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Fillmore Plaza - Deja Vu, All Over Again

Recently, Western Development and The Sturm Group, the two property owners and developers on both sides of Fillmore Plaza, communicated to CCNNA their intent to approach the City again about creating a street through or vehicular access onto Fillmore Plaza.  This same “street through Fillmore Plaza” proposal was defeated in 2006 due to the overwhelming opposition of CCN residents and many business owners.  To update you on what happened at that time and what has happened to BID and Fillmore Plaza development planning since 2006, the following background information is given.

Background
1989 Creation of Fillmore Plaza – In preparation for the upcoming opening of and competition with the Cherry Creek Shopping Center, the Cherry Creek North merchants celebrated the completion of its own $13 million improvement project in the business district with the opening of Fillmore Plaza on October 3, 1989.  The 1st Avenue crossway and traffic lights between Fillmore Plaza and the Shopping Center were also implemented. In addition to closing Fillmore Street between 1st Avenue and 2nd Avenue to develop the plaza, Fillmore Street was also narrowed between 2nd Avenue and 3rd Avenue to complement the pedestrian gateway and to encourage customer flow from the Shopping Center through Fillmore Plaza and then into the business district.  Neighborhood residents supported this business initiated development.

2005 - In 2005 the CCN Business Improvement District (BID) began a capital improvement planning project to make the business district more attractive to BID customers – an improvement program that had not been conducted in approximately 15 years.  Assisting this effort, the Cherry Creek Steering Committee with its business and neighborhood representation formed a Fillmore Plaza Task Force to review and give feedback on the BID’s capital improvement plans.  CCNNA Board members represented the neighborhood on this planning committee.

The controversial aspect of this BID improvement plan was the proposal to eliminate Fillmore Plaza as Cherry Creek North open space for residents and visitors by constructing a street through the middle of the Plaza, connecting 1st Avenue with Fillmore Street at 2nd Avenue.  Due to the sensitivity of the issue, a public meeting was scheduled so that the project architectural team could review the plans with CCN residents.  Since the meeting was hastily scheduled for a Saturday morning during the Christmas holiday season allowing only one week notice to CCN residents, the CCNNA Board intervened to move the meeting to January so that residents would have adequate notice and time to attend the meeting.

2006 - On January 11, 2006, the public meeting was held in the auditorium of the CCN Bromwell School.  Over 350 CCN residents and business owners listened to the various architectural options on a Fillmore Plaza street, voiced their opposition to the plans, and stressed their desire to maintain Fillmore Plaza as a pedestrian oriented open space for the entire CCN business and residential community.  At a February 7th Fillmore Plaza Task Force meeting, Western Development and The Sturm Group agreed to respect and abide by the neighborhood's desire for no street through Fillmore Plaza, even though they still felt street visibility was necessary for retail businesses.  On February 22, 2006 Councilwoman Jeanne Robb coordinated a facilitated stakeholder meeting to discuss the development of Fillmore Plaza.  At this meeting the consensus of the stakeholders was that Fillmore Plaza should remain as designated open space for pedestrian use and should not be open for vehicular street traffic.  On March 9, 2006 the CCNNA Board approved a “Resolution to Retain Fillmore Plaza as Open Space”.

2007 – After the understandings reached in 2006 on Fillmore Plaza, little activity occurred related to the plaza.  New BID management was employed, BID staff changes made, and a new approach to the BID capital improvements project planning was initiated.

2008 - In 2008 the BID capital improvement plans continued to be developed, and, in January, the BID Board approved a Fillmore Plaza Core Values / Project Ends statement.  This document stated that Fillmore Plaza should be a "signature look of area, building on history as the District's park or 'outdoor living room'” and that the "Plaza is closed to thru traffic but will allow for limited access for service vehicles to businesses facing Plaza".  Even though this agreement is not binding on Fillmore Plaza since it is City property, it was an important BID Board approved document that describes the understanding and agreement on Fillmore Plaza's future development and use.  Most importantly, the document also incorporated many of the key agreement points from the February 22, 2006 stakeholder meeting on Fillmore Plaza.

2008 / 2009 - The project's architectural, engineering, and design services have created an attractive and practical plan for BID improvements.  In order to ensure stakeholder input on the revised plan, the BID began CCN Project Advisory Group (PAG) meetings with business and neighborhood representation to review and provide feedback on the improvement project plans.  Two CCNNA representatives are PAG members and attend these meetings.  The PAG specifically reviewed plans for the upgrade of Fillmore Plaza, which indicated improved pedestrian amenities, tree and lawn space, sidewalk cafe opportunities, and a much needed general makeover in order to be the attractive "gateway" to Cherry Creek North.  The PAG supports the BID renovation project plans.  

In addition to the PAG review, the specific BID improvement plan drawings on Fillmore Plaza were presented by BID staff at CCN General Resident Meetings, receiving strong resident support.  The Plaza plan was also circulated to all CCN residents in the March, 2009 CCNNA newsletter, which also referenced a BID Project website containing all of the Project renovation plans, including Fillmore Plaza.  In two different phases, project financing was approved by the BID Board and the City, and bonds were successfully sold.

Summary - CCNNA has worked with the BID Board, Western Development, and The Sturm Group (1) to create an attractive pedestrian oriented plan for Fillmore Plaza, (2) to reach agreement with other stakeholders on the use of Fillmore Plaza through its Project Ends statement, and (3) to develop a good working relationship with the BID on its capital improvement plan through the CCN Project Advisory Group (PAG).  But, after this multiyear effort, Western Development and The Sturm Group, who are members of the BID Board, have decided to ignore the 2008 BID Board approved agreement on Fillmore Plaza and the BID’s PAG support to the capital improvement plan.  Unfortunately, the BID Board has not discouraged Western Development or The Sturm Group on renewing their interest in a Fillmore Plaza street.  

Just last month (November, 2009) the developers notified CCNNA that they will pursue again a street through or access for cars onto Fillmore Plaza before the BID can begin its capital improvement project in the upcoming January / February time period.  The developers are meeting with key stakeholders, City Planning, and Councilwoman Robb to present their Fillmore Plaza plans.

Why are the Developers Trying to Put a Street through Fillmore Plaza Again?

From discussions with Western Development and The Sturm Group executives, the reasons and issues related to their desire for a street through Fillmore Plaza and our comments are as follows:

1.  Street Visibility and Retail Business Development – The developers believe that street visibility will help develop and maintain retail businesses along Fillmore Plaza and reduce current unoccupied retail space.  Compared to pedestrian traffic, they also think that vehicular traffic will allow more customers to view and locate retail businesses. 

CCNNA Comment:  Until recently, Western Development had all of its North Creek retail space along Fillmore Plaza occupied.  As compared to the plaza retail space, there has been vacant retail space in North Creek along 2nd Avenue and Detroit Street since construction was completed.  The Sturm Group currently has vacant retail space along 2nd Avenue and unfinished space on Fillmore Plaza that could be used for retail or office related businesses.  With all of the vacant retail space along business district streets, street visibility does not seem to be defining factor on whether retail space is more likely to be occupied.  Vacant retail space is presently more related to the general State and National economic downturn and the high cost of BID retail space.  Creating a pedestrian oriented and attractive Fillmore Plaza will improve its use and will encourage customers to cross 1st Avenue to the BID.  

2.  Lack of Use - Fillmore Plaza is not used by residents, customers, and visitors.  

CCNNA Comment:  No investments and improvements have been made to Fillmore Plaza in over 20 years.  As the BID Board and the BID PAG Committee have agreed, making the plaza more attractive and inviting to residents, visitors, and customers and managing the Plaza with entertainment, community, and marketing events will improve the Plaza’s use.  This same reasoning applies to the plan to improve all of the streetscapes and customer amenities in the entire business district, which also has not been significantly improved in 20 years.  Good business sense indicates that the maintenance and enhancement of customer oriented public space will increase its appeal to the public and support to BID businesses.  

3.  Gateway Support to All CCN Businesses – All CCN businesses are being affected by the downturn in the economy, so a street through Fillmore Plaza as a vehicle gateway to the BID will help other CCN businesses.

CCNNA Comment:  The CCN business district has customer vehicle access from 2nd Avenue, 3rd Avenue, Clayton, Detroit, Fillmore (from north), Milwaukee, St. Paul, and Steele.  The primary beneficiaries of a Fillmore Plaza street might only be the developers and their retail businesses.  The BID improvement plan does not indicate a shortage of street access to the BID.  The BID Board approved Project Ends statement references Fillmore Plaza as a gateway for pedestrians and not for car traffic.  Additional BID access to help other BID businesses is a non-issue just as street visibility in a drastic economic downturn that affects all retail spending.  Furthermore, a street through Fillmore Plaza would also create similar traffic congestion problems on 2nd Avenue as are presently experienced at 2nd Avenue at Clayton Lane.   

4.  Fillmore Plaza as a Private Street – Before Fillmore Plaza was created as pedestrian open space, a street existed through the space and has not been removed from the City street system.  In Public Works terminology, the City can “vacate” or eliminate the original Fillmore Street in Fillmore Plaza from the City street system.  By doing so, title to the plaza space will be transferred to the property owners on each side of Fillmore Plaza at no cost to the property owners.  A private street can be developed to connect 1st Avenue and Fillmore Street as was implemented in the Clayton Lane Project for Clayton Street.  The private street would give the developers their desired street visibility for retail businesses along Fillmore Plaza.  BID capital improvement bond funds designated for Fillmore Plaza improvements would likely be used to create the private street or turnarounds and its sidewalk treatments.

CCNNA Comment:  Vacating the Fillmore Street in the plaza is a direct financial benefit to the two developers without requiring payment for Fillmore Plaza land or any replacement of this community open space in another area of CCN. In addition, vacating the street to the detriment of community open space does not abide by the balanced development approach emphasized in the Cherry Creek Neighborhood Plan.  Even though City regulations may allow this vacation and land transfer without cost to the developers, it could easily be construed by the public as preferential treatment to the two developers by the City.

Neighborhood Position Survey

In order to obtain the latest feedback on how CCN residents feel about Fillmore Plaza, the CCNNA Board ask that all CCN residents participate in an opinion poll on the use and future of Fillmore Plaza.  The data will be shared at public meetings and with key stakeholders. The survey link is http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/7CL6W8K.  

As always, the CCNNA Board greatly appreciates your feedback and welcomes your questions.
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