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4.a.ii: Placemaking through Zoning

The TOD district currently provides a generous location efficiency, which refers to a district’s
inclusive mixed-use opportunities that facilitate frequent, pedestrian- or transit-supported trips to
home, work, services and open space (Good Jobs First, 34). In less than five minutes,
pedestrians leaving the ITC can reach core destinations like City Hall and the Post Office, health
and human services facilities like the Holyoke Health Center, food and clothing retail shops, and
ample recreational space like Veterans, Pulaski and Feldman Parks, Avery and Mitchell Fields,
and Heritage State Park with the Children’s Museum, Volleyball Hall of Fame and Heritage
State Museum.

This proximity enhances the pedestrian experience in downtown Holyoke. Considerable open
space nearby provides plentiful opportunities to meet friends, to escape the indoors for lunch or a
quick break from work, and to find refuge from a vibrant downtown space. The active
environment implicitly encourages perceptions of safety, placing more eyes on the street as a
deterrent for criminal activity. Also, nearly every street in the district allows on-street parking,
an important feature in the multimodal environment to accommodate cars while buffering
pedestrians on sidewalks from traffic in the streets (Kunstler, 84).

Attractive lighting and paving accent downtown sidewalks and offer seasonal amenities,
including shade trees, colorful banners and street furniture like benches and trash cans for added
pedestrian comfort and convenience. Sidewalks along Maple and High Sts. include detailed
brick or cobblestone paving, adding to the area’s artistic character, and run along parallel parking
lanes, offer protection from traffic. Also, Maple and High Sts. utilize bulbouts to narrow street
widths in order to facilitate crossing and slow traffic as well as traffic lights with pedestrian
crossing signals at busy intersections. Finally, bus bays cut into wide downtown sidewalks
mitigate traffic congestion while providing sufficient space for riders to wait for, board onto and
exit from transit vehicles. Images of these and more traffic calming devices are reproduced
below from a 2006 report to the City (Calcina, et al., 13-14).
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Beyond the spaces present in downtown, the built environment provides the city with a leg up
over suburban counterparts trying to adapt to the more accommodating pedestrian scale.
Particularly important to the authority of zoning and land use regulations, elements like building
dimensions, architectural detail and permeability provide an attractive and accommodating
outdoor living room in the district (Dittmar and Ohland, 58-61). Downtown’s existing
architectural features add to its streetscape appeal. Stately buildings typically exhibit four
stories, encourage short walking trips, and make driving for errands virtually unnecessary.
Similar building fagades, height and setback dimensions give the district a distinct character
while each building’s unique architectural — and often historical — details allow the structures to
stand out and remind users of the city’s robust past. These features offer a comfortable
confinement and convenient horizontal density for pedestrian traffic. Large windows on the
ground floor support retail uses while passively illuminating the sidewalk with interior lighting.
Large windows above ground level retail give buildings distinguishing features and an enjoyable
interior space with panoramic views of the scenic area (Dittmar and Ohland, 64-70).

4.a.iii: Access in a Multimodal Environment

Downtown Holyoke accommodates a multimodal environment. Allowances for pedestrians and
cars on a traditional grid pattern of streets and sidewalks provide ample space for both modes to
navigate conveniently through the space, while transit offers sufficient service to many of the
community’s neighborhoods and surrounding regional destinations.

Pedestrian access and circulation are typically better in town or city centers due to physical
design of such places. Shops, offices, restaurants and other amenities are generally clustered
together and connected by a pedestrian network which is often more accessible and efficient than
the vehicle network. Sidewalks and walkways are extensive, crosswalks are signalized and
access points for persons with disabilities are incorporated. (PVPC (1), 79)
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Requisite for its multimodal use, the downtown district in Holyoke accommodates pedestrians in
a vehicular context with wide and attractive sidewalks corresponding with the intricate street
network and subsequently small blocks. Mid-block service alleys offer another option, though
less accommodating, for pedestrian access and further relieve stretches of built facades.
Whereas the literature often recommends block widths between 200 and 400 ft. wide, the City’s
mid-block alleys and frequent residential streets with intermittent traffic often exceeds these
ideal design standards (Goodwill and Hendricks, 9).

Dedicated pedestrian spaces include the plethora of pocket parks in the district as well as public
easements between and, in some cases, through buildings. The city’s downtown parks add to
pedestrian allowances, offering a considerable tree canopy, monuments and benches, while
Pulaski and Feldman Parks provide an inviting space to walk along the Connecticut River
through one of Frederick Law Olmstead’s attractive landscapes. Access between and through
buildings, particularly within the Holyoke Health Center and within the Steigers Building,
additionally presents pedestrians with occasion to navigate through permeable blocks and
business owners with greater space to attract customers.

Downtown Holyoke accommodates vehicles in many of the same ways it accommodates
pedestrians. The traditional street grid provides even unaware drivers with predictable routes to
the downtown and greater opportunity to access both on- and off-street parking from numerous
side streets. In addition to parallel parking on nearly every street in the district and occasional
off-street lots, there are two parking garages requiring $.25 per hour within a five-minute walk of
the Intermodal Transportation Center. When the ITC is complete, it will include a parking deck
above the ground-level bus bays to accommodate employees and visitors to the businesses in the
facility.

Transit accommodates nearby destinations for scheduled daily trips, and existing downtown land
uses blend well with trends in transit service. The existing bus stop opposite the Intermodal
Transportation Center at Veterans Park is one of the busiest in the region, providing service on
eight routes predominantly operating in Hampden County in the southern portion of the Pioneer
Valley but also in Northampton and in South Hadley with connections to the Five College
Consortium and northern extensions of the system (Roscoe). A common location efficiency
feature around transit stops, the area’s several municipal offices and spaces add to the stop’s
popularity. Particularly in Holyoke, City Hall, Heritage State Park, and Pulaski Park host
weekly, monthly and annual events throughout the year; offering considerable transit access to
this destination core makes sense for the community and should profit the transit agency.
Perhaps more importantly, transit users often frequent health and human service facilities and
may serve as a development niche for this industry. The Whittier St. Neighborhood Health
Center at Roxbury Crossing in Boston actively sought a location jointly developed with the
MBTA to directly accommodate its clientele (Transportation Research Board, 34-35). Also,
frequent and attractive open spaces facilitate informal and dynamic meeting spaces for newly
arriving riders to meet with friends.

The transit system’s popularity and the City’s demographics fit industry patterns between transit

use and population trends in terms of income, age and family status.
As you will recall, research points out that demographic groups growing most quickly on a
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national scale — older, non-family, non-white — have historically used transit in high numbers
(Reconnecting America, 16). According to the 2000 Census, Hispanic residents make up 41.4%
of Holyoke’s population, while non-family households compose 36.7% of Holyoke’s population.
Moreover, the region’s population of residents older than 50 yrs. old is expected to increase into
the year 2030 (PVPC, 22). These statistics strongly speak to the community’s ability to support
existing PVTA service in downtown Holyoke.

4.a.iv: Institutional Policies for Implementation and Management

Institutional advantages include assistance from state and regional agencies and interest in joint
development at the ITC. As mentioned above, legislative support for downtown projects and
top-down leadership for smart growth initiatives from state and regional officials have helped the
City pursue a progressive planning agenda. This leadership signals clear institutional support for
projects and encourages interest and investment from the private sector.

Advocating for transit-oriented development, the City and its partners share a common vision for
the district. Public funding from state and federal sources indicates this vision well. Particularly
critical has been Representative John Olver’s leadership in Congress, consistently advocating for
assistance to rebuild the Pioneer Valley’s economically competitive metropolis at the crossroads
of New England. PVPC’s guidance with many of the Commonwealth’s progressive planning
initiatives also signals a coordinated effort to sponsor the region’s growth.
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4h: Weaknesses

Despite the City’s significant advantages for providing an accommodating environment for TOD
to succeed, Holyoke presents considerable challenges to attract private sector support, to develop
a sense of place in the downtown, to secure access around the ITC, and to implement a transit-
oriented vision. This section catalogues these features based on what literature and interviews
have provided to this project.

4.b.i: Financing Options to Leverage Private Investment

Exemplified by its broken streetscape tapestry, the City faces daunting development challenges
for several reasons but this report will refer to them generally as the three Rs: significant risk to
redevelop brownfields and vacant or underutilized properties under the aegis of TOD; limited
return on a significant investment; and challenging zoning regulations that affront TOD
strategies. This section will first explore these challenges.

Transit-oriented development in downtown Holyoke deters investment because of its
considerable risk. Risk refers generally to TOD in the area insofar as the planning technique is
unfamiliar to practitioners and is unproven to attain the success it promotes. Another element of
risk is particular to Holyoke and its rustbelt contemporaries: brownfields liability. In the mind of
a conservative investor, these three factors not only stop groundbreaking and ribbon cutting
ceremonies but also the very idea of such an investment (Davis).

Transit-oriented development and its smart growth umbrella suffer in Massachusetts as
unfamiliar nascent planning techniques. Just starting to take root in Greater Boston on the
MBTA’s commuter and light rail services, TOD has not blossomed outside of 1-495 — an hour-
long drive away from the Pioneer Valley — and has not been implemented on a bus-based transit
system in Massachusetts. Neither lenders nor developers in the Pioneer Valley are very familiar
with TOD. While local planning offices may clamor for TOD projects in their communities,
without interest from developers to create these projects and commitments from banks to fund
them, these projects will continue to sit on shelves. Without projects to rely on and leadership to
direct, transit-oriented development initiatives have grown slowly in western Massachusetts a
prescriptive directive from state and federal incentives for communities that try to adopt the
technique, but these incentives cannot substitute for practical experience and trusted familiarity
in the region.

This lack of awareness also stems from unfamiliarity in private sector leadership circles; industry
institutions typically relied upon for conservative empirical development data fails to provide
and sufficiently understand regarding TOD. Whereas single-use office, retail and residential
districts follow prescribed traffic volumes, demand in dense, mixed-use districts is more difficult
to predict accurately. The odds become more challenging when the district involves transit as
well. Factors related to complementary land use, non-motorized trip volume resulting from
those land uses, connectivity of the transit system, and the location of the TOD district in the
region push guantitative research to the realm of impossible. Despite these challenges, there are
numerous examples from which to draw expectations for traffic demand management policies,
and conclusive evidence supports transit as a benefit to walkability, employment density, land
use, and quality of life. (Dittmar and Ohland, 45-49)
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Although profitable in theory and in practice in affluent metropolitan centers, transit-oriented
development’s marketability and subsequent economic feasibility in unproven in second-tier
metropolitan markets like the Pioneer Valley and even less proven in terms of bus-based TOD.
Limited industry capability is a significant reason for TOD’s limited use and interest in the
private sector. Conventional single-use development is tested and predictable, and it profits from
proven engineering standards for traffic volume, efficient architectural dimensions, and targeted
marketing campaigns, to name a few. TOD, particularly BTOD, does not have the same
resources at this period in its young life, because industries have not determined how to account
for its dynamic features. Cookie-cutter big-box retail will attract the same parking demand in
Michigan as it does in Colorado, but mixed-use district’s with pedestrian-friendly
accommodations and conveniences are unique for each location, making the technique less
predictable and replicable and deterring lenders and developers from comparably more difficult
projects. (Goodwill and Hendricks, 43; Majias and Deakin, 126)

Another element of the technique’s unproven character is its limited permanent infrastructure.
RTOD and bus rapid transit (BRT) often induce swift land speculation and increased property
values, because the cost to implement those systems points to long-term investments along
committed and invariable routes for economic development. As a less costly alternative,
however, BTOD lacks comparably permanent infrastructure and does not generate similar
increases in proximate property values, because land owners and developers cannot rely on
consistent and unwavering route patterns and resulting economic growth. Indeed, PVTA has
indicated an interest in altering its bus routes to accommodate dynamic demands in the Pioneer
Valley as they develop, assuming a reactionary role instead of a directive role in regional
development patterns (Roscoe). While the ITC is a tremendous permanent investment and may
increase property values in the immediate area around it, property values throughout the system
will remain sluggish without some signal of service commitment from PVTA and region-wide
TOD will likely suffer.

Brownfields are a significant development risk factor because, by definition, they are real
property, the expansion, redevelopment, or reuse of which may be complicated by the presence
or potential presence of a hazardous substance, pollutant, or contaminant. Brownfields liability
stems from federal and state legislation holding property owners responsible for cleaning
contaminated properties so that they may be reasonably returned to the market for reinvestment.
Any person owning property to which contamination has migrated in an aquifer faces potential
uncertainty with respect to liability as an owner, even where such owner has had no participation
in the handling of hazardous substances, and has taken no action to exacerbate the release. Some
owners of property containing contaminated aquifers have experienced difficulty selling these
properties or obtaining financing for development because prospective purchasers and lenders
sometimes view the potential for liability under the Comprehensive Environmental Response,
Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA), the issue’s governing federal legislation, as a
significant risk (Johnson, et al., 24-26). Public companies involved in industries such as heavy
manufacturing, chemicals, railroads, and utilities that produced hazardous substances or by-
products are hardest hit by this liability legislation (Lange and McNeil, 101-103). Holyoke built
its heritage on these dirty industries, and its landscape is consequently dotted with specters of
these industrial kings.
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Developing in downtown Holyoke also presents considerable concerns about limited return on an
increasingly significant investment. Rate of return is affected by the City’s interest in historic
preservation and adaptive reuse of its unique and historical downtown structural assets — there’s
no place quite like Holyoke, and local leaders want to keep it that way — however, this interest in
reuse coincides with an tough-luck reputation, resulting in decreased demand for the district as
exhibited through diminished property values and rental rates throughout the city.

As a city with a unique heritage for industry and technology, Holyoke aims to preserve its
historic structures as a matter of community pride, architectural integrity and traditional
functionality, but this aim is not always a realistic one when a rehabilitation project is too costly
for a developer to pursue. Most developers contend that rehabilitation of many downtown
buildings approaches $220,000 per unit, a figure relying heavily on the cost to update multi-unit
fire systems, to remove lead and asbestos, to convert predominantly single-use residential
properties to mixed-use or multi-family dwellings, and to retrofit elevators in compliance with
American with Disabilities Act (ADA) access standards (Mendrala). While these preservation
efforts make business sense for TOD projects in more affluent historic regions like Greater
Boston, limited rental income in the Pioneer Valley provides little incentive to approach
expensive rehabilitation and renovation projects in the area. While average monthly rents in
Metro Boston approach $1,000, average monthly rent in Holyoke in 2000 was $503 (Mendrala;
U.S. Census).

This sizeable disparity in part speaks to the Paper City’s reputation as dirty, dangerous and
destination-less, making it difficult for the City to compete for tourist dollars and for business to
profit from hometown consumers. Whether a boarded factory or a vast lawn of pavement and
shrubs, impressions of unkempt properties throughout downtown go beyond property lines and
even district borders to affect the entire community’s reputation for security and cleanliness. A
city with a tough image reduces demand for the area, leading to reduced property values and
reduced rental rates. Low expectations for income from sale or lease discourage investment,
because the period of return would take longer compared to similar projects in communities with
better reputations for safety and higher values of property and rent. (Belzer and Autler, 22-25;
Johnson, et al., 34-35)

The last risk factor to leverage private investment is an unsupportive regulatory framework.
These regulatory costs include TOD-obstructive development requirements and limited
incentives for pursuing projects that the City favors. The City should do more to accommodate
TOD by approaching these challenges and adapting its policies to facilitate transit-oriented
development.

It is common for cities to have zoning ordinances and land development requirements designed
for automobile-oriented, single-use, suburban-scale development, but the physical requirements
of zoning ordinances often restrict the necessary development density for TOD through such
provisions as maximum floor area ratios, height limitations, minimum front setback of buildings,
landscaping requirements, lot coverage maximums, and minimum parking requirements
(Goodwill and Hendricks, 12-14). Typically a pointed and contentious issue, parking
requirements unnecessarily increase costs to purchase more land around the structure for parking
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in an environment less dedicated to automobile ownership. Reconnecting America estimates that
it costs a developer or municipal agency $20 to $200 per month to finance, build, operate and
maintain a single parking space, and, depending on parking requirements, parking space can
consume up to 50% of a property used in development (17). Given its pivotal role in creating
and sustaining a successful transit-oriented development district, parking requirements will be a
critical feature of this report.

Although Holyoke’s zoning ordinance allows traditional urban densities up to 80 units per acre
and requires building dimensions typical of historic areas, the City’s parking requirements serve
as a contemporary suburban retrofit and fails to amplify the district’s valuable and unique scale.
Discussed more in the next section, the ordinance gets in its own way, failing to realize its
intended interest in dense, pedestrian-friendly downtown spaces because of a perceived need to
supply users with threatening parking allowances.

Although the City offers tax-increment financing for projects in qualified districts, the City does
not offer incentives for favorable projects in the TOD district, and all projects experience similar
procedures with respect to time and cost of application submission. Permitting for development
projects in downtown Holyoke can take up to two months and typically involve costly legal and
engineering fees that accrue over time (Mendrala). Holyoke officials currently do not offer
decreased fees or expedited review procedures for favorable projects, be they TOD-guided or
otherwise laudable. Without these incentives, wary developers have no reason to pursue projects
that the City and the Commonwealth advocate.

4.b.ii: Placemaking through Zoning

Downtown Holyoke’s greatest challenges for developing a sense of place stems from issues
discussed in the previous section. Frequent brownfields properties discourage feelings of safety,
leading to diminished property values and rental income and hindering profit from development.
Also, unsupportive regulations do little to change the area’s built environment, leaving it with
too few residents and employment opportunities to suggest a discernable identity.

Although recent projects like Canalwalk and Open Square point to future large scale
redevelopment, the City’s current efforts at placemaking are hard for the common downtown
visitor to realize. As mentioned in the Literature Survey, Parker, et al., contend that successful
TOD districts exhibit residential densities of 10 to 20 units per acre and employment densities of
50 to 75 employees per acre (42-48). These densities are difficult to realize in Holyoke because,
for the reasons stated above, prospective residents and tourists are not attracted to the area and,
without a critical mass of rooftops, business lacks a competitive in-house consumer base from
which to profit. These limitations translate to an unclear identity for a district marginally utilized
compared to its potential use.

Parking requirements mentioned above not only unnecessarily increase development costs, they
also discourage dense projects appropriate for downtown. To the City’s credit, the existing
zoning ordinance allows many TOD-supportive land uses at competitive densities, but
requirements for these uses often insult transit-oriented development, particularly in terms of
parking. Where existing zones allow multifamily housing, restaurants and retail, they require 2
parking spaces per unit, 1 space per 300 square feet and 1 space per 4 seats, respectively (City of
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Holyoke (2), 22-25, 37-39). Requiring 2 parking spaces per unit for multifamily housing
projects discourages developers from large-scale apartment projects, instead preferring smaller
projects with lower parking requirements and significantly less density.

4.b.iii: Access in a Multimodal Environment

Pedestrian access in Holyoke is strongly accommodated by its traditional scale and active mixed-
use corridors, but excessive parking presents frequent conflicts within and between the district’s
small blocks. Also, unwelcoming transit infrastructure without amenities for convenience or
protection from the elements reduces pedestrian accommodation in the area. Finally, research
contends that pedestrian route choice is determined more by the unencumbered ease of the route
than by the route’s length or directness to the destination. These factors exist in Holyoke and
should be addressed so as to provide a welcoming and supportive environment for a successful
transit-oriented development district.

The location and amount of excessive parking and resulting traffic patterns and congestion play
some role in encouraging an active and inviting space and result in higher property values and
economic development (Cervero, et al., Ferrell and Murphy, 24). The City, however, provides
excessive parking, noted by a significant number of empty spaces in minimal fee lots like its
Dwight St. and Suffolk St. parking garages and in free lots scattered throughout downtown.
Excessive parking in a district intending to curb parking demand encourages driving and, in turn,
threatens the critical element of comfortable pedestrian traffic (Nelson Nygaard Consulting
Associates, 44). Advocates and planning professionals agree that parking is the critical
detriment for creating a unique pedestrian-friendly environment (Belzer and Autler, 5-7; Center
for Transit-oriented Development (1), 4; Cervero, et al.,, 10-14; Kavage, et al., 46-48).
Generally, parking accommodates driving, and driving devastates TOD districts, at once
challenging the pedestrian environment, diminishing perceptions of pedestrian safety and
comfort, and removing an impetus for transit use. Regardless of these detractions, Holyoke
exhibits a wealth of parking that borders on excessive and consequently present significant
challenges to TOD’s success there.

Parking lots challenge pedestrian perceptions of activity and convenience. Although parking
land uses encourage pedestrian traffic to and from vehicles during morning and afternoon
commutes, parking space has limited value compared to tax revenues from infill mixed-use
properties. Streetfront parking lots also unnecessarily add distance between otherwise location
efficient land uses, requiring pedestrians to leapfrog these parking spaces, adding time to
pedestrian trips, and generally reducing the appeal of downtown walkability.

Parking lots challenge pedestrian perceptions of safety and comfort as well. First, frequent
driveways providing ingress and egress vehicle access between parking lots and main streets
require pedestrians to be increasingly cautious of driver recognition and generally reduce the
pedestrian to a second-tier user in a space intended to place them on a pedestal. Second, evening
walks along inactive land uses — whether streetfront parking lots or brownfields — present
unnerving land uses and further challenge perceptions of security based on their limited public
surveillance and often dimly lit expanse.

Lastly, excessive parking and its subsequent allowance for driving removes the suggestion to use
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transit, placing the service at a competitive disadvantage in an area intended to provide it with a
leg up on conventional driving. Whereas communities with successful TOD districts provide
little and/or expensive parking, thereby challenging drivers to seek alternate transportation
modes and persuading them to utilize transit, communities with excessive parking provide little
compelling reason not to drive to a destination. Simply put, why would someone take transit
when they could drive in a more direct and timely manner? Also, PVTA transit competes for
space with private vehicles; more cars on the road further slow transit service and further
discourage ridership. Although there may be factors of congestion and ownership costs that
continue to deter drivers, these factors are less critical than the factor of unavailable parking.
Dittmar and Ohland contend that reducing parking can reduce traffic between 10% and 30% and
increase transit use by 17% (121-125). Despite these impressive results, a city with ample
parking already in place is unlikely to realize these benefits, and TOD in Holyoke may suffer as
a result.

Unwelcoming transit infrastructure in Holyoke and throughout the Pioneer Valley further
challenges transit use and, consequently, a vibrant downtown transit hub. These issues involve
uncompetitive access compared to car access and a discouraging stigma against bus transit
generally.

Local officials have commented on limited transit access and its impact on the community
(Moskal). Transit access issues most notably point out limited strategic locations and routes
where users would expect to quickly access the system. With a lack of permanent infrastructure
in place except in a few choice locations, it is not surprising that PVTA bus stops in Holyoke and
in the region generally do not accommodate pedestrian needs. Although some new stops in the
system currently or will include elements as complex as park and ride facilities near highway
exits or other community gateways with express service between downtowns so as to encourage
riders to leave their cars behind without adding congestion, pollution and conflict or as simple as
seating and shelter from the elements, an overwhelming majority of stops are nothing more than
an 8’ pole with a sign distinguishing the spot as a transit stop. Instead of these considerate
facilities and services, PVTA services an array of corridors with stops scattered in questionable
or inappropriate locations, mitigating access and failing to realize a competitive alternative to car
use.

Bus service also suffers from a stigma associated with its ridership and with its vehicle fleet.
Although seemingly generalized and discriminatory, survey respondents’ claims regarding bus
service as a typically blue-collar, low-income transit service are supported by the literature. As
noted earlier, research strongly suggests that low-cost bus-based transit serves low-income
residents in low-value districts. Adding to the stigma, PVTA’s bus fleet was last updated in
1994, nearing the end of its useful 12-year lifespan and operating high maintenance and high
noise- and air-pollution equipment while jeopardizing the ridership experience (Roscoe). A
perception for low-income ridership coupled with dilapidated equipment leads to a considerable
bus stigma — a highly observed point in both in the literature and in user surveys.

In general, the city’s corridors experience encumbered access between the downtown and other

neighborhoods and between local and regional destinations. Although it is widely understood
that proximity is the pivotal determinant for route choice and convenience, recent evidence
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