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THE ISTHMUS 2020 COMMITTEE REPORT

A Guidebook for a Model Isthmus

When we look at the most beautiful towns and cities of the
past, we are always impressed by a feeling that they are
somehow organic.

This feeling of "organicness" is not a vague feeling of
relationship with biological forms. It is not an analogy. It is
instead an accurate vision of a specific structural quality
which these old towns had ...and have. Namely: Each of
these towns grew as a whole, under its own laws of
wholeness...and we feel this wholeness, not only at the largest
scale, but in every detail: in the restaurants, in the sidewalks,
in the houses, shops, markets, roads, parks, gardens, and
walls. Even in the balconies and ornaments.

Christopher Alexander et al.,
A New Theory of Urban Design, 1987, p.2

Section I: Introduction
The Isthmus 2020 Committee's Charge

The Isthmus 2020 Committee was created to study future
population and employment trends in Madison's Isthmus. These
future population and employment trends were critical
considerations during the VISION 2020 Dane County Land Use
and Transportation planning process.

Construction of new buildings in the Isthmus often poses special
challenges. There is relatively little vacant land. Land and

construction costs are higher than for land readily available on the
edge of communities throughout Dane County. Demolition of
buildings, the appearance of new buildings, and public subsidies
are often controversial. The Committee's job was to assess these
challenges as well as the opportunities for development and then
project what portion of the County's expected population and
employment growth can be absorbed by the Isthmus.

The Committee concluded there is a strong untapped market
for additional housing in Isthmus neighborhoods but only if
this housing is built in ways that are consistent with traditional
neighborhood qualities that enhance the Isthmus as a place to
live. Our report is a guidebook for how this can be done.

Population Projection and Related Assumptions

In response to our charge, we concluded that an additional 4,500
housing units could be built in the Isthmus by the year 2020. This
projection was based on the following important assumptions.

1. Real estate market opportunities exist in the Isthmus now
and will continue to exist in the future to meet housing
needs of first-time homebuyers, established homeowners, an
aging population, and a diverse group of renters who want
to live in an attractive urban setting.

Appendix A contains Isthmus data on building permits,
renovation, and residential assessments. The data suggest that
there is strong market acceptance of new units, significant
investment in existing units, and substantial increases in the
market-based value of existing units, particularly single-
family units.

2. New housing development must improve the character of
neighborhoods, not just increase density. Recognition of




existing neighborhood character helps gain necessary support
for public and private actions needed to build additional
housing. It will also build confidence that these neighborhoods
are and will continue to be good places to live. Confidence that
things are improving, if only modestly, is necessary to create a
market demand for additional housing.

Good locations exist where new housing can be built in a
way that will complement and enhance existing residential
neighborhoods. It is important that an aggressive effort to
build additional housing not require extensive demolition of
housing that is perceived to be valuable to a neighborhood.

Possible locations where additional housing can be built
include: the Yahara River corridor; both the east and west rail
corridors; near Campus, particularly to the south of Campus;
Downtown around the Capitol Square, either on the Square or
within a few blocks of it; and the Bassett Neighborhood.
Appendix B generally illustrates these possible locations.
Above and beyond the possibilities we identify, additional good
infill opportunities will be identified by property owners,
neighborhoods, the City or others if we create a clear
understanding of what is acceptable new housing development
that also reflects a market need.

Although we have not considered specific South Madison
locations for additional housing, we believe opportunities for
new construction and renovation exist and can play a role in
improving perceptions of this area as it has for others. For
example, City supported projects such as renovation of the
"Four Yellow Houses" on Williamson Street into cooperative
housing nearly two decades ago helped change the perception
that Marquette was a declining neighborhood.

Employment Projection and Related Assumptions

We concluded that an additional 14,000 jobs can be accommodated
in the Isthmus by the year 2020. At the same time, the Committee
concluded that additional roadway capacity through the Isthmus is
limited. Many roads are now congested. High job growth will
require more use of and investments in transportation modes other
than automobiles. The City, Dane County, the State of Wisconsin,
the University of Wisconsin-Madison, and the private sector will
need to be partners in achieving the targeted employment growth
and related transportation solutions. The State of Wisconsin should
be commended for the location and construction of the Department
of Administration building on East Wilson Street and the new court
building on West Washington Avenue. The.State should continue to
agglomerate its facilities in the Central Business District.

The continued growth of employment in the Isthmus is an
important element in maintaining downtown vitality, strengthening
Isthmus neighborhoods, and promoting transit systems with either
urban or urban and regional service. But improvements in mass
transportation, particularly the rail transit alternatives, need to be
made to make the Isthmus an even more attractive business
location. New construction for offices and other uses to provide
space for employment growth will need to be reviewed in
conjunction with parking, roadway capacity, and access to transit
service and to bicycle and pedestrian amenities. Although new and
existing development in the rail corridor may ultimately be served
by rail transit, this service will not likely occur for some time. In
the interim period before any rail transit is operative, new
developments -- both within and outside of the rail corridor --
should be promptly and adequately served by bus and fully
integrated into the bicycle and pedestrian networks.

Light or high-tech industries with low impacts on neighborhood
design and the architecture of the existing built areas could be
appropriate in parts of the Isthmus to keep a mix of jobs and




income available in the City and the region. Commercial and The first floors of buildings in neighborhood main street areas can

industrial areas should primarily be located with concern for provide local residents with retail goods and services; office and
transitional design and low impacts on neighborhoods. Several residential space could be provided, either singly or in combination
recent projects along the rail corridors have shown good reuse of with each other, on the upper floors of main street buildings. Some
land and increased the employment numbers for the area, as small-scale commercial and office uses can intermingle with
exemplified in the table below. residential uses as described later in this report's section on the

Physical Attributes of Traditional Neighborhoods on page 8. Well
designed projects for Isthmus office and commercial space have

A FEW EXAMPLES OF RECENT EMPLOYMENT-GENERATING INFILL
DEVELOPMENTS IN THE ISTHMUS RAIL CORRIDOR'
LoT
ESTIMATED NO. - AREA YEAR
DEVELOPMENT EMPLOYEES ADDRESS TYPE (Acres) OCCUPIED

Mainstreet Industries® 60-65 931 East Main Street Office, Light 1.60 1996
Industry

Department of Administration . Office (Primarily

(DOA) 723 101 East Wllson Street State Offices) 0.60 1992

Alexander Co. West Rail -

exander -0, West Bl §30-1,000  |000-700 Blocks of Regent) - (oo o o nq Retail | 7.71 1992-1998

Corridor Development Street ‘

'Wisconsin Housing and Approximately 500- . N

Economic Development 700, Pending Further 201 Wiitvgisehmgton Og;:ti (g;g::;ly 0.50 1998

Authority (WHEDA) Analysis

Sonic Foundry® 36 754 Williamson Street Office, Light 0.20 1997
Industry

Source: City of Madison, Department of Planning and Development, Planning Unit, TAV, 1997.
Footnotes:
! The Isthmus Rail Corridor is defined here as that area within 1/4 mile of an existing rail line that transects the Isthmus.
2 This was formerly the site of the Greyhound Bus Depot.
? This development on the north side of Regent St. between W. Washington Ave. and Murray St. consists of four
adjacent developments by the Alexander Company. The fourth and final building of the agglomeration is presently under

construction. At full buildout, the entire four-building development should contain about 830 - 1,000 employees.

4 Sonic Foundry will be moving to this site from the Madison Enterprise Center (MEC) once renovations are complete at the new site.

Sonic Foundry anticipates expanding even more over the next 12 to 18 months in terms of both physical area and in the number of employees.




been successfully absorbed by the market and are generally
compatible with existing uses. On-street parking in main street
areas, including the Central Business District, is critical to the
commercial success of these areas and should not be removed,
even in the face of increasing roadway congestion levels and
increasing pressure to utilize the parking lanes for expanding
roadway capacity. Some temporary removal from limited, selected
routes during peak hours only may be tolerated, but its wholesale
elimination is highly discouraged.

Isthmus residential growth will create additional local market
demand for household serving businesses. Some entrepreneurs may
be expected to operate home-based businesses or seek locations
within their neighborhoods, adding to the employment
opportunities. Potential employment - generating, infill
redevelopment space in residentially zoned areas of the downtown
could be increased by eliminating backyard parking. Backyard
parking should be removed from residentially zoned areas of the
downtown.

Rail a Key Element in the Future Regional Employment
Growth

Improvements in mass transportation, particularly the rail transit
alternatives, will make the Isthmus location more attractive as a
business location. Many who now consider driving and parking in
the Isthmus a significant business disincentive for certain
operations need to be persuaded that alternatives to congested
roadways and difficulty parking will be provided. Enhanced transit
service, creative parking programs, and the construction of
appropriately sited and designed parking facilities are examples of
ways in which access to downtown businesses can be improved.

Developing an enhanced and attractive mass transportation system
linking the Isthmus with other activity centers and residential

neighborhoods throughout the metropolitan region is another
alternative means of facilitating access to downtown businesses and
is essential to encouraging the recommended employment growth
for the Isthmus. Without such a system, further employment growth
will only present greater roadway congestion during rush hours.

The Committee believes that rail transit provides the greatest

* opportunity to maximize the Isthmus' central position and function

in the region. Rail transportation could be particularly attractive if
employment-generating activities are developed in the areas along
the present rail corridors. Since additional roadway capacity is
limited in the Isthmus, adding regional passenger rail service to the
existing rail corridors is one good way of increasing the region's
overall transportation capacity. Passenger rail service will need to
be coordinated with freight rail service in the same corridors.
Preserving the existing employment-generating land uses along the
rails corridors, and attracting future employment-generating land
uses to the corridors, will lend support to the viability of rail as a
transit option. The rail corridors are a regional resource that serve
both the Isthmus and the larger area.

SECTION II: RATIONALE
Why Build Additional Housing in the Isthmus?

Building additional housing in the Isthmus.addresses many
important public policy goals.

1. New housing development is part of a strategy for building
stronger neighborhoods or new neighborhoods in locations
where the neighborhood fabric is weak or non-existent. For
example, the South Campus neighborhood is a weak
neighborhood that would benefit from additional housing
development at key sites. At other locations, there is a
substantial amount of underutilized land that can be




productively used for residential infill development. The
portion of the Bassett Neighborhood bounded by Bedford
Street, Proudfit Street, and West Main Street now has a mix of
housing and commercial development without a distinct
neighborhood character. It would greatly benefit from
additional housing development.

Very little of this land is readily available for development
today. Its development for housing is feasible only in the
context of credible plans with strong public support.

New housing development in the Isthmus is a cost effective
use of the existing infrastructure including the
transportation network. New households in this area will
drive fewer miles on average and use non-auto modes of
transportation more than new households at other locations.
Additional residents in the Isthmus can usually be well served
by existing transit service without costly extensions.

New housing development can help maintain integrated
schools. Public schools that serve the Isthmus have a mixed
population by income and race. New housing suitable for
families with children can help maintain a stable school
population.

New housing development supports businesses and street
life in the Downtown. The quality of a worker's or a visitor's
experience in the Downtown and Campus area is greatly
affected by an attractive, safe urban setting. As long as the
Isthmus is a good place to live, it will be a good place to work
and do business. Walkable streets, main street settings, and the
businesses that thrive in them, historic buildings, and stable
neighborhoods make attractive destinations. Madison should
follow the lead of those villages and small cities around the
State that are capitalizing on the appeal of attractive main
streets.

All Neighborhoods as Good Places to Live

...the overriding rule requires only one thing: that every act
of construction, every increment of growth in the city work
towards the creation of wholeness.

Christopher Alexander et al., p.29

Committee members respect the full variety of good, attractive
neighborhoods existing throughout the City. We recognize that all
residential neighborhoods have basic requirements that need to be
understood and valued by their residents and others. Our report
describes many of these requirements for Madison's older
neighborhoods. Newer neighborhoods have similar needs for
relating well to surrounding areas and for good pedestrian, bike,
and transit connections. We have not addressed neighborhoods
outside the Isthmus because it was quite appropriately not part of
our charge. In the future, perhaps a similar committee process can
be established to take a comprehensive look at other areas of the
City. Appendix C depicts the boundaries of Isthmus neighborhood
associations.

The Isthmus As a Good Place to Live

...an urban process can only generate wholeness when the
structure of the city comes from the individual building
projects and the life they contain, rather than being imposed
from above. Wholeness only occurs when the larger urban
structure, and its communal space, spring from these
individual projects.

Christopher Alexander et al., p.249

The illustration on the following pége depicts the Isthmus 2020
Study Area.
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Prepared for the Isthrms 2020 Citizens' Advisory Committee by the City of Madison Department of Planning and Development, TAV, January, 1997.

LOCATION KEY

Eagle Heights
Glenway Golf Course
Forest Hill Cemetery
Edgewood Campus
Vilas Park/Zoo

Camp Randall & Field House
Bascom Hill
Memorial Union

9. Monona Terrace

10. State Capitol

11. James Madison Park
12. MG&E

13. Breese Stevens Field
14. Tenney Park

15. EastH.S.

16. Oscar Mayer

17. Olbrich Gardens

18. Kohl Center
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At this time, over 70,000 people live in the Isthmus study area. The
boundaries of the study area roughly correspond to Madison's older
traditional neighborhoods.

Our recommendations convey a consistent message: The future
growth and vitality of the Isthmus lie in respecting the original
traditional neighborhood qualities of Isthmus neighborhoods and in
keeping a continuous pedestrian character for the Isthmus as a
whole.

The Committee's recommendations flow from a strong appreciation
for many of the existing conditions in Isthmus neighborhoods.
These conditions are based on the fact that these traditional
neighborhoods were platted before the advent of the automobile.
The early City was designed for the convenience of pedestrians.
The major modes of transportation were walking, horses, and,
eventually, the streetcar. The streetcar, like transit today, was an
extension of the pedestrian mode. One must walk to the stop and
walk from the streetcar to one's destination.

In these neighborhoods, the pre-automobile design of houses and
apartments on small lots continues to benefit neighborhood
residents and the broader community. Continuous sidewalks and a
street grid system provide many connections to the surrounding
community. Neighborhood main street areas are close to
residences. Major places of employment are nearby.

These traditional neighborhood features create a pedestrian-
oriented environment that encourages people to use non-automobile
forms of transportation. Isthmus residents do so in fairly large
numbers. The 1990 Census data in Appendix D, Figures 1 and 2,
reflect this in the high number of Isthmus residents walking, biking
or riding the bus to work.

During the 1950's and 1960's, traditional neighborhoods like those
in the Isthmus were often considered obsolete. In some cases,

major renovation was prohibited by zoning codes intended to
shorten the life of non-conforming houses that did not meet
"modern" setback requirements for front, rear, and side yards.
Mortgage financing for non-conforming houses was difficult to
obtain. Reinvestment necessary to renew older housing stock did
not occur.

Madison's planning and development practices have evolved over
the past twenty-five years to accept and, in many cases, actively
support the traditional neighborhood features of Isthmus
neighborhoods. Much of this evolution has been driven by City-
supported neighborhood plans and by the rejection of development
projects and public works projects that were not acceptable.

The future vitality of urban areas with small residential lots and
apartments lies in our ability to keep them attractive places to live
or, in some cases, to make them attractive places to live.
Frequently, we understand what our own neighborhood needs to
remain a good place to live, yet we continue to see other
neighborhoods as our traffic corridors. We lose sight of their
primary importance as places to live. To help remedy this common
form of myopia, our report includes a description of what physical
attributes contribute to the viability of older neighborhoods.
Understanding these physical attributes will help us apply the same
sensitivity to other people's neighborhoods that we intuitively apply -
to our own.

All will benefit if we can do a better job of clarifying what
qualities we want to preserve and enhance in Isthmus
neighborhoods. New Urbanists have helped us understand what
these qualities are. These traditional neighborhood attributes and
our recommendations for reinforcing them follow.




The Physical Attributes of Traditional Neighborhoods

Walkable Size and Density: The central feature of traditional
neighborhoods is their walkable size and pedestrian character.
Architectural character, parks, gateways, defining views and
neighborhood "main streets" all contribute to walkability.

Neighborhoods should be compact, pedestrian-friendly, and include
mixed-use areas. Many activities of daily living should occur
within walking distance, allowing independence for those who do
not drive, especially people with disabilities, the elderly and young.
Pedestrian character has a positive impact on transit use making it
easier and more pleasant to get to the bus stop and to wait for the
bus.

Density is measured in dwelling units per acre. Density and
neighborhood character together determine the walkability of a
neighborhood. Appendix E attempts to convey the general concept
of density; it contains examples of residential densities throughout
the Isthmus.

Neighborhood Boundaries, Edges, and Gateways: Boundaries are
fundamental to any geographic place. What is a neighborhood
without boundaries? Boundaries are more than lines on a map.
They are defined by our ability to perceive that we are moving
from one distinct place to another.

Clear edges between residential and non-residential uses within a
neighborhood can give a sense of stability to a neighborhood with a
mix of uses. For example, residential neighborhoods adjacent to
major institutions will be more stable if there is a clear edge
between the different uses. Mixed use areas, such as the
Williamson Street and Monroe Street commercial areas, need to be
clearly defined in relation to residential areas. Commercial uses
benefit from being clustered. Homebuyers don't want the duplex
next door to suddenly become a carryout or an active office use,

but many people want to live near attractive commercial uses. Few
want to own a house next door to an isolated commercial use.

Gateways, like boundaries, also make for a well defined place and
they enhance the perception of transition from one place to another.
"A gateway can have many forms: a literal gate, a bridge, a passage
between narrowly separated buildings, an avenue of trees, a
gateway through a building." (Christopher Alexander, A Pattern
Language, p. 277.)

Street Grid Patterns and Narrow Streets: Street grid patterns
provide a connected network providing-a variety of routes. This
helps disperse neighborhood traffic so no single street carries heavy
traffic. Alternate routes are available for pedestrians and
automobiles. Narrow streets with shade trees slow down traffic.

Mix of Uses and Neighborhood Main Streets: Isthmus
neighborhoods ideally mix the full range of human activities:
living, learning, working, playing, creating, and worshipping. Many
non-residential uses may be clustered in a neighborhood center or
on neighborhood "main streets." Mixed-use areas tend to be on the
edge or at the center of neighborhoods. They provide nearby goods,
services, and employment consistent with a neighborhood main
street character. Typically, most housing is in a residential district
adjacent to the main street area with its mix of uses. Multi-family
housing may be on top of commercial uses in a main street area,
adjacent to a main street area, on the neighborhood edge, on

arterial streets, or mixed with single-family housing in a
neighborhood with multi-family zoning.

Diversity of Housing: Traditional neighborhoods show us how it is
possible for neighborhoods to be designed in a way that encourages
different types of people to live in close proximity. Isthmus
neighborhoods often have a range of housing types: small and large
single-family homes and two-flats, multiple unit buildings, and
businesses with apartments above. This mix of housing types




