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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This Downtown Strategic Plan aims to provide the City of Tempe and the Downtown Tempe Authority with a
road map for leveraging the city’s strongest asset—an urban downtown with a strong and distinctive public realm—
to strengthen the city’s appeal to employers, employees, residents, and visitors. The plan’s goal is to maintain and
enhance Tempe’s competitiveness in the region, as well as its appeal compared to cities in other regions that Tempe
increasingly competes with both for jobs and talented professionals.
Tempe is well positioned in the region and the nation to take advantage of the most important trend in economic
development, the well-documented preference for urban, walkable, mixed-use environments expressed by
millennials and young professionals, as well as “empty nester” adults with grown children, and increasingly young
families. Tempe’s assets are unusual for a city of its size:
•

Arizona State University, a world-renowned, major research university with an extremely large population
of students, faculty, and staff

•

Two significant performing arts venues, ASU Gammage and the Tempe Center for the Arts

•

A compact, walkable downtown built at a comfortable scale around a strong spine that still has room to
grow

•

A network of small public spaces, plazas, and parks that connect a diverse mix of building uses and
businesses

•

An enormous “destination” park

•

A lake in the middle of the desert

However, most of these assets are currently underutilized. ASU has a presence in downtown Tempe, but as an
institution, this presence is only felt inside the walls of its buildings, not in the public realm (though students are
obviously a common sight). Its small parks, plazas, and alleys—perhaps Tempe’s most distinctive feature—are
barely programmed, and consequently not used by very many people. Tempe Beach Park is a venue for large events
and solo exercise by runners and bikers, with almost no regular visitors apart from those exercisers.
Tempe should build on its assets, and we recommend a set of principles to guide this effort:
1. Embrace Tempe’s urbanity. Tempe’s advantage in the region is that it feels like a real city. Major
employers like State Farm and Microsoft are locating in downtown Tempe because it’s attractive to
their young employees. News coverage highlights how there isn’t enough office space downtown to
meet demand from these employers. The employees who work for these companies as well as others
who are similar demographically but work elsewhere want to live in an environment like downtown
Tempe because it offers a mix of amenities, from restaurants to bars with live music to interesting
retailers, and a vibrancy that doesn’t exist anywhere else in the region. Density and mixed uses are
downtown Tempe’s biggest competitive advantages.
2. Embrace Tempe’s status as a “college town.” Conflicts between universities and the cities where
they’re located are common, but ultimately integrating town and gown is better for both. While the
concentration of bars on Mill Avenue can be seen as negative, it will be much more fruitful to work
with the business community and ASU to curb the worst practices and behavior than to fight against
the forces of the real estate market.
3. Emphasize Tempe’s public realm in future improvements and developments. Tempe has a wealth of
potentially interesting small public spaces, a potential “iconic” park in Tempe Beach Park, and a very
strong “main street” in Mill Avenue. Future projects should take advantage of and enhance these
features whenever possible. Counterintuitively, this may mean reducing the amount of public space
built going forward so the energy in the existing public realm is not diluted but more concentrated,
building on the qualities that make Tempe such an attractive place to live and work.

Figure 1.1- A map of downtown Tempe’s assets.

4. Encourage and channel development near existing public spaces. A logical extension of the third
principle, concentrating development around existing public spaces will address downtown Tempe’s
chief vulnerability. Paradoxically, Tempe’s greatest strength—its large amount of potentially interesting
public space—is also its weakness: there aren’t enough people to activate downtown’s streets, plazas,
and parks on a regular basis, creating opportunities for negative social behaviors (i.e. aggressive
panhandling and drug use) to thrive. This will also relieve development pressure in other parts of
Tempe, which have a much more suburban character but are nonetheless becoming a fallback option
for companies who can’t find office space downtown.
These four principles have led to sets of short-term, medium-term, and long-term recommendations:
1. Immediate recommendations.
a.

Activate downtown’s small public spaces. The Downtown Tempe Authority should program
eight to twelve of downtown’s plazas, parks, and alleys over the next two to two-and-a-half
years with amenities, activities, classes, and events. Many of the spaces should be programmed
on a daily basis.

b. Extend the strong Mill Avenue street wall. The Downtown Tempe Authority should partner
with Arizona State University to create a strong street wall on the east side of Mill Avenue,
south of University Drive, all the way to 9th Street. This will create opportunities for new and

interesting small businesses who can’t afford space further north, as well as for the community
of artists living in the Farmer Ash neighborhood to become more integrated into downtown.
c.

Begin negotiations with the City of Tempe to obtain site control over Tempe Beach Park.
Tempe Beach Park has the potential to become a nationally renowned, regional destination
park unlike anything else in the southwest—it is literally a lake in the middle of the desert—
but it is run down and underutilized. City policies regarding events have shut out the public
from the park on almost every desirable weekend day, leading to a park that has almost no
regular visitors. The park needs major capital investment over the long term to attract families
from across the region as well as young professionals and empty nesters living nearby. For a
variety of reasons, we have concluded the City will not take these steps. Despite all of this,
we are very optimistic that the Downtown Tempe Authority could, over the next five to seven
years, transform Tempe Beach Park so it reaches its full potential. The first step in this process
is transferring the operating responsibilities and revenue authority from the City of Tempe to
the DTA, a negotiation that could take anywhere from three to twelve months.

2. Medium-term recommendations.
a.

Redevelop Tempe Beach Park. After obtaining site control, the Downtown Tempe Authority
should partner with a real estate developer to create a master development plan and schematic
design for Tempe Beach Park that “right-sizes” the park for its environment (it is currently
much too large) and divides it into two parts, one an active, urban “town square” and the other
a venue for concerts and other events. The edges of the park, including the existing surface
parking lot, should be developed into office buildings, restaurants, and cultural attractions to
both support the park’s active use and channel development to where density is appropriate.

b. Enhance the downtown streetscape. While Mill Avenue north of University Drive has a very
strong streetscape, the rest of downtown’s streets lack shade, places to sit, and have designs
that are unfriendly to pedestrians, discourage cycling and transit use, and encourage cars to
drive too fast.
c.

Make modest physical improvements to downtown’s small public spaces. We have identified
some minor physical improvements that should be undertaken as soon as possible, but in many
cases it makes sense to wait two or three years, evaluate the programming, and figure out what
changes are really necessary to support successful activities and events.

d. Improve the south shore of Tempe Town Lake, east of Tempe Beach Park. This section of
Tempe Town Lake is underutilized because there is no reason for anyone to spend time there;
the only activity it sees are people exercising. For a long time, there wasn’t anyone near this
space, but now there are 12,000 State Farm employees. It should be improved with better
horticulture and low-impact, low-cost programming that will make the space desirable to
young professionals.
e.

Negotiate with the City for site control of Tempe Arts Park. Similar to Tempe Beach Park,
Tempe Arts Park will require a large capital investment to become a first-class arts park.
Currently, the DTA is the only organization in Tempe that could lead an effort to revitalize it,
but a new nonprofit dedicated to the arts and driven by private philanthropy might be the most
appropriate entity to take on this project.

f.

Obtain control over the Tempe Center for the Arts or work with the City to privatize its
management. A private operator—whether reporting to the City, the DTA, or some other
entity—would have more freedom to schedule more diverse performances that would appeal
to a broader audience and generate more revenue than the City. Having the operator report to
a private nonprofit and not the City would provide one more degree of insulation from local
politics; including the TCA in negotiations on Tempe Arts Park would be ideal.

Figure 1.2- A map of our short-term, medium-term, and long-term recommendations.

3. Long-term recommendations.
a.

Redevelop the area around ASU Gammage into a civic and cultural center that anchors the
southern end of downtown. ASU Gammage is a beautiful landmark that should be the
centerpiece of a small cultural district occupying its existing surface parking lots. The parking
would be incorporated into two new residential buildings for older alumni built on the model
of “life-long learning” that has been successful at other universities.

b. Redevelop Tempe Arts Park into a world-class sculpture and arts park. There isn’t a significant
sculpture garden in the state of Arizona or even the southwestern United States. Tempe
should aspire to create a sculpture park in the same class as Olympic Sculpture Park in Seattle
or Citygarden in St. Louis, with over a dozen significant pieces, each by a different and wellknown sculptor. This project will take a long time to complete and will be very expensive; the
first step is identifying a local philanthropist who is enthusiastic about public art and would like
to leave a lasting legacy
This strategic plan is oriented toward actionable recommendations, and unlike a typical master plan, it lays out not
just physical and programmatic recommendations for downtown Tempe’s public realm, but recommendations on
how to implement these improvements. Short-term recommendations have more detailed plans for executing
them than medium and long-term recommendations; we expect that DTA management will learn from the
experience implementing and operating programming at downtown’s small public spaces to create its own detailed
implementation plans for future projects.

Because of this emphasis on implementation, the strategic planning team spent a good deal of time analyzing
existing downtown operations, and solicited ideas and feedback from the people at the City of Tempe and
Downtown Tempe Authority who are currently responsible for making downtown a great place to live, work, and
visit. In addition to extensive field work downtown at various days, times, and seasons, the master planning team
had extensive conversations with the community at a series of “placemaking workshops” where participants gave
the team valuable insight about downtown’s events, public spaces, and streets.
The strategic planning team combined findings from those workshops, detailed analysis of the regional real estate
market, detailed analysis of the Tempe public space market, long periods of observation and on-site analysis, and
our collective experience revitalizing and improving downtowns across the country into the detailed set of short,
medium, and long-term recommendations for downtown. The team then focused on the existing capacities of the
City, DTA, and ASU to implement those recommendations to create practical plans for executing them.
Some of these recommendations are daunting, but we believe they are realistic for Tempe, and will reinforce
Tempe’s strengths and its competitiveness in the region. Over the long-term, Tempe should be able to attract its
“fair share” of economic development in the region, and steer future real estate development downtown, which will
increase its density while preserving the suburban character of other parts of Tempe.

