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A large tract of formerly industrial property adjacent to

the eastern edge of historic Savannah, Ga., presents an
opportunity to expand the city so it can grow and thrive
naturally as an urban entity. This very sensitive addition to one
of America’ s historic treasures is simply the right thing to do
and is carried out with a real understanding, pride, and careful
analysis. In the beautifully executed, convincing presentation,
Savannah remains an excellent example of a supportive,
humanistic environment. The cooperation evidenced by the
development community’ s support and the collaborative
effort among private property owners lends substantial
credence that this plan can reverse the damage of the latter

part of the 20th Century.
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Civic Master Plan

The City of Savannah, Georgia identified a large tract of formerly industrial
vacant land along the boundary of its Historic City Center for eastward
Downtown Expansion. At that time, the property was held by multiple
development interests, each of whom had begun development plans for

their individual parcels. The first goal was to successfully grow the historic city
core of Savannah Georgia after 155 years. The second goal was a physical and
regulatory framework that would allow the new district to evolve into a thriving

and authentic urban extension.

The Civic Master Plan for the East Riverfront Extension was implemented by the
City of Savannah in 2006. It defines 54 acres that are located to the immediate
east of Savannah’s National Landmark Historic District along the Savannah River.
The new city streets, parks, public spaces and 2,000 foot river walk extension
are currently under construction. The initial private sector build out is expected
in 10 years at an estimated cost of 800 million dollars. However, the significance
of the Civic Master Plan is not the magnitude of the current development
effort, but in the longevity of the public realm that is created through a joint

commitment between the City, the Design Community, and the Private Sector.

The Civic Master Plan is the result of a five year long planning process and was
officially adopted in early 2006, resulting in an agreement between the City
and the Owner through which the owner agreed to build the streets, parks
and public spaces in accordance with the Urban Design specifications detailed

within the plan, and dedicate them to the City upon their completion.

The City in turn granted an unconventional zoning entitlement, helped
establish a Tax Allocation District, and agreed to extend the existing river walk
along the East Riverfront. The developer began construction on site work,
infrastructure, and public streets and parks in early 2007. The City began
construction on the river walk extension in January of 2008. Initial construction
in the new district has been projected to span 10 years, though as Savannah
approaches its fourth century of life, it should continue to evolve and change

well beyond that timeframe and into the centuries beyond.

The merits of the Civic Master Plan include a clear identification and an absolute
distinction between the public and private realm. The municipality charts out

the public realm in precise detail requiring the developer/owner to dedicate
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a large portion of their land holdings to the city for public streets, parks and
squares. The developer/owner is in turn granted autonomy in determining

land use, density and ownership patterns. The urban form within the private
blocks is positioned from the beginning to evolve organically and authentically
over time within the framework of a well-dispersed public realm that is human

scaled, walkable, and promotes a high quality of life and civic continuum.

Clarity of Purpose

The Civic Master Plan creates an interface between the Municipality and the
Developer/Owner through the establishment of Private Freedom within a
Public Framework. The Civic Master Plan provides the private owner nearly
unlimited flexibility of density, land use, and ownership patterns in exchange
for the creation a generous, highly connected, human scaled public realm
designed to endure beyond current development pressures and trends.

The recent changes in the development market have already begun testing
the plan’s inherent ability to respond to economic forces and remain viable.
Development interests have been able to nimbly respond to new programs

with no need for further municipal intervention or review.

Diversity & Resilience

The Civic Master Plan promotes an Infinite Variety of Private Ownership Patterns
through subdivision of fee simple properties within blocks bounded by public
streets, provided that at least one property line has frontage on a public street
or lane. This evolving web of micro-ownership, antithetical to conventional
zoning practices, has been observably beneficial to the development of the
urban fabric of Savannah, where lot sizes range from 500 square feet to an
entire city block. It results in a rich diversity of uses and building types which
thrive within the order imposed by the highly regular public realm. With
multiple autonomous owners, the pattern is also slow to change which was
instrumental in sparing the city from some of the most damaging urban
renewal trends of the mid twentieth century. As a result, the Civic Master Plan
allows aggressive block subdivision to encourage a diverse range of ownership

modules within the highly ordered public realm framework.

Integrating New Development with Existing Urban Patterns

The planning mechanisms of the colonial era have allowed the City of
Savannah to evolve over nearly three centuries as a living urban organism
which offers a broad diversity of architectural expression, rigorously framed
within a high quality public realm. Over the course of three centuries, the

city expanded in areas contiguous to its urban boundaries by utilizing public
mechanisms to extend the existing pattern of neighborhoods and districts,

or wards. Integration with the city as a whole occurred naturally as private
developers built within this established civic framework. The city as it exists
today is not the result of a visionary human imagination that was able to
contemplate the distinct urban form that the plan might yield as the centuries
progressed, nor is it the product of intricate zoning mechanisms. It is the
consequence of a highly defined allocation and methodical distribution of
public space, and an unambiguous distinction between the public and private
realm. The Civic Master Plan for the East Riverfront establishes a permanent
core network of urban streets, parks and public spaces, creating a regulating
urban principle that allows freedom and authentic urban evolution to occur

over time.

Respecting and Learning from Historical Patterns

James Oglethorpe’s regulated organization of urban wards established a Ratio
of Public and Private Components for a viable and sustainable community. This
suggests that physical organization can administer the appropriate proportion
and proximity necessary to sustain a vital community. The sustainability of
Savannah'’s plan as a model for urban expansion is measurable by its longevity.

The ratio of public land to private land in Savannah’s Landmark District is 40%

to 60%, respectively. Not only is this proportion very high, it is simultaneously
interspersed in a pattern of blocks smaller on average than any other
American city. The Civic Master Plan divides the land area of Savannah's East
Riverfront into the same ratio of Public and Private Components to achieve
Savannah’s Urban Extension prior to the design of buildings, determination
of first generation land uses or the finer grained ownership patterns within

individual blocks.
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Creating a Range of Parks

The Civic Master Plan creates specific allocations for six new public parks within
the 54 acre plan area. In keeping with the overall philosophy of the Civic Master
Plan, and of Savannah, the parks are distributed throughout the plan and
deeded to the City. These squares serve as the central public spaces of the new
wards, while a larger waterfront park is located at the fold in the plan where the
street orientation changes. In addition, a new 2,000 foot river walk is connected
to the city’s existing river walk, providing direct pedestrian connections to the
City, to the planned streetcar system, and to existing municipal bus and ferry
transit. The Civic Master Plan does not mandate a specific design or use for the

new public spaces, rather, the design characteristics and use patterns within

these public greens are expected to evolve over time as authentic urban uses
develop within the adjacent blocks. In order to better envision the diversity that
could be developed within these parks, three nationally recognized landscape
architects were invited to the city to develop conceptual designs for the new
squares, treating the public spaces as canvases within a gallery, on which to

explore how a high quality public realm can be created within the new district.

Accommodating Growth and Long-Term Use
What is true of Savannah is true of many great cities. Their form was conceived
in the delineation of the public realm, and they have evolved through the

centuries within the governing structure that gives them order, legibility and

civic identity. This same structure makes it far more difficult for any one interest
to control large portions of their geography and restrict or deny public access.
As cities seek mechanisms for sustainable expansion that embody these civic
virtues, the design community has an opportunity to reach back and learn from
the evolution of great urban places, reinterpreting this knowledge in ways that
may be appreciated by generations, transcending the cycles of obsolescence
embodied in the growth and development paradigm of the recent past. The
Civic Master Plan represents such an effort in seeking to understand how that
which has been proven truly sustainable by the passage of time may guide us

into a more sustainable future. @
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Sottile & Sottile is a Civic Design and Preservation firm based in the internationally significant planned city
of Savannah, Georgia, USA. Their philosophy of design acknowledges and adheres to principles of timeless
urbanism. They emphasize historical analysis and a deep understanding of timeless urbanism in their
methodology in order to envision the best future of any urban project and the city to which it contributes.
They have received over thirty national and international awards for their work.
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