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I.
Executive Summary 

The issue facing the City of Palmdale is the on-going challenge of restoring economic vitality in its deteriorating downtown.  

Many older cities across the country share the same problem, that of deteriorating downtowns.   Once the center of activity, downtowns are facing challenges that must be addressed in order to bring economic vitality back to the core of the community.  Downtowns have suffered for many reasons, including a shift in traffic and shopping patterns, the development of new business and regional shopping centers away from downtown, deteriorating buildings, storefront vacancies, deteriorating surrounding housing, increased levels of crime, and a lack of funding to revitalize downtown.   

While the City of Palmdale’s newer areas are developing, downtown has not kept pace and is showing the classic symptoms of urban decay due to long deferred maintenance, significant vacancies, deterioration of buildings and landscaping, and undesirable businesses. 

The City faces several alternatives in restoring economic vitality in its deteriorating downtown including: analyzing how Cities faced with similar challenges overcame their problems; analyzing best practice models from state and national organizations; reviewing analyses conducted by scholars regarding downtown revitalization; attending professional conferences to learn new practices; hiring consultants to review and update the Downtown Plan, and membership in key professional organizations.    


The preferred alternative is multifaceted and includes for the City of Palmdale to analyze how Cities faced with similar challenges overcame their problems, reviewing the Best Practice models from a number of State and National organizations, attending professional conferences to learn new practices, and joining key professional organizations.  

II.
Introduction and Problem Statement  

The issue facing the City of Palmdale is the on-going challenge of restoring economic vitality in its deteriorating downtown.   This brief will review the alternatives available to the City of Palmdale, the policy issues at stake and why the issue is important.   

Incorporated in 1962, the City of Palmdale, located in north Los Angeles County, has grown from a small rural town to a thriving community with a population of more than 127,000 residents.  Along with the growing population has been a surge in construction of new homes, and commercial and retail developments, which have had a significant impact on the businesses in the older downtown where businesses are struggling, as residents choose not to patronize the establishments due to their appearance, variety of shopping and dining opportunities, and safety concerns.  

Realizing the significance of the problem, the City developed the Palmdale Downtown Revitalization Plan in 1995, to address the issue of the restoration of economic vitality of the downtown.  The comprehensive Plan outlines challenges in planning, traffic and walking circulation, parking, rehabilitation and upgrading of buildings and their facades, public safety, preserving historic buildings, and attracting the proper mix of business to make downtown a desirable place for residents and visitors to patronize.  Elected officials, City staff and residents participated in the development of the Plan and have supported the progress of the revitalization of downtown Palmdale, understanding the importance of the Plan on the overall economic health of the City and its ability to reverse the decrease in property values in downtown. 

Although there have been some successes in the effort, a large portion of the implementation of the Plan remains, and the problem of the deterioration of downtown continues to challenge the City. 

III.
Background:  The History of the Issue and Its Context

The City of Palmdale has become a suburb of Los Angeles due to urban sprawl and the need for affordable housing not available in the Los Angeles basin or San Fernando Valley.  As home prices continued to soar in L.A. and the San Fernando Valley, many people found they could realize the American dream of home ownership in Palmdale.  The City experienced tremendous growth in its population from 23,350 residents in 1985 to 127,000 in 1996, a key factor of which has been the City’s affordable housing.  While the population continued to soar, quality employment opportunities have been unable to keep pace, forcing approximately 80 percent of the residents to commute to jobs outside the Antelope Valley, whether to the L.A. basin or San Fernando Valley.  By 2003, the number of daily commuters has reached 65,000 traveling back and forth on State Highway 14, which wasn’t designed to handle the high volume of traffic.  

While the recession of the early 1990’s affected the entire nation, its impact on the Antelope Valley was especially severe and lasted most of the decade, due to the Valley’s over-dependence on the aerospace industry for employment.  The Valley’s largest industry experienced staggering cuts in government programs, and a number of programs were eliminated entirely.  The effect on the industry’s downsizing and elimination of jobs was staggering, as many laid-off aerospace workers realized that their highly specialized skills did not transition into comparable paying jobs outside the industry.  Within a short time, the effects of the recession in the Antelope Valley were visible:  tumbling property values and a meteoric increase in home foreclosures.  During this time, the deterioration of downtown continued, as buildings fell into disrepair, storefront vacancies skyrocketed, the neglect of surrounding housing continued, and the level of crime increased.     

All of these factors combined, provided incredible challenges for the City of Palmdale to overcome, which were addressed in the City’s Strategic Plan.   According to Greenberg and Baron (2000), “A strategic plan is the process of formulating, implementing, and evaluating decisions that enable an organization to achieve its objectives, and is critical when the current objectives can no longer be met” (p.592).  Key components of the Strategic Plan included a comprehensive economic development plan, new housing programs, improving the quality of life for Palmdale’s residents, increased commitment to infrastructure improvements, and the Downtown Revitalization Plan.  

Palmdale‘s Downtown Revitalization Plan, focused on creating a vision for the future of the downtown, and an implementation plan to rehabilitate, beautify, and economically strengthen downtown.  The Plan identified critical issues facing Palmdale’s downtown: the need to create a “heart” for the City of Palmdale in the City’s historic center; encouragement of shared public and private sector resources; flexibility of the Plan to accommodate changes; commitment to implementation of the action plan; streamlined processes and procedures for downtown; immediate need of basic amenities in downtown such as sidewalks and street widening; ease of use of the Plan document; and a variety of design and development strategies to achieve the desired results (City of Palmdale, Downtown Revitalization Plan, p. 7).

According to Nina Gruen (1999), “In order to build a more successful downtown, a City must honestly evaluate their comparative advantages and build upon them” (p.3).  Gruen, with over 30 years of experience in providing advice regarding downtowns states that, “The characteristics of a successful downtown include: concentrated linkages, perceived safety, adequate parking, significant street level parking, unique tenants, attractive physical environment, cultural and recreational amenities, character of nearby residential units, make-up of labor force, and conference and meeting space” (p. 1).   

During the last few years, the City has made significant progress in the implementation of the goals outlined in the Downtown Revitalization Plan to rebuild the core of the City.     New construction projects include the Palmdale Youth Library, Palmdale Courthouse, City Hall Development Services building, Dr. Robert C. St. Clair Parkway, and Poncitlan Square, as well as the widening of downtown streets with sidewalks and landscaping.  Renovation projects include the Palmdale Senior Center, Main Library, Larry Chimbole Cultural Center, City Council Chambers, City Parks and Recreation building and Hammack Activity Center.  The City’s coordinated signage program and median improvements have also begun in the downtown area. 

The City of Palmdale’s investment in and commitment to downtown revitalization and improving the overall appearance of the City has been significant.  From 1986 to 2000, Palmdale has expended approximately $151 million for capital improvement projects outlined in the City’s Strategic Plan and Downtown Revitalization Plan (City of Palmdale Budget 2002-2003).  The proposed 2003-2004 City of Palmdale budget outlines the on-going commitment by the City for additional improvements to the downtown as outlined in Downtown Revitalization Plan, including the newly developed Façade and Parking Lot Improvement Program for private businesses, Urban Tree Planting Program, Underground Overhead Utility Program, Transit Amenities Program, street resurfacing, and the creation of the Palmdale Transportation Center.   

IV.
Alternative Policy Responses


Palmdale needs to review several alternatives in its on-going efforts to restore economic vitality in its deteriorating downtown including: analyzing how other Cities faced with similar challenges overcame their problems; analyzing best practice models from state and national organizations; reviewing analyses conducted by scholars regarding downtown revitalization; attending professional conferences to learn new practices; hiring consultants to review and update the Downtown Plan, and membership in key professional organizations.      

Several examples of cities facings similar issues have emerged through the best practices of professional organizations.  The first example is the City of Arcadia, located in the San Gabriel Valley in Los Angeles County.  Downtown Arcadia developed around an 1890’s railroad station, located two blocks north of Route 66.   Once a bustling commercial center like Palmdale, downtown Arcadia saw a decline in the area, as storefronts were vacated, buildings were deteriorated, and many properties were functionally obsolete (California Redevelopment Association 2002).

To address the problems, Arcadia developed the Downtown 2000 Revitalization Program.  With strong support from the community and the Chamber of Commerce, the City adopted a retail-friendly strategy to rebuild the area.  The design components in downtown included the widening of sidewalks, new landscaping, streetlights, and banners. Like Palmdale, Arcadia created a Façade Rehabilitation Program which has been successful with over 17 downtown merchants taking advantage of façade and parking improvements, architectural assistance, and new signs in the program which reimburses the merchants for the improvements.  The City’s long-term revitalization effort created a viable downtown and was recognized with an Award of Excellence in 2000 by the California Redevelopment Association (California Redevelopment Association 2002). 

A second example of successful downtown revitalization is the City of Brea, located in Orange County. Like Palmdale, Brea’s urban core began to decline as shoppers switched to the convenience of enclosed malls.  In addition to the deterioration of the commercial district, the housing that surrounded the downtown area was showing signs of blight.  Absentee landlords, overcrowded housing, and poor maintenance contributed to the blighted conditions.  Brea met the challenge of revitalizing the downtown through a community-planning workshop, ensuring community participation in the design process of Brea’s City Center. Brea Downtown opened in October 2000 after an investment of over $100 million in public and private funds to create retail, restaurant, office space, housing and live/work loft apartments.   Brea’s commitment to innovation in the revitalization of its downtown was recognized with an Award of Excellence in 2001 by the California Redevelopment Association (California Redevelopment Association 2002). 

There are a number of State organizations promoting, among other issues, the practice of revitalizing downtown: California Redevelopment Association (CRA), California Association of Local Economic Development (CALED), League of California Cities, and California Downtown Association.  Each of the organizations have websites and newsletters with important information regarding issues of concern, networking opportunities, specialized training seminars, and an annual conference providing educational opportunities to members regarding emerging issues, such as restoring economic vitality in deteriorating downtowns.  The City of Palmdale holds an active membership in CRA, CALED, and the League of California Cities.  

The use of consultants is important for cities when they seek the skills and the objective opinions from professionals with expertise in a particular area.  The City of Palmdale’s policy is to utilize consultants when necessary, in combination with professional staff, as directed by the City Manager.    

V.
Recommendation
Based on the analysis of this policy brief, the recommended alternative for the City of Palmdale in its effort to restore economic vitality in its deteriorating downtown is comprised of a number of the suggested alternatives, including: analyzing how other Cities faced with similar challenges overcame their problems, analyzing best practice models from state and national organizations, attending professional conferences to learn new practices, and membership in key professional organizations.  This recommendation is preferred as it provides the City with the opportunity to analyze current issues, data, and problem solving techniques.  According to Laura Cole-Rowe, president of the California Downtown Association, “One business district cannot replicate another exactly; we can only borrow ideas and apply them to how they will be successful in our community.  An idea that works in a college town won’t necessarily work in a blue-collar town, but could be modified slightly to make it work” (Cole-Rowe 2002).     

The alternative suggesting reviewing analyses conducted by scholars regarding downtown revitalization pertains to timeframe.  Most of the analyses conducted by scholars regarding the issues are dated and, while important in terms of an overview philosophy, are unable to analyze current issues and their implications on determining the best solutions for addressing current problems.  

Consultants are utilized frequently at the City of Palmdale in concert with professional staff in an effort to tap into the most current trends and solutions.  As the City’s Downtown Revitalization Plan is currently being implemented, the role of consultants would be utilized for things such as architectural design.  
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