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I– Introduction  
 

 
The Fall 2005 Studio, acting as a consultant to the City of Providence, Department of Planning 
and Development, was given the task to develop design guidelines for four distinct commercial 
corridors: Broad Street, Chalkstone Avenue, North Main Street and Wickenden Street. The 
streets are emblematic of the different types of commercial corridors in the city. The goal of 
these guidelines is to encourage high-quality building and site design while still allowing flexibil-
ity for designers. Different kinds of commercial corridors require their own set of design strate-
gies to provide a model for future development and to become a tool for continued growth.  
 
The Studio divided the work into three phases. Phase I provided a comprehensive inventory of 
current conditions. Phase II developed possible themes and visions and identified potential 
nodes to concentrate future commercial development. Phase III highlighted each team’s goals 
for their respective study area and recommended appropriate design guidelines to accomplish 
the themes previously identified. 
 
When constructing urban design guidelines for North Main Street, our first principle was to re-
spect the existing context of the street through the following goals: 
 

Improving the visual character of the commercial corridor; 
Strengthening pedestrian access through landscape and building elements that will contrib-

ute to an attractive and physically safe environment for all consumers; 
Developing site amenities that contribute to an active and economically viable community;  
Promoting the development of a design that connect the street to its adjacent neighbor-

hoods creates a relationship among a variety of commercial uses. 
Encouraging the use of high quality building materials; 
 

 
A sense of place ensures a healthy community by strengthening the connections residents and 
consumers make to their environments. Through the utilization of the urban design guidelines, 
North Main Street has an opportunity to establish a sense of identity for all users, create 
greater pedestrian access and safety, and enhance connections to the surrounding areas. 
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II- Existing Conditions

Map: the study area and figure ground
Map: current land use
Neighborhoods demographic profile
Land use and proposed zoning
Building characteristics and conditions
Street level
Circulation
Parking and Lost spaces
Landscaping
Signage
Trash and street furniture
The key issues
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Study area/ Figure ground

2/2

Hillside Avenue

Rochambeau Avenue

Olney Street

N
or

th
 m

ain
 S

tre
et

Branch Avenue



2-3

Current land use
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Neighborhoods demographic profile

North Main Street belongs to two neighborhoods quite contrasted.
Hope and Mount Hope differ notably racially and demographically. The 
population of the former is predominantly white (82.1%), and 
homeowners in the neighborhood are 85% white. People are well-
educated, with 3 out of 4 persons age 25 or older completing 
requirements for their high school degree. This neighborhood enjoys a 
median household income of $37,838, one-third higher than the citywide 
level and an unemployment rate of 6.6%, which is well below the 
citywide rate of 9.2%.
Mount Hope is historically a more African-American neighborhood, and 
today this group accounts for almost 30% of the population. The 
neighborhood suffers from a quite high level of poverty; median 
household income is 20% below the citywide average. One in four 
households had income below the poverty level, and one in three 
children was poor.
Housing values mirror these different demographics characteristics: Hope 
median housing value was in 1990 16% higher than the citywide median, 
and the median rent 38% higher. Mount Hope housing and rent values 
are close to the citywide figures.

7.1 shot fire calls
12.9 burglary
5.6 drug offenses
17.3 vehicle theft

14.3 shot fire calls
13.8 burglary
3.4 drug offenses
14.5 vehicle theft

2.3 shot fire calls
12.1 burglary
2.3 drug offenses
16.7 vehicle theft

Crime
(2002) per
1000
persons

45,8%: White
14,5%: Black
8,8%: Hispanic

47,7%: White
29,4%: Black
10,5%: Hispanic

82,1%: White
8,2%: Black
4%: Hispanic

Racial
composition

23,9%24%4,9%Families
below
poverty

$26,867$28,413$ 37,838Median HH
Income

CitywideMount Hope
Average

Hope
Average

Variables



2-5

Land Use and proposed Zoning

Actual land use

15% auto oriented 
commercial

50% other commercial 
(including retail and 
wholesale uses, restaurants, 
medical offices)

7% residential

18% vacant property or 
building space

5% private parking

5% other (religious, historic 
property, etc)
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Building Characteristics

Mismatched collection of styles, 
heights, building materials, colors, and
roof lines.

– Modern buildings of concrete and 
brick

– Some older brick structures of 2 
and 3 stories with gable roofs 

– Some historic buildings: armory, 
farm house

Building height vary from 1 story to 3 
and even 4. But most of the buildings 
are one story structures

No alignment of architectural features 
such as windows and cornices
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Building Condition

Many of the original facades have been recovered, without using the 
original material

Many of existing structures are vacant, in poor condition, or not 
maintained

At least half are well maintained

Variety of fences and walls scattered on the street: some are aesthetics 
(brick wall, steal cast iron fence), but a lot are unattractive such as 
rusted chain fences and barbed wire.

Daycare building
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Street Level Facade

No street wall created: setbacks are up to 50-100 feet

Windows displays are non-existent and provide little interest to 
pedestrians

Facades at street level are often renovated and do not match original 
building materials
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Circulation: 
a transit corridor

North Main Street mainly
accommodates the auto 

circulation:
A transit corridor from 
Pawtucket to Downtown 
Providence

A key access to I95 at 
Branch Ave. and at 
Smithfield Ave.

Two travel lanes and one 
parking lane both 
northbound and 
southbound

The posted speed limit is 
25 mph, but averages 
between 30-40 mph

The average daily traffic is 
16000

Hillside Av

Olney street

Branch Av

Smithfield Av
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Circulation: lack of pedestrian safety

Crosswalks are scarce:
– Only four crossing points 

at main or hazardous 
intersections: 

– Doyle, Cypress, 
Rochambeau and 3rd.

An especially dangerous 
intersection at Doyle:

– Several streets crossing
– Few crossing points
– A vulnerable population 

living in Charles Gate

Countless curb cuts:
– Auto related businesses 

(extremely wide curb cuts).
– Fast food businesses (drive 

through curb cuts)

Many side streets give access to 
Summit and Mt. Hope 
Neighborhoods and to Hope 
street. But the side street 
intersections are  poorly 
maintained and unattractive.

Circulation: a street poorly connected
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Parking: excessive on site

Too many vacant 
parking spaces

Large parking lots in 
front of businesses

Parking on the side or back 
of business

Effective use of the slope 
of the land by putting 
parking on top of the 
business

• Shared parking lots 
between several 
business

Parking: some good practices
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Lost Spaces

Footprint building mapMany underused areas
Unnecessarily large impervious 
surfaces: 45% of the frontage is 
constituted with off-street 
pavement
More private parking than is 
needed
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Landscaping: an attempt on ¾ of the street  

Extensive median and sidewalk 
landscaping improve the appearance 
of otherwise undistinguished 
commercial properties…

…in contrast to more barren 
streetscape evident near the 
northern end of the street.
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Signage: anything is possible

Indicative of the haphazard manner in 
which the street has been developed over 
the decades

• In some areas, signs are conformed to a certain 
size and themes, that make them more attractive
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Trash and street furniture

There are only four trash cans over the 1.3 miles of the street, and 
two of them are located in the area of Whole Food Market

Trash collects in shrubs, bus shelters…

Some dumpsters are right on the street, without screening

Seating : no benches on the entire stretch of the street. The only 
possibility to seat is under the bus shelter. But there are only 4 bus 
shelters on the street, three on the southbound and one on the 
northbound.

Lighting: the lights are dedicated to cars and not to pedestrian
circulation.
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The key issues

A transit corridor disconnected from the neighborhoods

Lack of pedestrian safety

Poor street level attractiveness

Ineffective use of space 

Environmental issue linked to the auto-oriented areas:
– Urban runoff loaded with pollutants 
– Large impervious surfaces resulting in a poor stormwater

management

Heterogeneous land use inconsistent with future zoning
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1- Street opportunities and constraints  

North Mains street as a transit corridor faces some heavy constraints: 

The characteristics of the street are shaped by its auto-corridor function The whole 
street is organized around auto-businesses and auto-oriented businesses:  

- Poor street level attractiveness  
- Numerous auto-businesses spread all along the street 
- Large curb cuts and drive through scattered all along the street  
- Heavy traffic at a high speed  
- Dangerous intersections for pedestrians as at Doyle 
- Unaesthetic buildings for retail  
- A lot of impervious surfaces mainly generated by on site business parking, and 

resulting in a very poor stormwater management: 45% of the surfaces is 
covered with off-street pavement   

- Numerous adjacent streets that give access to North main (30 side streets from 
the east and 10 side streets from the west) 

- Lack of local business 
- Poor street amenities and inconsistent maintenance 

 

See the map 1: Constraints on North Main Street 
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-  

Map 1: constraints on North Main Street 

Heavy traffic at high speed

 

 

Off-street pavement:
45% of the frontage

Lack of local businesses
to serve adjacent
neighborhoods

Sidewalks and crossing
unsafe for pedestrian

Auto-businesses
Scattered
along the street

Lack of street amenities and
inconsistent maintenance
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On the other side, North Main Street benefits from some solid opportunities: 

- Some historic or good-looking buildings: the historic farmhouse, the artillery, 
and some mixed use two to three story houses such as the house where is 
Miko. 

- Large vacant lots that represent very good opportunities for future 
development, such as the former Sears building 

- The Cemetery which is a good potential recreative area 
- An active neighborhood association, the Summit neighborhood association 
- The presence of some significant amenities such as Myriam Hospital, and the 

University Heights mall. 
- An existing transit system to go downtown with the 99 RIPTA bus 
- The steepness of the street that can accommodate some height  

The access to the I95 is both an opportunity and a constraint: 

- it generates the heavy vehicle traffic, and makes the street unsafe for pedestrian 
and polluted 

- but it also brings to the street a large amount of potential customers for local 
businesses 

 

See the map 2: Opportunities on North main Street 
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Map 2: Opportunities on North main Street 

 

Steepness to
accommodate
building height

Transit system:
RIPTA # 99

Economic Assets:
Miriam Hospital,
University Heights
Shopping Center

    Large 
Vacant lots

Active neighborhood
Association: SNA

Cemetery: Open space
for view and recreation

Historic/aesthetic buildings

Landscaping efforts

 3-5 



 

2- The Vision for North Main street 

The values that shaped this Vision 

The vision described below has been shaped by the following beliefs and goals 
regarding the future of the city and of the area of North Main Street.  

• Predominance of gasoline powered automobiles will be coming to an end:  

o The use of cars within the city will be limited because of the 
congestion, the environmental concerns, the increasing of 
population density, and the increasing oil prices 

o The car will have to evolve towards more environmental-friendly 
technologies, for fuel and maintenance  

• Nonetheless, cars will remain a major factor for North Main Street, at least 
in the future decade, and we must find ways to accommodate them along 
with pedestrians. They represent employment opportunities (especially for 
the Mount Hope neighborhood where unemployment is high). The two 
access points to I-95 are both a constraint and an opportunity because of 
traffic safety on one hand and potential customers on the other hand; 

• North Main Street and the adjacent neighborhoods have an excellent 
potential to accommodate a higher residential density. These areas must be 
livable in order to attract more residents and more businesses; 

• Community spirit is vital to the area, and the connection between North 
Main Street and the surrounding neighborhoods must be developed; 

• The development of North Main street must complement the commercial 
areas on Hope Street (Rochambaud);  

• The aesthetic appeal of North Main street must be improved, and take 
advantage of the street assets, such as the historic farmhouse, or the 
Artillery;  

•  
• Historic preservation and sense of community must be considered in future 

development. 
•  
• The management of stormwater must be improved  
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Three areas designed with three levels of goals 

We have considered three sections mainly based on their function in the street 
and on their spatial characteristics. For each section we have designed a goal 
and suggested modifications for the future. Here after are also described the 
plazas that will connect the different sections, and the modifications we 
envision for the entire stretch of the street. 

Map 3:  the three sections and their goals 

 

Section 3 Southern Gateway

Goal: ensure pedestrian
safety and promote access to

the entire street

Section 1 Main street
Goal: develop a

Ņmain streetÓ business district

Section 2 Along the
cemetery

Goal: ensure a safe
cohabitation

between pedestrians and
cars & increase street-level

appeal
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a. The Potential Main Street  

See map 4  

• Location: from Frost Street to Pawtucket town line 

• Goal: develop a Main Street, pedestrian-friendly atmosphere  

• Suggested modifications:  
o Develop street level attractiveness: 

 developing mixed retail 
 build on a connection to Pawtucket by use of brick building 

materials 
 creating transparent and attractive windows at the pedestrian 

level that match the architectural style  
 creating an appealing street wall by forbidding set backs, and 

generalizing brick-building materials,  
 landscaping sidewalks with green strips and trees,  
 developing a green park in place of the vacant lot under the 

basketball court  
 requiring screening of dumpsters, auto-businesses, and 

parkings 
o Ensure pedestrian safety through traffic calming (use of raised 

crosswalks) and landscaping on the sidewalk… 

Livermore, 
CA, draft 
design 
guidelines, 
p-220 
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b. Along the Cemetery  

See map 5 

• Location: From Branch Avenue to Frost Street  

• Goals: Ensure the cohabitation of cars and pedestrians, and increase the 
street attractiveness for pedestrians 

• Suggested modifications:  
o Ensure pedestrian safety by: 

 forbidding drive through businesses if they are not auto 
service related,  

 minimizing curb cuts,  
 reducing vehicle speed with traffic calming (speed bumps, 

one-way side street, and on-street parking),  
 adding landscaping along the sidewalk.  

o Create vibrancy through: 
 encouraging mixed-use buildings (see good building example 

on North Main Street),  
 favoring mom and pop local businesses suitable to the 

neighborhood (grocery, bakery, coffee shop, general store, 
movie theatre…),  

 creating a night life on the street by developing the suitable 
businesses: family restaurants, movie theater, … 

 discouraging formula businesses  
o Direct the area toward a more pedestrian-friendly future: 

 creating a zoning CA (for auto-businesses) at the access roads 
to the I95, meaning on Branch Ave and Frost Ave.  

 checking the compliance of existing businesses with 
environmental regulations  

 screening auto businesses and parking 
o Reduce the space dedicated to parking: 

 encouraging on street parking,  
 requiring shared parking among neighboring businesses,  
 locating on-site parking at side or rear of building,  
 developing a long range goal of underground parking 

o Take advantage of the cemetery as a recreation space, and provide 
an access (crosswalk, gate) in front of Rochambaud street. 
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A compromise to diminish the visual impact of this business and allow the customer to 
see the cars.Providence picture by W.Barnes modified by Joe Maia. 

 

A screening to reduce the visual impact of this parking lot. Picture taken by W.Barnes 
and modified by Joe Maia. 

 

c. Southern Gateway Area  

See appendix map 6 

• Location: from Olney Street to Branch Avenue  

• Goal:  Ensure pedestrian safety and promote access to the entire street.  

• Suggested modifications:  
o Ensure pedestrian safety for street crossing at the Charlesgate 

location: 
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 more crosswalks on each side of the intersection  
 a pedestrian-only cycle for the street light 
 a footbridge between the Charlesgate building area and the 

Whole food parking, with a ramp to access on the sidewalk  
o Promote the image of the entire street by use of wayfinding signs  

Providence, RI, picture by F.Flourens on Dec 2005, with pedestrian bridge from Dunant-
Steg, Stuttgart, Germany, 8 June 2000 by Nicolas Janberg 

 

d. Plazas  

Plazas will serve to connect the three areas as well as the adjacent neighborhoods.  

• Locations: At the intersections of North Main Street and Branch, 
Rochambeau, Cemetery, Smithfield, and at the entrance from Pawtucket  

• Construction:  
o See example 
o Amenities to include bus shelters, benches, trash cans, lighting, 

landscaping, and signs to promote the neighborhoods.  
o Amenities, signs, and landscaping are designed with complimentary 

styles, materials, and colors. Color may correspond to the 
neighborhood identification on street signs. 
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Livermore, CA, draft design guidelines, p-220 

 

e. For the Entire Street  

See map 7 

• Building massing and style:  
o traditional buildings: no setbacks, mixed use with residence on the 

second and third floor, brick building materials  

• Signage:  
o placement on awnings,  facades, or on vertical signs on the setback  
o vertical signs will have a height limitation of TBD  
o no signs on the roof nor temporary signs  
o use of indirect lighting  
o material:: TBD  

• Landscaping;  
o sidewalk with green strips to break down the impervious surfaces, 

trees (make sure that the maintenance is taken care of by the 
business owner, neighborhood assc., or by the State)  

o screening for parking, auto-businesses, dumpsters, and utility 
hardware  

o green roofs wherever the building makes it possible 

• Parking:  
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o shared parking on the existing lots: the parking cannot be reserved 
for customers  

o on-street parking 
o parking behind the building and for new development- 

underground  

 
• A multi-modal street 

o increase mass transit service along the street to encourage people to 
explore the whole length of the street 

o add a bike path on both side of the street 
o plan the building of a street car that would connect Pawtucket to 

Cranston through North Main street and South Main street 
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3- For implementing this Vision 
 
The guidelines proposed in Phase III are the first step to implement this vision. 
In addition, we have identified the following recommendations that would be 
necessary in order to “re-create” North Main Street. 
 
a. Public investments: 
In order to build the pedestrian footbridge, the bike path and the street-car, 
the public investment will be necessary. This can only derives from a State 
decision to invest heavily into a transit-oriented future state city. 
 
b. Regulations 
The creation of the CA zoning along Branch Av and Smithfield Av requires a 
Providence Planning Department adaptation of the new zoning, such as it has 
been designed so far. 
See the map 2 and 4 to locate the proposed CA zones. 
The enforcement of environmental laws would be key in ensuring that auto-
businesses do not add pollution to the street. This would require an action in 
cooperation with DEM. 
In addition a modification of the building code could be helpful in order to 
acknowledge the necessity for buildings to be compliant with the 
environmental laws. This code could also help preventing the pavement of 
unutilized spaces on private properties. Such space should be at least left with 
grass and mowed. 
 
c. Financial incentives 
To incite developers to build according to the design guidelines some 
incentives can be developed such as the following: 
• A new development that does not fit with the CN1 and CN2 limitations 

will have to trade the following features; minimum impervious surface, 
green roofs, building of one of the plazas, retention/treatment amenities 
for parking run off…  

 
d. Grants and financial support for local communities 
The State project for street market offers grants for landscaping improvements 
to businesses or neighborhood associations. These grants can then be shared 
between business owners to landscape their portion of street. An association 
like the Summit Neighborhood Association could compete for this grant and 
then be in charge of dispatching the funds and coordinating the improvements 
projects. 
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Map 4: section 1 Main street 
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Map 5: Section 2 Along the cemetery 
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Map 6: Section 3 Southern gateway 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 3-17 



 

Map 7: Recommendations for the entire stretch of the street 
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