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from 20 fest to less than 12

feet, and some public art
would be removed,
dramatically altering the
mall's character. The
potential payoff would be
retail revival on at least part
of the languishing mall,
which was dedicated in
1978.
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The proposal has no official
endorsement and is fraught
with potential technical and
financial problems. But even
if the specific proposal falls
flat, the discussion will bring
public attention to the
deteriorating physical condition and weak business climate along the
Fifth and Sixth avenues mall. The mall has been a topic of talk but no
action among business and government leaders for almost a decade.

"It is dull in its current state, and portions of the retail are lifeless,” said
Sam Adams, chief of staff to Mayor Vera Katz, who said the mayor has
not reviewed the consultant's draft recommendations.
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The original mall on Fifth and Sixth avenues stretches from Madison to
Bumside strests, with a later extension north of Burnside to Union
Station. The streets have one lane for buses 1o pull to the curb, one lana
for bus through-traffic and, on most blocks, one lane for automobile
traffic. Sidewalks are 18 feat wide opposite bus stops, widening to 30
feat every fourth block, eliminating automebile through-traffic.

The consultants for a downtown retail steering committes suggest a
reconstruction of the mall on Fifth and Sixth avenues, between Salmon
and Washington streets. Curbside parking would be allowed on two
blocks in either direction extending from Pionger Courthouse and in
some casas within the street right-of-way. The wider sidewalks would be
narrowed to allow through-traffic between Yamhill and Taylor streets.

Portland architect George Crandall, the consultant who presented the
proposal for parking on the mall, said it is important for parking to be
available even if the spaces are usually full. "It's very difficult for
businesses to be healthy," he said, "if there isnt some opportunity for
parking on the streets they face."

The Portland Development Commission and the Association for
Portland Progress launched the study in December to come up with
ways to help strengthen and attract retail businesses. The changes to
the Transit Mall are among many ideas in the draft recommendations
that were presentad to a committee, composed mainly of downtown
retailers and property owners, on Tuesday.

The study, led by Economics Ressarch Associates of San Francisco, is
expected to produce final recommendations in March. Proposals
adopted by the steering committee would go to the Portland
Development Cammission and the board of the Association for Portland
Progress, and then on to the Portland City Council, said Franklin "Kim™
Kimbrough, president of the Association for Portland Progress.

The steering committee discussions, which take place during breakfast
meetings in the business association's downtown offices, are unusual
both for their speed and scope. City and business leaders say they want
to move guickly on a plan to shore up the downtown retail climate and
eliminate uncertainty for business owners and potential new businesses.

Tim Greve of Carl Greve Jewelers, a steering committee mamber, said
he is surprised by the speed of the study, but said he finds it refreshing
in a city where public policy decisions can drag out for years.

"Knowing the way Porlland works, there's no way in the world that
aspects of the plan won't get subjected to public input,” he said. "We will
get things back to normal Portland time frames for policy.

“The fact remains that there are a lot of problems with the retail vitality of
downtown," Greve added. “If something isn't done, it's not going to get
cheaper and it isn't going to gat any easier”

Another light-rail line Other changes on the mall remain under
discussion. For instance, a committee of the Association for Portland
Progress is pushing Metro for further study of running a north-south
light-rail line on the mall. Chris Kopea, who heads that committee and is
a member of the retail steering committes, cautioned against
considering the future of the mall without considering future transit
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needs.

"We need to talk about how to accommodate transit rather than coming
up with a design for the mall,” said Kopca, who works on development
projects for the Goodman family, which owns a number of downtown
buildings and parking lots.

On the technical side, Portland consultant Roger Shiels noted the
potential difficulty of building sidewalks within 12 feet of buildings, since
some buildings have basements that extend to the original sidewalk
width of 15 feet. "That's not to say it couldn't be done, but it certainly
could be a very disruptive thing to do.” said Shiels, who was a
consultant to the city and Tri-Met for the mall's construction in the

Still, the idea of doing something to bring new life to the mall has been
on many people's minds for years. The possibility of light-rail
construction on a north-south rail ling that was rejected by voters put
improvement projects on hold, said Vic Rhodes, director of Portland's
Office of Transportation.

“We know the mall is in terrible condition,” Rhodes said. Mow, he said,
the city has no maney for improvements.

The mall's problems go beyond broken bricks. The area has not
attracted retailers, often rolling up the carpet at the end of the workday.
Many blocks have uninviting storefronts or sitting areas that attract
loiterers. Businesses on the mall have not taken advantage of the wide
sidewalks, perhaps because of noise or their parception of inadeguate
visibility to automobiles.

The mall has a powerful place in Portland's civic image and remains
important functionally to the regional transit system, said Portland
historian Carl Abbott of Portland State University. "The transit mall is
such an icon in Portland’s success in turning downtown around.”

While not opposed to changing the mall, Abbott said he is skeptical that
adding a few parking spaces would create enough change to be worth
the cost. But he said it is important that the idea get a full public aifng
outside the business-oriented steering committesa.

"Any changes would have to be studied long and hard,” he said, "and
would have to go through the classic Portland process.” You can reach
Gordon Oliver at 503-221-8171 or by e-mail at gordonoliver@naws.
oragonian. com.
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