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I made a visit to the “new” downtown Windsor recently.  It’s interesting how an area can be developed and coordinated from scratch.  The old Windsor downtown was just a wide spot in the road, west of 101.  Windsor’s new residential and commercial development was concentrated east of 101.  This left Windsor’s old downtown cutoff from the new development and population in the way Railroad Square in Santa Rosa is cut off from that city’s active center.

A single developer was able to put together a plan, similar to Petaluma’s Central Specific Plan, for the redevelopment of a new downtown for Windsor.  By designing the development of several blocks as a cohesive and mutually supporting unit, he’s been able to present an interesting and attractive blend of civic, retail and residential uses.  I’m presuming this is similar to what Petaluma hopes to accomplish with its Central Petaluma Specific Plan.

Basin Street Properties is doing something like this south of B St. and on 1st St. along the river.  What’s been done so far is encouraging.  Like the Windsor developer, Basin Street has been able to construct and control the use of completely new buildings that appear to be a series of connected buildings of individual design.  As a parking structure, movie theater and other housing and retail features are built, I expect to see coordinated and mutually supporting uses in this area also.

This type of development offers the unique opportunity for the kind of development city planning texts discuss.  Because there is only one principle developer controlling all development in an area, he can select how each building is used and even the specific type of business that occupies each leasing unit. The net result is an attractive design with mutually supporting businesses that draw people to the area and maximize its economic viability.

It’s unfortunate that in the rest of our downtown there’s no way to ensure property uses are coordinated.  Each time there’s a vacancy, the individual property owner simply deals with whichever potential tenants will negotiate for a lease.  This leaves the mix of retail, commercial, residential and service uses dependent on pure chance.

In the new Windsor downtown, the developer has been able to control the size, type and placements of all restaurants.  He has been able to fill the spaces in between with an assortment of interesting boutique shops. And he has been able to construct enough housing over these restaurants and shops to provide the area with a basic minimum of population to make the area active if not bustling.

I hope Petaluma and its Redevelopment Commission will retain enough control over the Central Petaluma Specific Plan area to bring such coordinated development to that area.  If the Planning Commission and SPARC have to deal with numerous individual entrepreneurs one by one, it will be difficult to obtain both an attractive and economically functional end result.

To accomplish this our Redevelopment Commission members – who are our City Council members – will need outside assistance.  While they may be our representatives, they are not skilled at putting together commercial developments.  (Nor are those who will step up to the mike with specific individual ideas of their own)  

Rough outlines of the desired end product, numbers and types of businesses and services, need to be developed by an independent outside business or shopping center type of consultant. Then the advice needs to be followed!

The most difficult concept for our community to accept might be that our downtown is used mostly for personal recreation and convenience and not for shopping for staple goods.  

Downtowns are no longer the center of a community’s life as they were in grandmother’s and grandfather’s days.  But as a place of nostalgia and myth, they can be very viable economic resources.

Let’s hope our downtown will be so.                 

