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U R B A NW hat makes a downtown 
come alive? It’s rarely 
the spontaneous com-
bustion of people and 
ideas. Almost always, 

some sort of coordination takes place for 
cities to flourish. Much of this pre-plan-
ning occurs around “anchor” institu-
tions—organizations with a commitment 
to being where they are and to making 
the area attractive to potential workers. 

While an anchor may not be synonymous 
with creative inspiration, these institutions, 
whether they be colleges, universities, 
research centers, hospitals, government 
complexes, or even major employers, offer 
the stable revenue and employment bases 
to serve as a foundation for dynamic and 
creative economic activity.

Few anchors are solitary. Where there’s a 
downtown hospital, you’re likely to find 
nearby major companies and other signifi-
cant employers. These organizations nearly 
always capitalize on both public and private 
funding to improve their infrastructure and 
spread the word about their presence and 
impact within the city. Many times anchor-
based developments evolve into “districts,” 
including medical districts, innovation dis-
tricts and similar themed neighborhoods.

AN OPPORTUNITY
If you have two or more anchors downtown 
without clear association, this could be an 
opportunity for the chamber. You could do 
with these anchors what you do with your 
members: bring them together. A group of 
anchors can transform a disparate assem-
blage of buildings into a concept that people 
understand—such as Broadway, Walk of 
Fame, or Bricktown, to cite three well-
known examples from previous decades.

Normally, it takes more than just a 
creative name. Putting downtown assets 
together requires knowing what’s worked 
elsewhere, checking with local stakehold-
ers and being realistic about expectations, 
while at the same time seeking to create a 
new destination. 

Finally, as any chamber executive will 
understand, there’s the question of 
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money. There are many potential sources, 
including government grants, private 
and non-profit philanthropy, place-based 
incentives such as tax increment financ-
ing, community improvement districts, 
in-kind commitments, and the budgets 
of the anchors themselves. Oftentimes a 
combination of funding sources is lever-
aged to maximize results and stakeholder 
buy-in for the project. 

Chambers can do more than just find 
anchors, stakeholders and funding. They 
can help with permitting and regulation 
adjustments to make the new district 
more attractive to anchors doing business 
there, incentivize additional businesses to 
join the district and make the area attrac-
tive to residents and/or visitors. 

TYPES OF ASSETS 
Anchor-based development strategies 
have three primary strengths to draw on, 
according to the Brookings Institution:
• Economic assets, including the business 

activity and investments of the anchors
• Physical assets, such as waterfronts and 

historical buildings
• Networking assets, i.e., the interactions 

among the people who live and/or work 
in these areas

The anchor district builder’s job is to identi-
fy these assets and weave them together into 
something both sustainable and exciting.

THE TARGET: PEOPLE
People are the ultimate target of these 
anchor developments. What set of build-
ings, places, amenities, employers, ideas 
and opportunities will draw more workers 
to the area? And what’s keeping people 
from coming today? Anchor developers 
clear the way for more workers, bring-
ing in a range of assets to make the area 
more attractive, and removing, to the 
extent reasonable, what makes a place feel 
unwelcoming or inconvenient.

MULTIPLE NEEDS
Determining the right assets to attract tal-
ent, residents and visitors may range from 
vegan restaurants to bikeshares to electric 
car charging stations. To serve today’s 
workforce, an anchor district must consider 
many assets, with needs varying by the 
community and type of employment in the 

ANCHOR DISTRICT EXAMPLES
Technology (Tech) Square, 
Atlanta, Georgia

Anchor: Georgia Institute of  
Technology, Georgia Department of  
Economic Development
When Tech Square was announced in 
the year 2000, the site was a windswept 
patch of surface parking lots across 
a 16-lane interstate connector from 
Georgia Tech’s campus in Midtown 
Atlanta. Tech Square opened in 2003 
with numerous Georgia Tech units, 
including the Scheller College of Busi-
ness, the Global Learning Center and 
the Advanced Technology Development 
Center (ATDC). Tech Square now has 
the highest density of startups, corporate 
innovators and academic researchers in 
the entire southeastern United States.

   https://www.gatech.edu/innovation- 
ecosystem/startups/tech-square

Uptown, Columbus, 
Georgia

Anchors: Central Business District,  
Riverwalk, Columbus State University
Columbus, Georgia developed histori-
cally as a mill town. Since the mid-90’s 
the city has been on a mission to revital-
ize its image, especially its downtown. 
Now nicknamed Uptown, numerous 
efforts have made its vision into real-
ity with its thriving Central Business 
District that include headquarters such 
as TSYS, Synovus and many smaller 
entrepreneurial businesses. Millions of 
dollars have also been spent to utilize the 
Chattahoochee River that runs through 
Uptown, which has in turn attracted new 
development such as residences, enter-
tainment and dining along the river. To 
round it out, Columbus State University 
has a strong presence in Uptown which 
includes a space science center, a fine 
and performing arts center and over 400 
student housing units. 

   http://uptowncolumbusga.com

Ice District,  
Edmonton, Alberta

Anchor: Rogers Centre Arena
Ice District is a $2.5 billion, 25-acre 
mixed-use sports and entertainment 
district in Edmonton, Alberta. When 
completed it will be Canada’s largest 
mixed-use and entertainment district. 
Anchored by the Rogers Place arena, 
the Ice District will include condos, a 
public plaza, sports, entertainment, 
300,000 square feet of retail space and 
1.3 million square feet of office space. 
Rogers Place opened in 2016, and the 
first phase of the Ice District is to be 
completed in 2020.

   http://icedistrict.com/about/

Ohio Riverfront,  
Cincinnati, Ohio

Cut off from the rest of downtown 
Cincinnati by Interstate 71, proper-
ties north of the Ohio River and south 
of the interstate languished for years. 
That changed when the city focused on 
revitalizing the area and created public-
private entities to build anchors. These 
have included new stadiums for the 
Cincinnati Reds and Cincinnati Bengals 
and the National Underground Railroad 
Freedom Center. Significant investments 
erected streets over I-71 to connect the 
riverfront district to the downtown core. 
A mixed-used development called The 
Banks has brought more than $1 billion 
in new retail, residential, and commer-
cial investment between the stadiums. 
The crown jewel in the district is Smale 
Riverfront Park, a 45-acre interactive 
greenspace funded by public and 
private money. A new 3.6-mile streetcar 
route, the Cincinnati Bell Connector, 
links the riverfront to the city’s bustling 
Over-the-Rhine district.

   http://thebankscincy.com
   http://www.cincinnatiparks.com/
smale-riverfront-park/
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area. High-tech and similar innovation-
based districts benefit from a variety of 
places that people and ideas can collide. 
Such workers often benefit from “third 
spaces,” places that are neither work nor 
home, where informal interaction occurs 
and new ideas sprout. 

PLANNING MAKES PERFECT
While everybody wants a lively downtown, 
full of energetic people who are creating 
tomorrow’s economy, wanting this and 
describing it is not the same as having it. 
Big dreams for a new district require clear 
plans, including signed agreements among 
the anchors and other critical parties, such 
as the city. Just as chambers have strategic 
plans, full of specific goals and deliverables, 
so do new urban districts that are built on 
the foundation of their anchors.

These principles apply to cities of all 
sizes as revealed by the previous exam-
ples. Identify your downtown assets and 
make a plan to make the most of them. 
Then—lift anchor!  

Ranada Robinson is the research manager 
at Market Street Services, an ACCE Official 
Corporate Sponsor. She has worked in a 
diverse array of client communities. 

Alex Pearlstein has been at Market Street 
since 2003 and currently serves as vice 
president of projects.

KEY RESOURCES

   Anchor District Council 
http://anchordistrictcouncil.org

   Brookings Institution 
https://www.brookings.edu/ 
innovation-districts/

Ice District, Edmonton, Alberta


