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  FORWARD

At the dawn of the new millennium, the civic and business leadership of St. Louis created 
a plan called Downtown Now! to reignite Downtown’s vibrancy and residential population. 
The plan was a great success with the residential population increasing by 200 percent 
over the following two decades, and the redevelopment of assets like Washington Avenue, 
the Central Library, the Old Post Office, and the new park around the Gateway Arch 
connecting Downtown to the region’s most famous asset.

Today, 20 years after the completion of Downtown Now!, Downtown St. Louis is ripe for 
a renewed vision and framework for its next chapter. In the words of the iconic Jane 
Jacobs in The Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961), “When we deal with cities, we 
are dealing with life at its most complex and intense.” That complexity and intensity are 
most visible in the heart of every city—its Downtown. A plan informed by the dreams and 
experiences of the St. Louis community can lead us to a future that honors our rich history
and catalyzes innovation, business attraction, and a diverse residential population.
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That plan is Design Downtown STL. It was developed 
over the past year through a process led by a diverse, 
30-member Advisory Committee that helped guide the 
plan based on the feedback of people throughout our 
community who attended in-person and online open 
houses, participated in focus groups and interviews, 
responded to a community survey or provided 
comments on our interactive online map, and who 
attended pop-up events across St. Louis. This plan 
represents their hopes, dreams, and vision. It also 
reflects their input and hard work. 

Downtown St. Louis has experienced an incredible 
streak of momentum recently, including a Stanley 
Cup Championship; the 2020 NHL All-Star Game; the 
announcement of a new MLS franchise with a stadium 
under construction; the expansion of America’s Center; 
and the opening of new attractions like the St. Louis 
Wheel and Aquarium, Ballpark Village Phase II, and the 
redeveloped museum at the Gateway Arch. Yet, like 
many cities across the globe, Downtown St. Louis is 
facing unforeseen challenges. Due to the concentration 
of sports, entertainment and hospitality venues, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has disproportionately impacted 
Downtown. The civil unrest that erupted in the St. 
Louis region following the killing of George Floyd in 
Minneapolis, was concentrated in Downtown. This 
compounded the economic impact of the pandemic for 
Downtown residents and businesses. 

St. Louis has faced and overcome other challenging 
times throughout our history. St. Louisans are fiercely 
loyal, gritty, and resilient; we will come back stronger. 
Design Downtown STL will set the stage for economic 
recovery, business and residential growth.

We are grateful to the St. Louis community, especially 
our Downtown residents and businesses, for their time, 
vision, and fortitude throughout the planning process. 
This plan aligns and empowers Downtown residents 
and businesses with a unified vision for change for our 
common future. We are proud to present to you Design 
Downtown STL. 
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This plan was the culmination of collaboration over the past year and would not have 
been possible without the thousands of local voices that helped shape 
this plan – those of Downtown neighbors, employees, businesses, artists, community 
organizations, institutions, students, visitors, activists, City staff and elected leaders, 
among others. Thank you to everyone who contributed to Design Downtown STL by taking 
a survey, participating in an interview, sharing your vision for the future at an open 
house, attending a public meeting, or otherwise giving your time and ideas. The plan—and 
Downtown itself—are richer for your commitment to Design Downtown STL.  

A special thanks to the Design Downtown STL Advisory Committee who committed time, 
knowledge, and energy throughout the process to help develop this comprehensive plan 
for Downtown’s future.

  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



DRAFT

 ADVISORY COMMITTEE 

Keith Alper
Ola Ayeni
John Berglund
Dave Biales
Marilyn Bush
Bill Carson
Bill DeWitt III
Amy Gill
Patty Hagen
Alex Haimann
Jason Hall
Jassen Johnson
Missy Kelley
Ruth Kim
Mike Konzen

Karen Leverenz
LaShana Lewis
Emily Lohse-Busch
Margaret McDonald
Seamus McGowan
Steve O’Loughlin
James Page
Sharon Price John
Kitty Ratcliffe
Tom Reeves
Don Roe
Hank Webber
Otis Williams
Amadou Yattassaye

 DESIGN DOWNTOWN STL INITIATIVE 

Downtown STL, Inc.
Missy Kelley
Trey Buffington
Gabrielle Cherre

Soapbox PR
Tony Wyche

Arch to Park
Sarah Arnosky

Interface Studio
Scott Page
Jamie Granger
Ben Bryant
Yoona Ahn
Sarah Kellerman

Mass Economics
Teresa Lynch
Thomas Goff
Erin Kenney
Randy Gibbs

STOSS Landscape Urbanism
Chris Reed
Davi Schoen

CBB Transportation Engineers + Planning
Srinivas Yanamanamanda
Jacque Knight

Star City Group
Anthony Townsend



DRAFT



DRAFT

  TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter 01
INTRODUCTION
p01

Chapter 02
DOWNTOWN TODAY
p35

Chapter 03
VISION & GOALS
p59

Chapter 04
RECOMMENDATIONS
p65

Chapter 05
IMPLEMENTATION
p241

Goal 01
HOUSING
p66

Goal 02
ECONOMY
p102

Goal 03
MOBILITY
p146

Goal 04
OPEN SPACE
p180

Goal 05
ARTS
p212



DRAFT



DRAFT



I  12 

DRAFT

01
Chapter 01:
INTRODUCTION



1  I

DRAFT

INTRODUCTION

Part 01
OVERVIEW
p02

Part 05
HOW TO USE THIS 
DOCUMENT
p32

Part 02
WHY PLAN & WHY NOW
p12

Part 03
HOW THIS PLAN 
RELATES TO PREVIOUS 
PLANNING EFFORTS
p14

Part 04
THE DESIGN DOWNTOWN 
STL PROCESS
p22

1  I



I  2 

DRAFT

  OVERVIEW

The Design Downtown STL Master Plan is the 
result of a year-long collaborative process to 
create a vision for the future of Downtown St. 
Louis. The planning process engaged people 
from all backgrounds in a conversation about the 
issues, opportunities, and potential of Downtown. 
Perspectives shared by local residents, business 
owners, community advocates, and elected 
officials about the future of Downtown were 
rich and often detailed, reflecting Downtown’s 
importance as the economic, social, and cultural 
heart of the Region.  The result is a roadmap for 
the next 10 years that will guide implementation of 
the community’s vision for Downtown.
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Chapter 01:
INTRODUCTION

$2.2 billion of private 
investment has been 
invested Downtown 
in recent years

Design Downtown STL comes at a critical time, marked 
by both opportunities and challenges for Downtown. 
On one hand, since the end of the Great Recession, 
Downtown has real momentum, powered by a mix of 
public and private investments recently completed, 
planned, or under construction with a value of more 
than $2.2 billion. Downtown’s residential population has 
nearly doubled in the past decade, adding about 5,000 
new residents and becoming even more diverse, more 
educated, and younger, with growth in the 25-34 year 
old demographic. Downtown continues its role as the 
City’s most important economic anchor, hosting about a 
quarter of all private sector employment in the City.

However, the potential of Downtown’s strengths is 
hindered by significant challenges. Compared to peer 
cities, Downtown has a less concentrated resident 
and daytime population and experienced weak job 
growth compared to peer cities in the post-recession 
period. This lack of density in the daytime and evening 
population makes it difficult to fully support the range 
and types of retail and restaurants normally associated 
with active downtowns.  Critically, this lack of street 
activity exacerbates existing concerns around crime 
and safety in Downtown.  This plays into long-standing 
regional perceptions about Downtown that are not 
in sync with what many newcomers and advocates 
see - a place rich in history with unique amenities that 

rivals other major cities across the country. Vibrancy 
is the lifeblood of successful downtowns, and in 
St. Louis, Downtown improvements must strive to 
“connect the dots” with new uses and programming 
that reinforces recent investments, supports local 
businesses and residents, and inspires the necessary 
street life so important in creating a safe and welcoming 
environment.    

The last plan for Downtown - Downtown Now - was 
completed over 20 years ago.  New strategies 
are needed to meet long-standing and emerging 
opportunities and challenges.  Nothing has made this 
more clear than the events of Spring 2020.  Toward the 
end of this planning process, the COVID-19 pandemic 
disrupted all aspects of daily life, causing businesses 
to shut down, unemployment to skyrocket, and tragic 
loss of life, disproportionately affecting communities of 
color. Amidst the ongoing public health and economic 
crises caused by the pandemic, communities across 
the country – gripped by immeasurable grief and 
rage – mobilized in protest of the police brutality and 
systemic racism that resulted in the murders of George 
Floyd in Minneapolis, among many other Black lives 
stolen in recent weeks and months. Downtown has 
been the backdrop to many of these uprisings and has 
witnessed the powerful, peaceful, and community 
building actions of many in the name of racial justice.  
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The last planning 
effort focused on 
Downtown was over 
20 years ago.

In that same timespan, Downtown has also weathered 
some destruction similar to what other cities have 
experienced.

As with other downtowns across the country, the 
physical realm, social network, and economy of 
Downtown St. Louis have undergone seismic shifts 
in mere months.  With extremely low demand in the 
hospitality industry, hotels, stadiums and convention-
related venues are closed or are operating at very low 
occupancy.  Office workers stopped coming to the 
office, significantly altering the daytime population 
that supports local stores, coffee shops and lunch 
spots.  Many small and local businesses who were 
grappling with how to reopen are now faced with 
rebuilding, intensifying the struggle to recover.  At the 
time of writing this document, the pandemic continues 
to necessitate social distancing for some time to 
come.  Downtown will need to work deliberately in the 
immediate stages of recovery to support and grow 
businesses and welcome back residents, workers, 
and visitors.  Design Downtown STL includes specific 
actions to help in the COVID-19 short-term recovery but 
also puts forward strategies that serve to connect the 
recovery to our collective vision for Downtown.  Despite 
the immediate and unforeseen challenges that have 
altered this process, it has never been more important 
to plan, coordinate resources and work together for a 
more resilient, just, and inclusive Downtown.  

Realizing the full potential of Downtown requires 
the continued collaboration that helped to build this 
vision.  Civic economic development organizations 
are critical to Downtown’s success, but they cannot 
drive implementation of this plan without the many 
individuals, organizations, stakeholders, and City 
leaders working as partners to take action.  This is 
the playbook that helped St. Louis to achieve so much 
following the Downtown Now plan.  Thanks to that 
effort and the partnerships formed to make it happen, 
Downtown now has: an entertainment district along 
Washington Avenue; reused historic buildings that 
previously were vacant eyesores; transformed Gateway 
Arch Grounds; a redeveloped Central Library that has 
received global architectural awards; redevelopment of 
the Old Post Office and creation of the Old Post Office 
Plaza; a new Busch Stadium; Citygarden; the Schnucks 
Culinaria grocery store; double the number of residents, 
and much more.  St. Louis has always proven it can 
take on the big idea.  Responding to today’s extreme 
economic and health-related challenges, stepping up 
to meet the calls for a just and equitable Downtown 
community, keeping an eye on the big picture, and 
establishing the foundation for continued momentum 
are at the heart of this plan, Design Downtown STL.  
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action. Falling wages, decreased workforce skill, and 
reduced purchasing power to support local businesses 
represent just a few indicators that will only grow 
without intentional action. 

Conventional economic recovery and growth is not 
sufficient to solve these persistent racial and ethnic 
inequities in our community.  Toward this necessary 
end, Design Downtown STL recommends a series of 
strategies to simultaneously promote growth, equity 
of opportunity, and a Downtown that is safe and 
welcoming for all. These recommendations reflect what 
we heard from thousands of citizens and stakeholders 
who participated in Design Downtown STL’s extensive 
engagement process.

Chapter 01:
INTRODUCTION

BUILDING EQUITY AND OPPORTUNITY IN DOWNTOWN

The COVID-19 pandemic has had catastrophic 
impacts, but it is a temporary phenomenon.  The racial 
injustices that galvanized the protests against systemic 
racism are, in contrast, both historic and ongoing.  
Unintentional and intentional racial bias and persistent 
racial gaps in employment, income, education, and 
other opportunities too often limit the ability of African 
Americans and other people of color to thrive in to our 
City and region.

These gross discrepancies undermine our values of 
equity and justice, they hold families back generation 
after generation, and they also weaken our economy. In 
St. Louis, the racial wage gap is dramatic.  According to 
the Equitable Economic Development Framework for 
St. Louis, Black/African Americans working in the City 
earn just 48% of what their White counterparts earn. 
The costs of inequity will only grow without intentional 
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Design Downtown STL envisions a Downtown where all people 
and communities come together and thrive – regardless of race, 
ethnicity, age, gender/gender identity, sexual orientation, language, 
income, ability and other identity markers. This collaborative 
planning effort has sought out new and better solutions to 
ensure that ALL St. Louisans have the opportunity to participate 
and benefit as Downtown and its residential and business 
communities grow stronger. This work is informed by, and aspires 
to complement, the ongoing work community groups and networks 
are already doing to champion diversity, equity and inclusion across 
the City and region.

7  I
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The recommendations to set Downtown on the path 
of equity-driven growth are integrated throughout the 
strategy sets presented in each of the plan’s five goal 
areas. Specifically, Design Downtown STL recommends

 » Supporting positive and effective youth 
development initiatives that provide opportunities 
for young people to explore their interests, build 
skills, develop their abilities, and learn through 
partnerships with Downtown businesses and 
Downtown STL, Inc.;

 

 » Expanding access to safe and efficient 
transportation and ensuring that streets are 
designed to safely encourage bicycling and 
walking;

 » Ensuring that Downtown remains an affordable 
place to call home by expanding housing types 
and price points for all income levels;

  

 » A focus on inclusive entrepreneurship with an 
emphasis on expanding the range and type of small 
businesses Downtown and addressing the barriers 
that often prevent people of color from starting a 
business;

 » Expanding the types of economic activities in 
Downtown to provide opportunities for a broader 
set of St. Louisans;

 » Fostering racially and ethnically diverse business 
ownership through mentorship and partnerships 
that are working tirelessly in this area;

Chapter 01:
INTRODUCTION
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 » Supporting and producing an expanded set of 
cultural and recreational events that attract 
diverse audiences and for existing events, 
integrating more inclusive programming and 
adopting more intentional marketing efforts 
designed to attract more communities of color; 

Increasing diversity in civic governance by creating 
an Implementation Task Force with increased 
representation from African Americans and other 
people of color.  The Task Force would guide 
implementation decisions and activities for Design 
Downtown STL and continue the work of bringing all 
voices into the decision-making process through 
creative public engagement; 

These are important and necessary recommendations, 
but we recognize that Downtown alone cannot 
overcome the legacy of racism and resulting inequities. 
By design, the Design Downtown STL process focused 
rigorously on improving Downtown St. Louis, though 
the trends and patterns of development – housing, 
transportation, education, health and business – that 
create the conditions for people to flourish (or not) play 
out across a much broader geographic area.

Retooling Downtown with a commitment to racial 
and economic justice requires regional thinking, 
solutions and collaborative action.  The strategies in 
this document reinforce those in the Forward Through 
Ferguson plan as well as the Equitable Economic 
Development Framework for St. Louis completed in 
2020.  There is much work to be done.  The intent is for 
Design Downtown STL to reinforce the unified calls for 
a more equitable City and to take action to implement 
strategies that create a diverse, inclusive and vibrant 
Downtown.  
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Chapter 01:
INTRODUCTION “Baseball is the one thing that 

unites the region and it happens 
in Downtown”

STUDY AREA

The Design Downtown STL study area encompasses a 
2.2 square mile area bordered by Cole St. to the north, 
Chouteau Ave. to the south, the Mississippi River to 
the east and Jefferson Ave. to the west.  Downtown 
encompasses the historic center of St. Louis, as a City 
that was built along the mighty Mississippi River and 
served as the gateway to the west.

The study area boundaries for Design Downtown STL 
are different than those of the last adopted plan - 
Downtown Now in 1999.  That plan included Downtown 
and Downtown West but also two neighborhoods to the 
north.  These neighborhood areas north of Cole Street  
are now the subject of the Project Connect initiative.  
For this reason, Design Downtown STL is focused solely 
on Downtown and Downtown West. 

The study area is home to numerous major employers 
and Fortune 500 companies, as well as a number of 
major attractions that bring visitors from throughout 
the region and nation to Downtown. The Gateway Arch 
Park, one of the most iconic national monuments 
in the nation, recently reopened with a $400 million 
renovation to reconnect the park to Downtown. St. 
Louisans have long gathered Downtown for sports, and 

for many, Cardinals games and the St. Louis Blues are a 
key part of the Downtown experience - a legacy that will 
expand with the planned MLS Soccer Stadium. Unique 
attractions such as City Museum and the newly opened 
St. Louis Aquarium add to the draw of Downtown, 
while unique neighborhoods such as the Garment 
District/Washington Avenue, Laclede’s Landing, the 
Cupples District, and Downtown West offer a variety of 
experiences that draw on Downtown’s history.

Downtown’s potential also draws from its immediate 
surroundings including nearby neighborhoods and the 
existing and proposed transit and bicycle connections 
that expand Downtown’s geography.  This includes 
the proposed Brickline Greenway that will connect 
Forest Park to the Gateway Arch, and Tower Grove 
Park to Fairgrounds Park and runs through the heart 
of Downtown.  In addition, several major economic 
hubs, institutions, and destinations sit within a 1-2 mile 
radius of Downtown including the National Geospatial-
Intelligence Agency headquarters (NGA Headquarters) 
just to the north. For this reason, Design Downtown 
STL collected and analyzed data beyond the traditional 
boundaries to more effectively place Downtown in 
context.  
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Figure 1: Study Area
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  WHY PLAN AND WHY NOW?Chapter 01:
INTRODUCTION

Downtown begins the new decade with momentum, 
with the opportunity to build on recent investments and 
growth to create a Downtown that welcomes everyone. 
Downtown also faces long-standing challenges that are 
thrown into stark relief from the COVID-19 crisis and 
protests for racial justice.
 
Downtown remains the economic, cultural, and social 
heart of the St. Louis region, and has tremendous room 
to grow into a vibrant, walkable urban neighborhood. 
As St. Louis works to realize this vision, a coordinated 
and sustained effort is needed to align priorities 
with actions in order to accomplish the goals of this 
Downtown plan.

There are two prior plans for the Downtown area which 
provide a foundation for the Design Downtown STL 
planning effort.  The 1999 Downtown Now Plan  was 
officially adopted by the City of St. Louis and remains 
the official neighborhood plan for Downtown.  A 10 
year update - Downtown Next - was completed but not 
formally adopted by the City.  Design Downtown STL 
creates an opportunity to build on the accomplishments 
of these efforts and develop updated strategies 
that reflect Downtown’s current challenges and 
opportunities. The planning process grappled with 
the key issues and opportunities facing Downtown, 
determined a vision for the future, and developed a 
set of goals, strategies, and action steps for moving 
forward.
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Over the next 10 years, the Design Downtown STL 
Master Plan will help partners to:

 ∙ Align prior plans with new or ongoing efforts and investments 
in Downtown,

 ∙ Prioritize and make decisions about how to allocate 
organizational resources,

 ∙ Build consensus among neighbors, neighborhoods, and 
Downtown stakeholders,

 ∙ Garner local and regional political support for key Downtown 
initiatives,

 ∙ Attract and align continued private and public investment,
 ∙ Identify additional opportunities to raise funds for 

implementation, and
 ∙ Empower residents and partner organizations with a unified 

vision for change

While this document contains many specific ideas, 
things can and will continue to change in real time, as 
they have while this plan was in progress. Going forward, 
it is critical to have a common vision, developed by the 
community and adopted for Downtown, to help evaluate 
new projects and guide change so it is compatible with 
what Downtown stakeholders want for its future. As a 
living document, some of the specifics in the plan may 
shift, but an effective plan will establish the vision and 
core ideas that reflect the values of the community over 
time.
 

HOW DOES THIS PLAN 

13  I
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Chapter 01:
INTRODUCTION RELATE TO PREVIOUS PLANS AND ONGOING 

INITIATIVES?

DOWNTOWN
  Downtown Now & Downtown Next
  Downtown Transportation Plan
  Downtown STL Public Art Plan
  Garment District Placemaking Initiative
  North of Washington (NOW)
  CID Renewal Study
  Downtown Parking Study (ongoing)
  Gateway Mall Master PlanCITYWIDE

 St. Louis Equitable Economic
   Development Strategy

 St. Louis Sustainability Plan
Northside-Southside LRT Study

City of St. Louis Consolidated Plan
Brickline Greenway Plan (GRG)

Transit-Oriented Development Plans

Forward Through Ferguson
Gateway Regional Bike Plan

PROJECTS
  Cardinals Ballpark Village (Phase 2)
  Convention Center Expansion
  Union Station & St. Louis Aquarium
  MLS Stadium & District 
  St. Louis Arch Grounds Renovation

REGION-WIDE

Downtown St. Louis has been the subject of many plans 
over the past few decades. As previously mentioned, 
the Downtown Now and Downtown Next plans provided 
a grounding for historic challenges, opportunities, and 
drivers for the Downtown area as a whole. 

Many of the districts and destinations that make up 
Downtown have been the subject of their own planning 

efforts. One critical role of the Design Downtown STL 
plan is to bring together disparate plans under one 
umbrella to create a comprehensive strategy that makes 
Downtown greater than the sum of its parts. The Design 
Downtown STL planning process reviewed and analyzed 
preceding plans at many scales to understand where 
pre-established priorities or more detailed proposals 
could fit into the larger vision. 
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MAKE DOWNTOWN A GREAT PLACE TO LIVE FOR MORE 
PEOPLE

There is broad agreement that Downtown St. Louis 
needs more residents. Most plans are aligned that this 
growth should be inclusive, providing housing options 
and supportive services to families of different sizes and 
means. Residential growth is a central recommendation 
in the Downtown Now (1999) Plan, which reinforces 
the need to bring a critical mass of residents to four 
defined focus areas in Downtown. Downtown Next 
(2010) Plan builds on this by specifying a strategy to 
add 5,000 residential units Downtown in a range of 
housing types. The Downtown Transportation Plan 
(2018) considers transportation access and mobility 

Through the review of existing plans, 
consistent themes and ideas surfaced again 
and again: 

as critical to achieving equity and quality of life goals 
for people living or working Downtown. Even the CoSTL 
Sustainability Plan (2013) includes recommendations 
to create structures to improve access to affordable 
housing and encourage communities to improve their 
own neighborhood. At a city-wide scale, 2020 Vision: 
An Equitable Economic Development Framework 
for St. Louis (2020), seeks to envision St. Louis as 
the place that grows, both in population and jobs, and 
ultimately provides opportunities for all St. Louisians in 
the region.
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Chapter 01:
INTRODUCTION

MARKET THE DOWNTOWN AREA AS AN EVOLVING 
EMPLOYMENT CENTER
 
Almost every plan reviewed acknowledges the 
opportunity for economic growth in Downtown by 
bringing new businesses in and growing the base of 
employees. The Downtown STL, Inc. Garment District 
Placemaking Initiative (2019) presents concepts to 
fill vacant commercial spaces and foster development 
of high-tech manufacturing and textile innovation. The 
Downtown Now (1999) plan recommends increasing 
employment in Downtown by leveraging it as a regional 
tech center. Though what is considered “high-tech” 
may have changed, there has long been agreement that 
St. Louis should be a leader in innovation and home to 
a landscape of creative businesses. 2020 Vision: An 
Equitable Economic Development Framework for St. 
Louis (2020) recommends bringing in opportunities 
that are place-based, focused on entry-level and 
middle-wage jobs, which can expand entrepreneurship 
opportunities to all communities, especially those that 
have been marginalized in the past. 

ENSURE ST. LOUIS’ ART AND CULTURE ARE VISIBLE AND 
INTEGRATED INTO PHYSICAL SPACES

Downtown STL Public Art Plan (2018) asserts that 
public art is a tool to further economic development 
because it can support recent investment and spur 
continued revitalization in the Downtown area. The 
Gateway Mall Plan (2009) and Downtown Art Plan 
identify strategies to enhance streets and crossings at 
key locations through creative lighting and public art. 
Kiener Plaza is identified as an opportunity for outdoor 
performances, and the Sustainability Plan encourages 
creation of a variety of cultural events and awareness 
programs that celebrate diversity in the City of St. Louis, 
an idea shared universally in plans that address the need 
for programming or public space. All plans also advocate 
for the preservation of historic buildings contributing to 
the character of Downtown, but many also acknowledge 
the need to address physical and financial barriers that 
exist for new tenants (residential and commercial) to 
occupy in older structures. 
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OPEN SPACES SHOULD BE PLENTIFUL AND ACTIVE
 
The Downtown Art Plan, Garment District 
Placemaking Initiative, and the Gateway Mall Plan 
(2009) advocate for more public spaces of all sizes 
in Downtown. Recommendations range from better 
landscaping and quality edge conditions along existing 
destinations, to parklets and pocket parks, all the way 
up to activation along the Mississippi Riverfront and the 
(now complete) catalytic reconstruction of the Gateway 
Arch grounds. A central focus of many plans - not only 
in the Gateway Mall Plan - were improvements to the 
Gateway Mall, the “heart” of the region. The value of this 
linear greenspace and its need for more purposeful 
design and activation was a repeated theme. So too was 
the opportunity to integrate space for non-motorized 
modes and safer crossing conditions for people 
traversing this central corridor.
 

INCREASE VIBRANCY OF STREETS THROUGH DESIGN 
AND LANDSCAPING
 
The Downtown Transportation Plan (2018) is the most 
recently adopted plan for Downtown, and presents a 
proposed network of transportation projects for all 
streets in Downtown to build a connected network for 
all modes. Downtown Transportation Plan (2018) 
views transportation as, “impacting every person, every 
day,” and recommends transportation improvements 
to build a vibrant community for both residential and 
business communities alike. CoSTL Sustainability Plan 
(2013) proposes transit-oriented development around 
existing MetroLink stations and major bus nodes, and 
the expansion of cycling amenities and infrastructure 
which broadly align with the recommendations in the 
Transportation Plan. 
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Chapter 01:
INTRODUCTION There are also specific projects planned for Downtown that Design Downtown STL 

has integrated into the plan’s strategies. These include active development projects in 
Downtown West around Jefferson Avenue, Laclede’s Landing and for specific vacant 
buildings and parcels.  A few of the major initiatives are summarized below: 

Brickline Greenway 
The Master Plan for the Brickline Greenway (formerly 
Chouteau Greenway) aims to connect Forest Park to 
the Gateway Arch, north to Fairground Park and south 
to Tower Grove Park.  One of the first segments of the 
Brickline Greenway is proposed to run along Market 
Street in Downtown with connections to the north 
toward Fairground Park.  In addition to Great Rivers 
Greenway, the project is led by a Steering Committee 
and Working Groups made up of residents, technical 
experts, City representatives and community leaders. 
The greenway connects people to the region’s greenway 
network and other transportation options—it will 
become a part of St. Louisans’ everyday experience, 
helping them reach their schools, workplaces, and many 
destinations throughout the City (GRG).

Northside-Southside Light Rail Transit (LRT) Study
An 18-month project led by the East-West Gateway 
Council of Governments (EWG), the Northside-
Southside Study analyzed a proposed light rail (LRT) 
investment in the corridor connecting Goodfellow and 
I-70 on the Northside of St. Louis to Bayless and I-55 
on the Southside. The proposed LRT would operate in 
dedicated lanes in the middle of the street between 
Grand Boulevard on the Northside, along 9th and 
10th Streets in Downtown, to Chippewa Street on the 
Southside. Two alignment options through the National 
Geospatial-Intelligence Agency (NGA) West Campus 
and North St. Louis area will be carried forward for 
additional analysis in later project phases: Cass Avenue 
(the preferred alternative and the northern boundary of 
the Design Downtown STL Plan Study Area) and North 
Florissant Avenue. Riders can transfer to the Red and 
Blue Lines along 9th and 10th Streets Downtown and at 
the Civic Center station. EWG conducts corridor-level 
transportation planning, an important part of the long-
range transportation planning process.  

TOP:
Brickline Greenway
Source: 
Great Rivers Greenway

BOTTOM:
North-South Metrolink
Source: 
northsidesouthsidestl.com
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MLS Stadium
St. Louis CITY SC recently announced plans to 
expand the footprint of the proposed stadium site 
to approximately 30 acres, almost all currently 
undeveloped, which will include the area north of Market 
Street between 20th and 22nd Streets.  The seating 
capacity of the open-air stadium is 22,500 and will have 
the ability to expand to 25,000 seats. The main stadium 
entry will be less than 250 feet from Union Station and 
includes an open-air venue to be used for concerts, high 
school and collegiate sporting events, tournaments, 
soccer camps, family shows, and more. The project is 
envisioned to bring not only a stadium to Downtown 
West, but a multi-faceted development project that will 
transform the area into an urban activity hub open year-
round and easily accessible via walking, bicycling and 
transit.

Ballpark Village - Phase 2
The $260 million second phase of the Ballpark Village 
development -  “a world-class, mixed-use neighborhood 
next to Busch Stadium” - broke ground in 2017 and 
completes a full build-out of Clark Street. The 700,000 
square foot project includes a Live! by Loews hotel 
(216 guest rooms and 17,000 square feet of meeting 
space; now open), One Cardinal Way (29-story high-rise 
luxury residential tower; complete and opening August 
2020 for occupancy), a three-story retail pavilion that 
is anchored by Onelife Fitness, and a 10 story Class-A 
office building (anchored by PriceWaterhouseCoopers 
PWC). The office building will be the first Class-A office 
building in Downtown in nearly thirty years. A portion 
of the public subsidies on the project is contingent 
on the development’s tenants creating net new jobs 
for the City.  The second phase of Ballpark Village 
stands to create 1,500 construction jobs, more than 
1,000 permanent new jobs and bring the team’s total 

TOP:
Ballpark Village Phase II
Source: 
stlballparkvillage.com

BOTTOM:
Proposed MLS Stadium
Source: 
MLS4THELOU
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investment in new construction in Downtown to well 
over $750 million since 2005.  

Union Station / Aquarium
The St. Louis Aquarium at Union Station is the last major 
element in the most recent $187 million transformation 
of the historic former train station. About $20 million 
is covered by a tax-increment financing agreement 
and two preexisting special taxing districts that collect 

a 1% tax on sales at Union Station. The rest of the 
development was privately funded. Now open to the 
public, the St. Louis Aquarium offers visitors 1.3 million 
gallons of tank space and is home to more than 13,000 
animals representing 257 species.  Other attractions at 
Union Station include a mirror maze, mini-golf, Ferris 
wheel, new restaurants, and more family-friendly 
activities.

Downtown Innovation District
The rehabilitation of the Post-Dispatch building into 
Square’s new headquarters is the first major investment 
in an innovation district focused in Downtown north of 
Washington.  The Downtown Innovation District’s vision 
is to accelerate job creation in St Louis by recruiting 
and retaining diverse talent both inside the region and 
beyond.  The goals are to attract established companies 
that have a business interest to be in St Louis, engage 
startups with follow-on resources once they expand 
beyond the startup stage and, provide resources for 
minority and ethnically diverse owned companies.  

St. Louis Convention Center Expansion 
In April of 2019, the St. Louis Board of Alderman voted 
to fund the AC Next Gen Project, which will add 92,000 
square feet of exhibit space, a 65,000-square-foot 
multi-purpose ballroom and meeting area, a new 
outdoor pavilion, and 26 new loading docks, among 
other improvements to America’s Center Convention 
Complex in Downtown.  Bonds were approved to support 
the project in August 2020.

Downtown Parking Study
In 2019, the St. Louis Development Corporation (SLDC) 
engaged Nelson Nygaard to complete a Downtown 
Parking Study for Downtown and Downtown West. 
In addition to updating the City’s data inventory on 
appropriately 100-125 lots in Downtown and more 
than 10,000 parking meters, the study is expected to 
propose measures that can be undertaken to plan for 
and manage various parking needs in support of future 
development. Various developments hinge on the 
availability of sufficient parking. These developments 
range from the former AT&T Tower on Chestnut, 
Jefferson Arms on Tucker, 1010 Market, Chemical 
Building, Railway Exchange Building, America’s Center 
Convention Complex, and more. The Study is expected 
to propose ways to better utilize excess capacity in 
existing parking facilities, expansion or refurbishment 
of existing parking facilities, and the potential 
construction of new parking facilities.

LEFT:
STL Aquarium & Wheel
Source: 
STL Magazine

RIGHT:
Convention Center Expansion & Plaza
Source: 
St. Louis Convention & Visitors 
Commission
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SCHEDULE

Design Downtown STL reflects a year long planning 
process that began in August 2019 and concluded in 
the summer of 2020. The planning process involved a 
three-phase approach of analysis and outreach, ideas 
and strategy development, and drafting the Plan’s vision, 
goals, and strategies.
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PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

The public engagement process was intended to reach 
a broad spectrum of community members who make 
Downtown the heart of the St. Louis region. Throughout 
the course of the planning process, we engaged with 
residents, workers, visitors, and stakeholders through 
multiple formats, including open houses, pop-up events, 
online activities, and one-on-one and small group 
conversations.  The varied approaches to community 
outreach enabled us to reach many different audiences 
that reflect the diversity of the Downtown consumer.

Stakeholder Interviews and Focus Groups - The 
planning team held 96 one-on-one and small group 
discussions with a mix of residents, business 
owners, employees, local leaders, non-profits, City 
representatives, service providers, developers, 
designers, and advocates. The goal of these 
conversations was to get a better understanding of the 
issues and opportunities facing Downtown, and to test 
recommendations and proposals that emerged from 
the public outreach process with expert stakeholders 
working on-the-ground.

Website - The planning team created a dedicated 
website for the planning process - 
www.designdowntownstl.com - in order to provide a 
central hub for information about the Plan and public 
engagement opportunities. The website hosted meeting 
information, the collaborative map, the community 
survey, and was the home for the second open house 
which was conducted entirely online due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Over 2,000 residents 
and stakeholders 
participated in the 
Design Downtown 
STL process.
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Community Survey - The survey received 1,151 
responses from residents, workers, and community 
members located throughout the greater St. Louis 
region. The survey, which was launched during the 
first phase of the planning process, sought to better 
understand the experiences and opinions of residents, 
workers, and visitors to Downtown. In total, 48% of 
which were respondents who said they come downtown 
occasionally, 32% were respondents who work 
downtown, and 10% of respondents, respectively, were 
residents, and residents who also work Downtown.

Collaborative Map - The planning team created a 
collaborative map that was available both online and as 
an oversized 6’x6’ print at the first public open house 
hosted at Less Annoying CRM’s offices in October 2019. 
Participants were asked to add ideas and comments to 
the map, creating a network of ideas overlaid over the 
Downtown study area. In total, the collaborative map 
received 1,065 comments.
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Figure 2: Online Collaborative Map and Comments
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October 2019 Open House - The first open house was 
hosted at the office of Less Annoying CRM in October, 
with more than 130 attendees participating. The open 
house included a series of interactive exhibits that 
invited the public to learn about the planning process, 
review the data and analysis, and share their ideas, 
priorities, and vision for the future of Downtown St. 
Louis.

“Futurist” Lecture and Workshop - Anthony Townsend, 
a noted futurist and author of the book Smart Cities 
conducted a public lecture at the Central Library with 
95 attendees from the Downtown community and 
facilitated a workshop with 40 regional business 
leaders at Filament on Washington Avenue. The 
objective of the workshop and lecture was to help 
stakeholders think about the future in the context of 
trends impacting cities across the globe including 
changing demographics, online retail, autonomous 
delivery and new technologies. 

Chapter 01:
INTRODUCTION

Promotional material for the “Futurist” lecture.
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Pop-Up Meetings - Staff from Downtown STL, Inc. 
(DSI) popped up at a series of existing meetings 
and events to engage the public about the future of 
Downtown through small group discussions, one-on-one 
conversations, and short post-card surveys. Pop-ups 
included several Downtown Neighborhood Association 
(DNA) meetings, Biz Dash 5K, Kiener Cocktails (2x), 
MetroQuest, a holiday shopping event hosted by Anders, 
and a T-REX happy hour. In total, staff engaged with 
approximately 385 participants at these pop-ups.

Online Open House - The second open house, originally 
planned to be held in person in April 2020, was 
redesigned as an interactive online open house in May 
2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The online open 
house was designed to walk participants through the 
draft vision, goals, key recommendations, with a series 
of interactive activities to elicit public feedback. The 
open house also asked participants to rank their top 5 
proposed strategies in order to help prioritize action 
items for implementation. Overall, 604 participants 
signed in to participate providing the team with over 
1,000 comments and suggestions about the draft 
strategies.  
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HOW TO USE THIS 
DOCUMENT
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In addition to the ideas and insights shared by the Downtown St. 
Louis community, Design Downtown STL is built upon a foundation 
of data and analysis. The planning team paired the public input 
with research about existing conditions, trends, and projections 
for growth and change. Together, the public engagement and the 
analysis inform a shared vision for the future as well as a set of 
goals and strategies that will help us work together to make the 
vision become reality over the next ten years. The remainder of the 
plan includes four main chapters: 
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CHAPTER 02
Downtown Today - provides an overview of Downtown’s history and present 
conditions, identifying key findings shaping Downtown’s future and/or informing this plan’s 
recommendations for change 

CHAPTER 03 
Vision & Goals - details the community’s shared vision for the future and presents five 
goals that organize the plan’s strategies 

CHAPTER 04 
Strategies - documents the plan’s action-oriented recommendations, addressing a range 
of topics, including how to realize Downtown’s potential as a diverse urban neighborhood, grow 
Downtown’s economy and support local businesses, rethink our streets and improve mobility 
options, reimagine how we use and design Downtown’s public realm, and uncover the arts and 
cultural life of the City. Each set of strategies includes a summary of the relevant analysis and 
outreach findings that make the case for why the strategies are critical for Downtown’s future.

CHAPTER 05 
Implementation - describes how to transition from ideas to action now that the plan is 
complete

33  I
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DOWNTOWN 
TODAY
Part 01
A BRIEF HISTORY OF 
DOWNTOWN
p38

Part 02
DOWNTOWN TODAY
p42
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF DOWNTOWNChapter 02:
DOWNTOWN TODAY

GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE EARLY CITY

St. Louis was first established in Downtown due to its 
relationship with the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers, 
and grew to become a major port and hub of economic 
activity. Settled by Pierre Laclede Liguest and Auguste 
Chouteau, St. Louis began as a French settlement, 
before passing to Spanish control, then was sold to 
the United States as part of the Louisiana purchase in 
1803. Though the Mississippi River continued to drive 
economic activity, persistent issues with flooding led to 
the development of flood walls to protect against rising 
waters. Today, these walls disconnect the City from the 
very amenity that is responsible for its founding and 
early growth.  

St. Louis played an important role in the fur trade 
and continued to attract immigrants throughout the 
1800s. In 1849, Downtown was decimated by the “Great 
Fire” which destroyed 430 buildings. As a result, the 
River District was rebuilt with brick (the “Brick City”), 
stone and steel instead of wood. Despite the setback, 
population growth continued apace.  In 1876 the 
current City limits were established separate from St. 
Louis County’s. This makes St. Louis one of the few 
independent cities in the country, which has brought 
about calls for City / County consolidation every few 
decades.  

By the 1890s, St. Louis was the 4th largest City in the 
country and Downtown served as its economic hub. The 
1904 World’s Fair and Olympic Games were both held in 
St. Louis which elevated the City to the global stage.  
This is also when the City was recognized for its music 
and culture which carried through the 1900s with major 
contributions to this country’s history of jazz and rhythm 
and blues music.
 
One of Downtown’s primary industries was fashion 
centered along Washington Avenue, an area that today 
is still known as the Garment District. The fashion 
industry of the late 19th and early 20th century helped 
fuel growth Downtown and spurred the development 
of many of the historic buildings that have been 
converted to modern uses such as lofts, offices, and 
hotels. All of this history is visible today, with numerous 
historic buildings and twelve different historic districts 
providing a reminder of Downtown’s past.
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ABOVE LEFT:
Waterfront before The Arch and I-70 
- 1933
Source: 
stltoday.com

ABOVE RIGHT:
Washington Ave. Street Life - 1906
Source: 
Missouri Historical Society

BELOW LEFT:
Ariel View of Courthouse Before 
Gateway Mall Construction 
Source: 
Missouri History Museum

BELOW RIGHT:
Mill Creek Valley Post Demolition - 1965
Source: 
Missouri Historical Society
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A CITY NOT AFRAID TO DO BIG THINGS

St. Louis has never been afraid to do big things to spur 
revitalization, growth, and development. In 1923, in an 
effort to modernize the historic core, voters approved a 
bond to widen some streets and build new government 
buildings. This meant literally chopping off the frontage 
of some structures. The legacy today are some very 
wide streets in Downtown, including some that are wider 
than nearby highways. The Gateway Mall, a product of 
the City Beautiful movement, was an ambitious plan to 
add a linear park from the Mississippi River to the west, 
a vision that the City pursued for decades. In the 1930s, 
an idea for a major monument to revive the waterfront 
found support, leading to a major change to Downtown’s 
built fabric and produced one of the nation’s most 
iconic structures, the Gateway Arch. This past decade, 
City and private leaders doubled down on this iconic 
asset, raising funds to support a significant redesign of 
Gateway Arch National Park in order to better connect 
the Park to Downtown. These initiatives, plus the 

construction of Busch Memorial Stadium, renovation 
of Union Station, creation of the convention center and 
later, development of the Civic Center and MetroLink 
light rail service, are indicative of St. Louis’ ability to do 
big things in order to help Downtown grow and prosper.  

Today, downtowns across the country are seeing new 
investment, fueled by demographic changes and a 
desire for walkable, mixed-use places. St. Louis is no 
different, with developers and residents rediscovering 
Downtown over the past decades. Continued growth and 
development is indeed necessary Downtown, but so too 
is a recognition that Downtown is important precisely 
because of the role it continues to play in shaping St. 
Louis’s culture and identity. This is the intent of Design 
Downtown STL, to provide an opportunity for those who 
care about Downtown to work with us to help shape its 
future.
 

Chapter 02:
DOWNTOWN TODAY

“All the people are here 
[in Downtown], they need to be 
stirred up for action.
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ABOVE LEFT:
Widening of 12th Street - 1921 
Source: 
St. Louis Post Dispatch

ABOVE RIGHT:
Gateway Arch Under Construction - 
1965
Source: 
National Park Service

BELOW LEFT:
Luther Ely Smith Park Highway Cap - 
2018
Source: 
Gateway Arch Park Foundation

BELOW RIGHT:
Renovated Central Library Atrium - 
2018
Source: 
St. Louis Magazine
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Downtown has long served as the place that brings everyone 
together. It is the economic, cultural, and civic core of the St. Louis 
region - a center for sports, celebrations, music & culture, as well 
as a center for civic demonstrations and protests.
Downtown is an employment center, with about 65,000 
jobs and a daytime population of approximately 
75,000 people, not including the many visitors from 
the region and across the world who come in for 
Cardinals games or to see world-class attractions 
like the Gateway Arch. Yet Downtown is not just a 
center of employment and tourism, but also a growing 
neighborhood. Downtown’s residential population has 
grown significantly, nearly doubling in the past decade 
to more than 11,000 residents.

To understand the trends impacting Downtown, the 
Design Downtown STL planning process included 
extensive research into the people, places and 
businesses that shape Downtown. This includes an 
analysis of demographics, City and regional business 
trends, real estate data, the environment, housing 
development and, infrastructure and street conditions.  
In addition to data collected from the Census, City and 
local partners, the team conducted a parcel-by-parcel 
physical survey to document the condition and use of 
each and every building and parcel in Downtown. This 
enabled the team to provide a complete picture of 
Downtown today and the real, on-the-ground issues that 
need to be addressed.
  
From this work, 7 critical “needs” were identified that 
this plan must address: 
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Downtown are also well documented but better with 
the improvements to the Gateway Arch grounds. These 
conditions require Downtown to work that much harder 
to make clear connections to Lafayette Square, the NGA 
West headquarters, the Old North and Jeff VanderLou 
neighborhoods, and to the west, development along 
Locust Street and in the Grand Center Arts District.  
There are just too many gaps that make Downtown 
feel emptier than it really is. Sometimes these gaps 
are major streets or highways - Tucker Boulevard 
has a wider right-of-way than Downtown’s highways 
- and sometimes, the gaps are undeveloped property 
or parking lots. Downtown has 221 acres of parking 
(surface area), which equals about 20% of all Downtown 
parcels. Opinions differ on how best to use this land. 
On one hand, some think that Downtown needs more 
parking to be competitive, but others argue that 
focusing on parking ends up creating problems of 
its own, resulting in dead spaces where garages and 
surface lots front the street. These conditions indicate 
that “Downtown” and “Downtown West” are too broad as 
labels.  There are in fact many subdistricts, each with its 
own personality, that need specific strategies. 

Chapter 02:
DOWNTOWN TODAY

01
DOWNTOWN IS DISCONNECTED 
Downtowns across the country benefit from their 
connection to surrounding communities and the 
broader region. This is true, in part, for Downtown 
St. Louis as a network of highways and rail lines were 
designed to connect Downtown to the region and 
far beyond. Many employers note, in fact, that they 
are located in Downtown precisely because of its 
easy connectivity to employees that live in Illinois. 
However, what distinguishes Downtown St. Louis is how 
disconnected it is from the immediate surroundings. 
Many downtowns blend into nearby neighborhoods 
with housing and commercial uses that are relatively 
seamless.  In St. Louis, the highways and major roads 
used to ensure easy commuting is part of what divides 
Downtown from not just adjacent neighborhoods but 
also from itself.  

Underutilized land and major roads like Cole Street 
create a clear divide between Downtown and north St. 
Louis and the seven lanes of asphalt along Jefferson 
Avenue divides Downtown West from Midtown.  
Similarly, I-64, freight rail lines and finally Chouteau 
Avenue all form barriers between Downtown and south 
St. Louis. The barriers between the riverfront and 

Almost 20% of all 
Downtown parcels 
are made up of 
surface parking lots

LEFT: Extensive parking lots break up the urban fabric Downtown
RIGHT: Major pieces of infrastructure make connections to and from Downtown 
difficult

“Other than 
arguably 
Washington 
Ave.,  
connectedness 
doesn’t exist 
here.”
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Figure 3: Downtown Parking
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02
DOWNTOWN NEEDS TO CAPITALIZE ON ITS MOMENTUM 
Downtown has momentum, spurred by its fundamental 
strengths as an urban center, as well as its walkability 
and density which are frequently cited when asking 
residents or workers what they like best about 
Downtown (though there is room for improvement in 
both areas).

Downtown’s recent momentum builds from a number 
of significant investments and projects that have 
already been completed or that are in the pipeline. 
New and popular public spaces such as Gateway Arch 
National Park, Kiener Plaza, and Citygarden have greatly 
improved the public realm of Downtown. Support for 
small businesses, entrepreneurs, and the City’s tech 
sector are bolstered by T-Rex, the NGA development, 
the Arch Grants competition, Square’s new headquarters 
and the proposed Downtown Innovation District.   STL 
Made, a collaborative effort to improve how the City tells 
its story, is making inroads to changing perceptions by 
highlighting individuals and accomplishments that are 
moving St. Louis forward. 

Downtown is also gaining ground by capitalizing on 
its core assets, such as the development of Ballpark 

Village and the St. Louis Aquarium, which build upon 
Downtown’s role as a sports and entertainment hub. 
Projects underway including the MLS Stadium and 
Convention Center Expansion have the potential to 
further expand the economic impact of Downtown’s 
sports and entertainment sector.

While these fundamental strengths and assets give 
Downtown momentum, a strategy is needed to ensure 
assets don’t become islands unto themselves. Recent 
and proposed developments are geographically spread 
out across Downtown, providing multiple centers of 
gravity with little to connect these assets.  

There must be a careful consideration on how to 
best connect these developments and amenities.  
Consider other peer downtowns including places such 
as Cincinnati, Grand Rapids, Milwaukee and Nashville.  
Each boast vibrant downtown shopping districts in part 
because they have approximately half as much space 
to fill as Downtown St. Louis. The opportunity is to be 
strategic and focus new development and the location 
of outdoor events and activities to help fill the gaps that 
discourage visitors and employees from walking along 
Downtown streets.  

Chapter 02:
DOWNTOWN TODAY

Over $2 billion 
has been invested 
Downtown in recent 
years

LEFT: Ballpark Village is a major private mixed use development Downtown
RIGHT: Recent Gateway Arch renovations better connect the park to Downtown 
across major pieces of infrastructure.
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Figure 4: Recent & Proposed Investments Downtown
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03
DOWNTOWN NEEDS MORE STREET ACTIVITY 
Many of the expressed concerns about crime and the 
negative perceptions of Downtown stem from, and are 
reinforced by, how Downtown streets look and feel. 
The quality of the street experience can be quantified 
and mapped to better understand the challenges and 
fine-tune targeted solutions. The “street frontage” of 
every block and building Downtown was analyzed.  An 
“excellent” frontage includes an active ground floor use, 
windows and a door.  An “unfavorable” frontage is empty, 
a parking lot or blank wall.
  
This analysis showed that while there are some 
concentrated areas of favorable streetscapes, the 
majority of Downtown’s streetscapes (83%) are 
unfavorable, a category that includes parking garages 
and lots, blank windowless walls, and long expanses 
of reflective glass without entrances.  We cannot fix 
this issue with new retail alone due to the scale of the 
problem.  A new parking study will soon be released for 
Downtown and it will be essential to ensure that the 
values of Design Downtown are reflected in this work 
which should seek to eliminate surface parking lots. 
How we activate streets is a product of how we design, 
program and regulate them.  

Compounding this challenge is that Downtown must 
compete against several other options in the region 
for those who prefer a walkable urban setting (for 
play, work, or living). This means that any negative 
perceptions about Downtown including the design and 
character of the streets impact where people choose 
to go out, locate their businesses, and live. There is a 
need for a counter-narrative to showcase all the great 
things going on Downtown. STLMade was often cited by 
interviewees as a step in the right direction for pushing 
a positive narrative about St. Louis that should serve as 
inspiration for Downtown.   

Chapter 02:
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“We have a lot of national clients 
who come in to St. Louis. They 
say, ‘where is everybody?’”

Over 80% of street 
frontages qualify as 
“unfavorable”

LEFT: An example of an “excellent” street frontage condition
RIGHT: An example of an “unfavorable” street frontage condition
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Figure 5: Street Frontage Quality
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04
DOWNTOWN NEEDS MORE RESIDENTS 
Much of Downtown residential growth has been 
accommodated through the conversion of older 
buildings into residential lofts, made possible through 
the use of historic tax credits. However, Downtown 
is running out of old buildings to reuse, and with 
little market for unsubsidized new construction, 
new approaches are needed to create more housing 
Downtown. Very few people used to live Downtown. 
Now there are almost 7,700 housing units.

Much of Downtown’s residential density is clustered 
into distinct areas or buildings, and these clusters are 
physically isolated from one another. This results in an 
overall population density for Downtown that is actually 
lower than the rest of St. Louis (6.3 residents per acre vs 
8.0 in the rest of the City), despite Downtown’s primary 
housing stock of mid- to high-rise residential and 
mixed-used buildings.
 
Compared to other parts of the City and the region 
as a whole, Downtown is younger, more diverse, and 
more educated. Since 2010, Downtown’s population 
has maintained its diversity while seeing substantial 
residential growth. Share of White, non-Hispanic 
Downtown residents decreased from 48% to 40% while 

the total population grew 80% between 2010 and 2017. 
The Downtown population has also grown younger. 
Fifteen percent of residents are between the ages of 
18-24 years, many of which likely represent college 
students from surrounding universities. More than a 
third of Downtown’s population is made up of 25-34 year 
olds, indicative of Downtown’s role as a popular place to 
live for young professionals. The Downtown population 
is more likely to have a college degree than the rest of 
the City, with over 50% of residents over 25 holding a 
Bachelor’s Degree or higher. Downtown’s population is 
also less likely to be unemployed or live in poverty (about 
16% versus 25% for the City).
  
While younger and relatively more affluent, the 
availability of housing in Downtown is severely limited.  
Almost all of the units are “loft” style apartments with 
the majority only available at higher price points than 
many other communities in the City.  On the other hand, 
approximately 15% of other housing units are dedicated 
to those earning below 60% or Area Median Income 
(AMI).  Downtown is not serving the so-called “missing 
middle” with housing options at price points that 
working households who earn between 60% and 120% of 
AMI can afford.
  

Downtown’s 
population density 
is lower than the 
overall City’s

Approximately 15% 
of housing units 
are dedicated to 
those earning below 
60% of Area Median 
Income

LEFT: Most of the housing Downtown consists or renovated loft buildings, with 
increasingly few vacant structures left to renovate
RIGHT: In addition to loft buildings there are limited units in high-rise buildings
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Figure 6: Residential Population by Race

A key advantage for living Downtown is proximity 
to where you work – many Downtown residents also 
work there, and the majority of residents who commute 
out of Downtown for work are going to employment 

hubs elsewhere in the central core, including Cortex, 
the Central West End, SSM, and Clayton. Downtown 
employees come from all over the region, including a 
substantial portion of commuters from Illinois. 
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05
DOWNTOWN NEEDS TO EXPAND JOB GROWTH AROUND ITS ADVANTAGES 

Downtown St. Louis has less concentrated job activity 
and has had very weak private sector job growth 
compared to peer cities in the post-recession period. 
This issue is reflected in Downtown’s relatively high 
office vacancy rate of 19.7%, more than twice as high 
as the rest of the City. In addition, lingering vacancy in 
two major structures that, combined, amount to over 2 
million square feet of space - the AT&T building and the 
Railway Exchange - remain a major stain on Downtown’s 
reputation. 

Looking for new job growth to come from major 
corporate relocations will not work. The challenge is 
clear that Downtown needs a more diverse and inclusive 
economy that capitalizes on its advantages including its 
diversity, creativity, unparalleled sports and attractions, 
established infrastructure and, the range of different 
types of commercial spaces available suitable for 
a wide range of businesses.  Building on efforts by 
organizations like GeoFutures, We Power, St. Louis 
Promise Zone, Arch Grants and the proposed Downtown 
Innovation District among others, the opportunity 
is to attract established companies and talent, help 
businesses to grow and stay Downtown and, actively 
support the needs of minority and ethnically diverse 
companies.  
    

Chapter 02:
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Business and 
Financial Services 
account for 15k jobs 
Downtown.

Downtown’s office 
vacancy rate of 
19.7% is almost 
twice as high as the 
rest of the City.

While Downtown is a strong economic hub, it has 
distinct advantages in 5 key employment clusters 
representing 80% of Downtown’s workforce – 
Business and Financial Services; Local Commercial 
Services; Tourism; Local Utilities; and Marketing, 
Design, and Publishing.  In each of these clusters, 
Downtown accounts for at least one-third of total 
St. Louis employment.  The largest cluster, Business 
and Financial Services, accounts for almost 15,000 
jobs.  Downtown has strengths in each of the key sub-
clusters: Financial Services, Banks/Insurance, and 
Business Services. While this is a large number, Clayton 
has proven to be a major competitor for these jobs, 
acting as a second regional hub of jobs in business 
and financial services, a dynamic most downtowns do 
not experience.  Tourism, especially sports tourism, is 
very strong in Downtown and will expand further with 
the entrance of MLS into the market and post-COVID. 
The Marketing, Design, and Publishing cluster and 
creative economy in general are another important 
source of jobs in the Downtown economy. The growing 
tech presence in and around Downtown, centered on 
software and geospatial, is likely to grow rapidly with the 
completion of the NGA site and the implementation of 
citywide strategies to grow inclusive job opportunities 
in software tech.  

LEFT: T-REX is a vital anchor for the tech industry Downtown 
RIGHT: Square’s new office (under construction) will be an important addition to the growing Downtown tech scene
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Figure 7: Major Business Clusters by Number of Employees
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06
DOWNTOWN NEEDS TO BECOME MORE SUSTAINABLE 
AND PROMOTE BETTER HEALTH 

Chapter 02:
DOWNTOWN TODAY

elements of the urban environment – streets, sidewalks, 
parking lots roofs, tend to absorb and hold heat. A map 
of the City’s “urban heat island effect” shows highly 
elevated temperatures across nearly all of Downtown.

To get outside, exercise and enjoy the outdoors also 
requires adequate space to do so.  Downtown’s open 
space is a mix of publicly- and privately- owned land, 
though Downtown St. Louis is unique in the share of 
its most prominent open spaces that are controlled 
by the federal government. Citywide, St. Louis has 
approximately 11.1 acres of open space per 1,000 
inhabitants, with Downtown having a similar ratio of 11.5 
acres per 1,000 inhabitants. This however, is roughly 
half of the 20 acres per 1,000 inhabitants recommended 
by the National Recreation and Parks Association, and 
if the daytime population of Downtown is taken into 
account, the ratio drops to 1.7 acres per 1,000 daytime 
users. In total, the City of St. Louis has fewer acres 
per 1,000 inhabitants when compared to cities such as 
Dallas, Cincinnati, and Louisville, which have more than 
twice the number of acres per inhabitants as St. Louis.  

Downtown’s environmental conditions helped shape its 
development. Chief among these were the waterways 
of the Mississippi and the Mill Creek and Chouteau Pond 
at Downtown’s southern edge. Overtime, the Chouteau 
Pond and Mill Creek were filled in, and became a hub 
for transportation infrastructure, accommodating 
I-64, the rail lines, and passenger rail stations within 
their historic footprint. Water still drains towards the 
former site of the Creek and Pond, but is now conveyed 
through a complex system of pipes that collect water as 
it flows downhill to help drain excess stormwater away 
from the City. This underlying ecology is important to 
understand, as it relates to potential stress points that 
could impact Downtown and the City’s aging stormwater 
infrastructure.

The urban form of Downtown has resulted in an area that 
is largely devoid of trees, with the exception of Gateway 
Arch National Park and certain sections of the Gateway 
Mall. The impact of Downtown’s minimal tree canopy 
is reflected in a map of the urban heat island effect, 
where urbanized areas experience higher temperatures 
than less developed areas due to the fact that common 

Downtown has a 
ratio of 11.5 acres per 
1K residents, roughly 
half of the 20 acres 
per 1K residents 
recommended 
by the National 
Recreation and 
Parks Association

LEFT: The “Urban Heat Island Effect” and it’s impact on St. Louis
RIGHT: The historic Mill Creek and Chouteau Pond still influences waterflow

“More green/
grass/trees. 
Less concrete.”
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There are parks Downtown cherished by St. Louisans 
but many others that do not adequately serve the needs 
of residents or businesses. The location and type of 
open spaces that would attract a wider diversity of 
populations could be deliberately programmed and 
designed to be welcoming and inclusive and create 
a more robust, well-rounded civic life.  These spaces 
would serve more than just workers and visitors, 
but serve to knit together the various sports and 
entertainment destinations, and the various districts, 
with a richer array of landscape types—active, passive, 
and highly programmed. They could also include art, 
programming, and design strategies that are more 
deliberately representative of and welcoming to the 
City’s diverse racial and ethnic populations.  The 
continued redevelopment of existing buildings as well 
as new construction offer up further opportunities 
to lessen the  urban heat island effect and capture 
additional stormwater through green roofs and other 
infrastructure improvements. 

Figure 8: Quality of Open Space

LEFT: Recent park investments have increase Downtown’s vegetation
RIGHT: Historic flooding in the past year has exposed St. Louis’ vulnerabilities as a riverfront city
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CRIME AND THE NEGATIVE PERCEPTIONS OF SAFETY 
MUST BE ADDRESSED
Consistently cited during this process is the perception 
and reality of crime in Downtown. The view of Downtown 
as a dangerous place is one of the most serious 
impediments to Downtown’s growth and development. 
This perception is reinforced by the media, which 
often conflates crime in other parts of the City with 
Downtown.

Downtown crime is overwhelmingly related to car break-
ins (like other major downtowns across the country).  
and crime rates do not take into account the 65,000+ 
employees and millions of annual visitors at a baseball 
game, convention or other event. Thirty six percent 
of all crimes downtown are auto-related. Additionally, 
residents talk frequently about the issues associated 
with late-night drinking and cruising along Washington 
Avenue and others have cited concerns about the 
unhoused population.  The pandemic and social 
unrest have only exacerbated crime and the negative 
perceptions about Downtown. 
  

But frankly, even before the pandemic, one high 
profile incident can overwhelm any real statistics and 
instill a feeling in many that Downtown is unsafe.  As 
noted above, so many of the negative perceptions 
are reinforced by how Downtown St. Louis looks and 
feels. Large vacancies, such as at the AT&T Building 
and Railway Exchange as well as the numerous vacant 
storefronts reinforce the narrative of a Downtown in 
decline, as do streets in various states of repair that 
lack pedestrian traffic and active ground-floor uses. 

The Downtown St. Louis Community Improvement 
District (CID) is reworking its management plan to more 
effectively focus on keeping Downtown safe and clean.  
A recent strategic plan and onboarding of new CID board 
members will determine how best to utilize CID dollars 
to address this challenge.
  
The most important improvement to Downtown that 
will address the reality of crime and perception of 

Chapter 02:
DOWNTOWN TODAY

36% of all reported 
crimed Downtown 
are auto-related

LEFT: Auto break-ins are a fear of Downtown visitors
RIGHT: Empty buildings like the former AT&T center create a negative perception

“Downtown is perceived as a high crime area. Unless the situation 
changes dramatically, no one would go there to ‘hang out’.”
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Downtown safety, however, is more activity--more 
housing, more businesses and more programming. The 
more people we have on the street at all times of the day 
and night, the more welcoming Downtown will feel.  For 
this reason, strategies to address Downtown crime are 
integrated throughout this report including proposals 
for a Downtown ambassador program, new housing, 
improvements to streets and lighting, temporary street 
closures for streets that suffer from weekend cruising 
and new Downtown programming.  Downtown STL, Inc., 
now a separate organization from the CID, is dedicated 
to leading the implementation of this plan.
 
The issues around crime are often described as a 
“chicken and egg” issue.  People will not come to 
Downtown unless it feels safe but Downtown will 
struggle to be perceived as safe without people. Other 
downtowns have succeeded in breaking this cycle of 
slow decline.  With a plan, St. Louis can take steps to 
seeing real success in not only addressing crime but in 
creating a welcoming and safe environment that people 
want to live, work and visit. 

Let’s get started.

Figure 11: Downtown Crime - April 2018 - April 2019

LEFT: A lack of people in Downtown parks make people feel uncomfortable to visit
RIGHT: Negative perceptions of Metrolink make it a liability instead of an asset in many people’s minds

“If people feel safe, they will come.”
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Chapter 03:
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VISION &
GOALS
Part 01
VISION FOR 
DOWNTOWN’S FUTURE
p60

Part 02
INTRODUCTION TO THE 
GOALS TO HELP ACHIEVE 
THE VISION
p62
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VISION FOR 
DOWNTOWN’S FUTURE

During the public outreach process, we 
asked participants to tell us how they would 
define Downtown today, and what they 
hoped to see for Downtown’s future. The 
result was a collection of the public’s hopes 
and aspirations for the future of Downtown 
St. Louis, summarized in a vision statement 
that defines the type of community we 
hope to create Downtown and the range of 
experiences we hope to foster.

Chapter 03:
VISION & GOALS
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Downtown is the home of entrepreneurs, business leaders, makers, 
and dreamers; an energetic, inclusive and bustling community that 
reflects a mix of cutting-edge thinking and bold design.

Downtown St. Louis is a dynamic place to 
live  and stands out among the country’s most diverse 
neighborhoods as the only place with great restaurants, 
three major league sports teams, world-class cultural 
destinations, public spaces, and a national park and 
landmark all within a short walk, bike, or metro trip.

Downtown is a place to grow.  Downtown is the 
home to inclusive entrepreneurship and intentionally 
supports the needs of diverse and growing businesses.  
Jobs that start Downtown stay here, and so do the people 
who power the Downtown economy even as their careers 
and lifestyles evolve.

Downtown is vibrant, ever-changing, and full 
of life.  Downtown’s streets and public spaces are active 
places, full of people and activities, and the place where St. 
Louisans from across the City and region come together.
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  INTRODUCTION TO THE GOALS TO    
  HELP ACHIEVE VISION

Chapter 03:
VISION & GOALS

Goal 01
 REALIZE DOWNTOWN’S POTENTIAL TO BE 
 THE REGION’S PREMIER WALKABLE, DIVERSE 
 URBAN NEIGHBORHOOD 

Goal 02
 EXPAND THE DOWNTOWN ECONOMY TO 
 SUPPORT STARTUPS, ENTREPRENEURS, 
 EXISTING AND GROWING BUSINESSES 

Five goals respond to the overarching vision and organize the 
strategies presented in the next chapter of the Design Downtown 
STL Master Plan.
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GOAL 04
 INVEST IN AN OPEN SPACE NETWORK TO 
 PROVIDE VIBRANT PUBLIC SPACES AND 
 GREEN INFRASTRUCTURE THROUGHOUT 
 DOWNTOWN 

GOAL 05
 UNCOVER THE STORIES, PEOPLE, & PLACES 
 THAT MAKE DOWNTOWN UNIQUE

Goal 03
 REDESIGN AND ACTIVATE OUR STREETS FOR 
 A DYNAMIC BIKE, PEDESTRIAN, & TRANSIT 
 NETWORK 


