropriate zoning district. (now in place)
Solicitation of developers: the plan and opportunities are being
presented to a range of local and national firms;
Available land: efforts are underway to assemble all vacant
parcels, under the Oak Ridge Land Bank, for resale to
developers for projects in accordance with the Vision.

STATUS & NEXT STEPS:
• Vision adopted by Planning Commission and City Council,
in early 2020, giving it standing as City policy;
•

An ad hoc citizens’ group, came together to help keep the
conversation alive:
❖ “Paint the Town” on May 9, 2020 (cancelled due to pandemic)
❖ “Paint the Town – with chalk!” on May 23, 2020
❖ “Toast the Town” – July/August 2020
❖ Citizens’ Investment Effort – a group is working to raise local
investment capital from citizens, with ROI focused on
community improvement more than financial return.
Renaming Wilson Street- What if we picked a new name to
help communicate the vision for our downtown?

NEXT STEPS:
• Questions?
• Feedback?

Additional comments or questions? Call or email
contact:

wblasius@oakridgetn.gov or 865-425-3531

The future Downtown Oak Ridge
(click twice on this slide and see our future come to life!)

Downtown
Oak Ridge

