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CHARACTER AREAS

St. Helens

Downtown Core

Union Stati on

Brewery/
Nob Hill

Hillside

Foss Waterfront

Dome

While at ti mes the benefi ts of good urban design can seem hard to quanti fy, its value to the economic and social 
well being of a city have been well documented. As noted in Tacoma’s 1998 R/UDAT study, “world travelers 
universally measure the health of a city, and even a region by the vibrancy of its downtown.”  A high quality 
environment is a leading variable in our shift ing choices about where to work and where to live. 

The Plan encourages and explores the development of strategic acti vity areas, gateways and important physical 
connecti ons parti cularly in primary development nodes. As such, this secti on will help to provide answers for 
individuals seeking to develop their lots and parcels, and to inform how these built structures can come together 
in such a manner that they create a working whole. These policies build upon the overall policies developed in the 
Chapter ‘Achieving Vitality Downtown.’

OVERALL URBAN DESIGN GOALS

Design for people

Encourage a creati ve 
approach to density

* More specifi c infomati on related to land use policy on the Dome District and Foss 
Waterfront may be found in the Dome District Sub Area Plan (2001), and the Foss Waterway 
Design and Development Plan (2006).

URBAN DESIGN + THE PERFORMANCE OF THE CITY3.0 

How to use this Secti on

As growth conti nues to pressure neighborhoods, the City’s 
decision-making processes must evolve to account for shift ing 
contexts and unique site conditi ons. This secti on should 
be used not only as a guideline for those planning new 
projects, but also as a way to provide a proacti ve framework 
for regulatory updates. Furthermore, in the future the 
downtown would benefi t from district or area-wide plans 
that specifi cally address local conditi ons.

A Series of Neighborhoods

The Downtown Plan divides the Primary Study Area into 
a series of disti nct ‘Character Areas’ for the purpose of 
providing a vision and design context.* Elements such as 
historic buildings, recreati onal or commercial desti nati ons, 
scale, street type and natural features are some of the 
important characteristi cs that provide each neighborhood 
with  its sense of place. The boundaries of any neighborhood 
are not fi xed, but shift  over ti me. 

For each Character Area, the Plan identi fi es 

a. Existi ng conditi ons 
b. Future vision 
c. Opportuniti es/ Area-wide Development Strategies  
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Gateways 

The downtown has a number key gateways, or areas 
that capture a high degree of visibility and a sense 
of transiti on. Urban design for these areas should be 
emphasized not only as places to pass through, but also 
as places in their own right, through the appropriate use 
of traffi  c calming, landscaping, lighti ng, public art and 
building outlook.

Gateways are identi fi ed by the following:

Provide identi ty and meaning to the arrival 
experience and clearly cross a threshold of scale. 

Exhibit an intensity of acti vity

Clearly arti culate the emphasis on mode shift  to 
that of human scale through design considerati ons. 

Gateways are further explored in each Character Area 
secti on.

Connecti ons

The Core of Downtown’s primary connecti ons to its 
adjacent neighborhoods are 11th and 13th as its  
historic connectors (outf itt ed at one ti me with a cable 
car loop).  15th Street is a priority linkage between 
the Foss Waterway and neighborhoods to the west. 
Connecti ons to the east and west have traditi onally 
been diffi  cult due to the steep nature of downtown. 
As a result, the Downtown has evolved with a series 
of public stairways now fallen into disrepair. The 
Downtown Plan looks to re-visit these connecti ons, and 
creates a set of policies and implementati on strategies 
to revitalize them as an under-used resource. 

There is also a strong desire from the community to 
fully integrate the downtown to its waterfront. Physical 
impediments remain extreme, including railroad rights 
of way and a freeway. Near term enhanced connecti ons 
are planned for 15th street, with hopes for a restored 
Murray Morgan Bridge, and potenti al public access from 
Fireman’s Park ti ed to future development.

Through a revised bonus provision the City may also 
strategize on how to share costs for larger scaled 
connecti ons parti cularly from Fireman’s Park and the 
IFSA. 

1. Division & St. Helens

2. 7th & Broadway

3. 11th & Yakima

4. A & I-705

5. 15th & Tacoma

GATEWAYS 
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VISION
With geographic proximity to the waterfront and access to 
and from I-705, this character area is a signifi cant city entry 
point, well connected to its adjacent neighborhoods with a 
civic scaled public realm.  

A fully integrated extension of the UWT footprint (a total of 
33 developable acres) will bring new life through a blend of 
student, campus, residenti al and commercial uses. The UWT 
has set a goal for student enrollment at 10,000 by 2030.  As 
such, the campus will be fundamentally linked to downtown 
revitalizati on through workforce development, real estate 
investment opportuniti es, and new student life. The UWT will 
be a key stakeholder partner to direct investment into the 
center city.

Future development of this area will be primarily  university 
related uses, with supporti ng offi  ce and residenti al. While 
throughout most of the character area, building heights and 
bulk should be responsive to existi ng historic precedents, a 
tower-podium form is appropriate.

Perhaps the most signifi cant area for the image of Tacoma, this 
character area is populated by a collecti on of well-preserved iconic 
buildings linking the city to its industrial past as well as supporti ng 
new investments in regional arts insti tuti ons.

Renovati ons and upgrades through the 1990s have succeeded in 
imbuing a civic formality and status to the area, while successful 
landscape treatments and historic adaptati ons have created a 
well-loved ‘place’ at the UWT campus. The Union Stati on Historic 
District and related design review infl uences the treatment of 
the public realm and private developments adjacent thereto, 
although results have been mixed. This character area includes 
both the Union Stati on Historic District and blocks adjacent to the 
Conventi on Center and calls for an integrated design approach 
between the two major secti ons of downtown. 

3.1  UNION STATION

Union Stati on
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UNION STATION URBAN DESIGN PRINCIPLES
The following provide the basis for Urban Design Principles within the Union Stati on character area.

Design in Context

New developments should enrich the quality of existi ng urban 
spaces with a design response that is complementary and arises 
from its context, parti cularly in reference to the Union Stati on and 
Union Depot historic district design guidelines. 

As such, building design should take cues from the local vernacular 
including material choice, building elements and fenestrati on, 
massing and scale. Taller porti ons of buildings should be sensiti ve, 
and miti gate massing through design when located adjacent to a 
historic structure.

Acti vate Street Edges 

As Downtown’s major arts and cultural district, building designs 
should encourage acti ve edges, public plazas and social gathering 
spaces at the street level. Pedestrian connecti ons should be 
reinforced, in parti cular along the Prairie Line.

Frame Views

The disti ncti ve ambiance of this area should be enhanced through 
the framing of streetscapes. Development should respect sight 
lines and featured views that are important to the character of the 
neighborhood, parti cularly at street ends and views of Mt. Rainier 
from Tollefson Plaza. 

Provide a Comfortable Walking Environment

Building designs should demonstrate a high degree of human scale, 
and prioriti ze access by pedestrians. 

The visual and aestheti c impact of parking garage entries should 
be miti gated through architectural integrati on to the rest of the 
building and the wrapping of of exterior fi nishes into garage 
openings for a minimum of 10 feet.

New infi ll buildings developed on blocks adjacent to the 
Conventi on Center should promote access though long north and 
south blocks and create a cohesive street wall with a scale and 
rhythm of development in concert with existi ng  buildings.
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