LOWER MILL ENTREPRENEURIAL VILLAGE - RECOMMENDATIONS
The excellent streetscape of Mill Avenue and a largely
uninterrupted retail street wall suddenly ends at University
Drive. Practically, this means that the downtown core
effectively ends there. While the surface parking lots
owned by Arizona State University will eventually be
developed, right now they cut off ASU Gammage and the
other ASU art and cultural facilities from downtown.
Temporarily activating the surface parking lots on the east
side of Mill between University Drive and 9th Street, along
the street, would solve this problem.
In collaboration with Arizona State University,
the Downtown Tempe Authority should create an
“entrepreneurial village” along the edges of the surface
parking lot. The development would use temporary and
movable modular buildings along the edges of Mill, 9th,
and University within the confines of the existing parking
lot. The redevelopment of a portion of the existing
parking spaces will
•

Create a significant facility for incubating
businesses by small entrepreneurs.

•

Provide spaces for the nearby arts community
from the Farmer Ash neighborhood to create,
display, and sell their work.

•

Better tie together ASU with downtown with
opportunities for students to incubate businesses
Figure 4.2.1- The aerial view of the Lower Mill Entrepreneurial
and faculty and staff to exhibit research.

•

Create a potential model for using a modular
building that can be applied to other downtown parcels that are currently vacant, underutilized, or awaiting
a permanent development solution.

Village.

Ideally, the project would create a new promenade along Mill Avenue that extends from University to 9th Street and
a two-sided street wall along 9th Street, extending east into the site. Temporary modular units would be on both sides
of a new street. In addition, units would front an enhanced streetscape along University.
These linear pedestrian spaces should be planned to include a comfortable, shaded, and well-lit walkway from the
building to the curb edge. Ideally, each walkway would be twenty feet wide and lined with street trees close to the
curb.
The retail, art, and university-activated spaces should face outward onto Mill Avenue, 9th, and University.
The tenants for the development should include start-up restaurants (and possibly a bar), pop-up retailers, artisans
and dealers who might normally focus on craft fairs and flea markets, students attempting to launch their own
businesses, and spaces for artists to work and sell what they create.
If appropriate to the type of modular unit selected, stack the units in a two-story configuration to provide adequate
retail floor heights. Modify the units to allow natural light to come in through windows wherever possible.
Incorporate bold colors into the exteriors, use plants in large pots as accents, and design custom graphics and
porous window expressions to encourage a novel and exciting aesthetic that improves the pedestrian experience.

LOWER MILL ENTREPRENEURIAL VILLAGE - IMPLEMENTATION
Arizona State University senior administrators have indicated a willingness to pursue the Lower Mill temporary
activation project immediately. However, ASU does not want to shoulder any of the administrative burden or
financial risk for the project. The Downtown Tempe Authority is best suited to make sure the project furthers the
goals of this master plan—namely, to diversify retail on Mill Avenue and provide space for entrepreneurs and artists.
A private developer has the right skillset to execute this project. This points to two possible partnership structures
under which the project could thrive.
In both scenarios, ASU would simply be the landlord. In both scenarios, ASU would enter into an agreement
with DTA; DTA would be analogous to a master developer and have ultimate control over the project. Given
the uncertain economics of the project—more on that later—it is unlikely that ASU would benefit financially, but
perhaps a modest percentage of revenue accrued by DTA could be paid to ASU as rent.
Under the first scenario, DTA would outsource most of its responsibilities to a local developer, who would in
turn be in charge of executing the design, construction, and leasing on the project. The biggest advantages to this
approach are (1) every party does what they’re best at and (2) there is not much drain on DTA’s staff.
The length of the agreement is going to be a very important issue under this scenario. The project would have to
exist long enough for the developer to recoup his or her capital investment and make a profit. Given the record
of other, similar projects, we think this is unlikely, though it is possible if there are alternative sites where the
project could move if the parking lots were to be developed. In addition, the DTA should consider making some
investment in the construction to make sure the project gets done.
Another potential area for conflict is that the most profitable uses for the containers or structures may not be the
uses that DTA wants to prioritize. To give the project the best chance of working financially, there will probably
need to be at least one bar among the uses, and there will be a temptation to install more than one. DTA will need
to work closely with the developer and retain some authority over the tenant mix.
An alternative scenario is for the DTA to act as the developer. Given the expertise on the DTA board and DTA
staff ties to the local community, DTA could probably execute the project in-house with the help of a project
manager for hire. This person is likely an architect with a strong track record in construction management.
However, this means that DTA would be taking on the financial risk—and it’s not a small amount of risk. These
projects are usually undertaken by developers as a marketing expense to promote the site of a future development,
with little expectation of recovering an investment. In order for this project to come to fruition, the capital cost for
the project is going to need to be shared by ASU, DTA, and probably a private developer, with most of the rental
income going to the private developer.
Despite all of that, we strongly recommend that DTA pursue this project. If DTA is committed to diversifying
retail on Mill Avenue and giving small entrepreneurs opportunities to incubate their businesses, this is the best
opportunity available. In the long run, an investment in the Lower Mill temporary activation project will further
the DTA’s goals. Similarly, any temporary activation will only help any future commercial development pursued by
ASU, so there is long-term financial gain for the university as well. In addition, some of the retail spaces could be
allocated to students or alumni as a way to convert students into Tempe residents and also provide them with lowrisk ways to start a business. Of course, there are other benefits to ASU and DTA—this project would probably get
a fair amount of media attention if it is marketed correctly.

