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PROBLEM STATEMENT AND PLANNING PROCESS 

Historically, the western portion of North Street (primarily west of North Winooski Ave.) has 
served as “Main Street” for Burlington’s Old North End (ONE) neighborhood. Between 1830 
and the turn of the century, North Street grew into a bustling commercial center fueled by the 
industrial boom on the Lake Champlain waterfront and the Winooski River falls. The Old North 
End neighborhood has also traditionally served as a gateway for new immigrants - a role that 
continues to this day. These new Americans started many of North Street’s most prominent 
businesses, and helped shape the character of the community. 

For the last several decades however, commercial activity along North Street has slowly but 
consistently declined - forcing neighborhood residents to travel farther for goods, services and 
employment. In recent years, residents have expressed several concerns for their neighborhood. 
These include how older buildings have been altered or maintained, the pace and scale of new 
development, the availability of decent housing and jobs, and the decline of owner-occupied 
housing and property owners that take a sincere interest in the future of the neighborhood. Ways 
to combine the neighborhood’s rich history with the needs and desires of current residents has 
been the focus of several forums.  

Today, the neighborhood and the City are faced with several challenges regarding the future 
of North Street including: 

∗ What is our vision for the future of North Street?  
∗ Feelings of neglect are on the rise. While the City has studied and discussed the needs 

and issues confronting the street many times, little has been accomplished. 
∗ Is there enough parking for businesses and residents? 
∗ What can be done to support businesses? 
∗ North Street is a Truck Route, and is perceived to have a lot of traffic. How can the 

street become safer for pedestrians? 
∗ Holes exist in the current streetscape. How could/should these be reused? 
∗ How can we plant more trees and flowers along the street? 
∗ What can be done about the streetlights and utility poles? 
∗ Are existing uses appropriate? Is the street commercial or residential? What role does 

North Street play in the neighborhood and city? 
 

Given North Street’s symbolic and historic role within the neighborhood, it is the most 
sensible place to concentrate neighborhood revitalization efforts at this time. The revitalization 
of North Street is a strategy (ECON#15) included in Common Ground, the Old North End 
Enterprise Community Strategic Plan approved in 1994. The objective of this strategy reads: 

“Restore North Street as a neighborhood commercial center by utilizing 
a comprehensive strategy that pairs preservation of historic 
architectural assets with business development.” 

The purpose of this redevelopment plan is to articulate the neighborhood’s vision and 
objectives for this neighborhood commercial center, and to outline the steps necessary to turn 
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these dreams into action by business leaders, neighborhood activists, residents, property owners, 
nonprofit partners and city officials. This vision and plan will be used to guide future public and 
private investment, target housing and business assistance programs and support neighborhood 
initiatives. 

The Planning Process 
In his 1997 State of the City address, Burlington Mayor Peter Clavelle announced that "one 

of my highest priorities is to facilitate the development of a plan for the revitalization of North 
Street." In May 1997, Mayor Clavelle appointed the “Mayor’s North Street Task Force” to 
engage the neighborhood in the development of a North Street Revitalization Plan. The 
Community and Economic Development Office (CEDO) and Dept. of Planning and Zoning 
provided staff assistance, and landscape architect Julie Campoli was hired to illustrate 
streetscape design alternatives and recommendations. The North Street Revitalization Plan is a 
comprehensive revitalization strategy, a critical piece of which is to create a more livable and 
pedestrian-friendly environment, and restore community pride and vitality to the commercial 
district. 

In August 1997, staff completed an "Existing Conditions Report" (attached as Appendix A) 
which documents the history of the commercial corridor, land use and architectural patterns, and 
the status of utilities and the transportation system. During the fall, the Task Force concentrated 
on obtaining broad input from the community. The public input process included a series of 5 
focus groups held in early October and the distribution of a survey throughout the neighborhood 
to better understand public concerns and aspirations. More than four hundred people participated 
through surveys and focus groups. The project had an exhibit at the Old North End Enterprise 
Community Fair in September to provide information, distribute surveys and conduct children’s 
activities around creating a vision for North Street. 

Local businesses participated by offering to collect neighborhood surveys and donating 
services. Classes at the Lawrence Barnes School made a map of what a future North Street might 
be like. Macro International and the United Way donated services, space and money to conduct 
the focus groups, design the survey and tabulate responses. A report summarizing these outreach 
efforts and the responses is also attached as Appendix B. 

In 1988 the UVM Center for Rural Studies surveyed Old North End residents. Areas of 
dissatisfaction with life in the ONE focused on traffic, and the condition of streets and sidewalks. 
Respondents were asked to choose 3 projects (from a list of 13) that they would undertake if they 
had $50,000. Following there the top 5 choices in 1988: 

Priority Project 1st, 2nd or 3rd Choice 
1 Lower Housing Costs 41.4% 
2 Improve Condition of Buildings 39.8% 
3 Repair Streets and Sidewalks 38.2% 
4 Make Old North End Prettier 31.7% 
5 Better Crime Control 29.0% 
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Photo1. Mayor Clavelle 
discusses issues with North 
Street residents

The recent survey found similar concerns and desires. The primary concerns of residents and 
businesses center on improving the street’s image and appearance, rehabilitating older buildings, 
and improving public safety and enforcement of city ordinances. Following there the top 5 
choices 1997: 

Priority Project 
1 Restore Old Buildings 
2 Plant More Trees 
3 Trash & Recycling Pickup 
4 More Grass 
5 Bus Shelters 

 
The Mayor’s North Street Task Force spent the winter drafting a plan intended to address 

many of the physical concerns raised by the residents and businesses. Efforts to increase local 
input throughout this portion of the planning process included a walk through the commercial 
corridor by Mayor Clavelle, and presentations on community access television. 

A draft plan was completed in June 1998, and taken to a series of public meetings and 
presentations to gather more comments and build community support. A total of 17 meetings 
were held with city commissions, neighborhood groups and non-profit organizations. This plan is 
the final result of this effort. 
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DESCRIPTION OF THE AREA 

North Street travels east-west across the City of Burlington for approximately 1.14 
miles. The western terminus of North Street is North Avenue, within 1000’ of the Lake 
Champlain waterfront, and the eastern extent is Mansfield Avenue near the campuses of the 
University of Vermont and Trinity College. The street roughly bisects the City’s Old North 
End neighborhood, with Burlington’s Central Business District located only 2 blocks to the 
south. The western portion of North Street (primarily west of North Winooski Ave.) has a 

high concentration of businesses, and has served as “Main Street” for Burlington’s Old 
North End (ONE) neighborhood. 

Burlington’s Old North End is a large neighborhood, predominantly residential and 
historically working class, defined generally as north of Pearl St. and west of North Willard 
St. To the north lies the Intervale - floodplains and wetlands associated with the Winooski 
River which is predominately agricultural and open space. To the east is the city’s 
University Campus District hosting the University of Vermont, and Champlain and Trinity 
Colleges. Towards the west is Lake Champlain, and to the south is Burlington’s Central 
Business District. 

Historically this neighborhood has served a gateway for European immigrants. Irish, 
German, French Canadian and Jewish enclaves developed throughout the neighborhood 

Figure 1. North Street Commercial District 
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between 1830 and 1920. This role continues today as the Old North End has become home 
to hundreds of families of African, Latin, Asian and Native American decent over the past 
10 to 15 years continuing its place as the city’s (and state’s) most ethnically-rich 
neighborhood. 

The neighborhood is comprised of the city’s older residential, industrial and commercial 
areas - with much of its housing stock over 50 years old. Housing in the area is 
overwhelmingly rental, and the neighborhood contains a majority of the city’s uninhabitable 
buildings. All but 5 of the 29 residential properties on the city’s list of vacant buildings 
were in the ONE as of January 1998. Approximately 30% of the people living in the 
neighborhood are living below the federal poverty level, and unemployment has reached 
16% - almost 3 times that for the entire city. 

Burlington recognizes and appreciates the 
Old North End’s history, diversity, amenities, 
human scale and central role in sustaining the 
city as Vermont’s economic, cultural and social 
center. As evidence of this, the city was 
successful in having the Old North End 
designated an Enterprise Community by the US 
Dept. of Housing & Urban Development in 
December 1994. This designation is based on 
the neighborhood’s pervasive poverty, high 
unemployment and general distress. In fact, no 
other neighborhood in Vermont matches 
Burlington’s Enterprise Community (EC) in 
terms of population living below the poverty 
level. 

However, this designation would not be possible without a corresponding sense of 
opportunity, and the city’s commitment to realizing the area’s potential through a 
collaborative process. In the face of many challenges, the EC remains a viable residential 
and commercial area with many assets and opportunities. There is a housing stock that is 
decrepit, but repairable. Existing small business require only a bit more space, assistance or 
capital in order to prosper. There exists a well-established network of non-profit 
organizations with years of experience. And perhaps more importantly, there remains a 
sense of community and neighborhood identity that is working hard to make the EC a better 
place. As evidence of this, more than two dozen Neighborhood Associations/Watches are 
active throughout the ONE. 

North Street’s commercial district continues to be an excellent example of a 
neighborhood marketplace. Land uses are generally mixed with small commercial spaces 
interspersed with residential uses. Commercial uses are predominantly found at the corners 
and exclusively at the street level. Residential uses occupy the mid-blocks and upper floors 
- in many cases above commercial uses. Interspersed within the district are several 
“institutional” uses including Burlington College, Lawrence Barnes School, St. Joseph’s 
School, and the Elmwood Cemetery. 

Figure 2. Old North End Enterprise Community 
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 THE NEIGHBORHOOD VISION AND PLAN OBJECTIVES 

VISION 
North Street has traditionally served as “Main Street” and "front porch" for 

Burlington’s Old North End neighborhood. The street is a reflection the neighborhood’s 
ethnic heritage and traditional working class spirit. Once a city focal point and source of 
community pride, North Street has however struggled to keep pace with ever-changing 
economic forces.  

As this evolution continues, North Street’s revitalization begins with a celebration of the 
neighborhood’s rich history. The heritage of the Old North End should be reflected in the 
renovation and renewal of older buildings, and by strengthening its relationship with the 
waterfront. North Street will continue to serve as an important gateway and centerpiece for 
the surrounding neighborhood. As such, it will be a welcoming and safe place for residents, 
businesses and visitors. North Street will continue to offer a mix of residences and 
businesses - where housing adds to a growing sense of community, and businesses offer 
mainly neighborhood-oriented goods and services. 

Recognizing that physical changes are not the only answer, residents, businesses, non-
profits and local officials are working together to create initiatives that will support the 
broader social, health and economic concerns and needs of the Old North End. 

OVERALL OBJECTIVES 
Improving the vitality of North Street’s Commercial District is a central part of 

revitalizing the entire Old North End neighborhood. North Street is symbolically, socially 
and economically the centerpiece of the Old North End (ONE). Re-energizing this once-
vital commercial area, with an active and welcoming public realm, will go a long way 
towards re-building the neighborhood’s sense of place and community pride.  

Principles that have guided the creation of this Plan, and should define any final 
improvements along the street are as follows: 

 The North Street Commercial District should remain a mixed-use area that supports 
locally-owned destination-businesses, and encourages small, neighborhood-oriented 
businesses. 

 The history of North Street and the surrounding neighborhood should be celebrated, 
and the historic integrity of the area should be maintained. 

 The traditionally working class and ethnically diverse character of the neighborhood 
must be supported and nourished. 

 Feelings of safety and security by residents, businesses and visitors should be 
enhanced through the design, improvement and maintenance of the streetscape. 

 Use and enjoyment by pedestrians should guide future development and 
infrastructure decisions, and be considered of equal or greater importance to the 
needs of automobiles. 
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 Residents and businesses along North Street must take ownership and responsibility 
for making long-lasting changes in the neighborhood. 

 The City must fulfill its responsibility and commitment to improving and 
maintaining the public infrastructure, and support and enforcement of city programs 
and ordinances. 

 
Physical improvements and ongoing stewardship must begin to erase negative 

perceptions outsiders have about living, working and shopping on North Street. However, 
success will not come overnight, and not without a sustained commitment from residents, 
property-owners, businesses, non-profits and the city to implement this and other 
neighborhood initiatives. Revitalization cannot be sustained without the long-term 
stewardship of buildings, property, amenities and infrastructure by both private and public 
property-owners.  

Finally, physical changes alone cannot be expected to fulfill all of the community's 
needs and fully revitalize the neighborhood. A great many initiatives supported by the 
public, nonprofit and private sectors are working to support the social, health and economic 
concerns and needs of the Old North End. These include health care, employment, 
education, childcare, legal assistance and youth programs to name only a few. An 
empowered citizenry, working in concert with business, nonprofit and government, must be 
the driving force behind long-lasting improvements on North Street and throughout the 
neighborhood. 

 

 Photo 2.  Northwest corner of North St. and North Winooski Ave. 
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DEVELOPMENT OBJECTIVES & RECOMMENDATIONS 

The following section of this redevelopment plan will outline the objectives and 
strategies recommended by the Mayor’s North Street Task Force to help revitalize North 
Street’s Commercial District. 

LAND USE, ARCHITECTURE AND HERITAGE 

Objectives 
 Maintain a range of mixed uses throughout the commercial district. 
 Support, retain and attract larger, locally-owned destination businesses and 

services. 
 Encourage a diversity of small, neighborhood-oriented businesses and services. 
 Support, retain and attract businesses and services that serve the needs of lower 

income residents. 
 Maintain active commercial and public uses on the street level, and especially in 

buildings located on important intersections. 
 Support higher density residential uses than typically found in the surrounding 

neighborhood. 
 Improve the affordability and livability of owner-occupied and rental housing. 
 Interpret and celebrate the community’s rich heritage and architecture.  
 Rehabilitate important corner buildings and building facades. 
 Maintain and enhance public and private property to prevent deterioration, and 

present a welcoming environment for residents and patrons of area businesses. 
 
North Street is truly a mixed-use neighborhood with roughly a 50/50 split between 

commercial and residential uses. Commercial uses are generally limited to the street level, 
while residential uses occupy the upper floors of commercial buildings and are inter-mixed 
along the street. The continued mixed commercial and residential uses provide the 
foundation for the neighborhood’s vision for this portion of North Street and are highly 
supported by neighborhood surveys.  

Commercial Development 
North Street will once again become a place that welcomes, nurtures and supports small 

businesses. The viability of small businesses on North Street is one of the most important 
factors in the revitalization of the neighborhood. These businesses will provide 
opportunities for entrepreneurs, jobs and economic base, and vitality throughout the 
neighborhood. Neighborhood businesses also provide goods and services easily accessible 
to those without cars, promotes private investment in buildings and property, and improves 
public safety by increasing activity levels and attracting more pedestrians to the street. 
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Retaining and supporting existing businesses is the first priority. Many existing 
businesses have been in place for several years, and have a well-established personal and 
financial investment in the neighborhood. Many of these larger businesses serve as 
attractions and destinations within the commercial district - drawing upon a customer-base 
from outside the community and attracting customers to the area. This broadens the 
economic base of the neighborhood and provides added exposure to new start-up 
businesses. 

The purchasing power of the neighborhood, and those who regularly pass through the 
neighborhood, should not be underestimated. Many residents must currently leave the 
neighborhood to find many basic goods and services. A better understanding of local 
markets and consumer needs may help retain these dollars in the community. 

New businesses will typically come from the within the neighborhood, as home 
businesses expand and aspiring entrepreneurs try their hands at new ventures. It is likely 
that many of these businesses will look to the surrounding neighborhood as their primary 
market, taking advantage of the convenience they can offer over larger out-of-town 
competitors. Targeted uses should be those that predominantly serve the adjacent 
community, and that are compatible with higher-density residential uses. Opportunities also 
exist to fill market niches that have left other parts of the city. These include hardware, 
general merchandise and office supply for example. This may eventually serve to expand 
the market area for North Street into the Central Business District. 

Residential Development 
While attention must be given to supporting commercial enterprise, the importance of 

housing cannot be overlooked. North Street is part of a larger residential neighborhood. 
Residential uses near and within a commercial district add an important vitality and sense of 
place to the commercial area. Housing within a commercial district also lessens unnecessary 
automobile trips when residents can travel easier by walking and biking, and the need for 
parking when spaces can be shared between day and evening users.  

People living in commercial areas often have a more personal stake in the future of the 
area. Residential uses expand the active hours of commercial areas. Rather than closing-
down at 5p.m, the area remains active into the evening adding an important dimension of 
vitality and security for residents and businesses. 

 Residential uses within the commercial district provide an opportunity for housing 
densities that may not be appropriate other places. Examples include multi-family and 
apartments over commercial uses. To this end, the City must ensure that building codes 
support a mix of uses in older buildings without compromising public safety. Housing 
should serve a range of family-types, income levels and people with disabilities. Residential 
uses should remain within 40-50% of the overall land use mix for the district. 
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Architecture and Heritage 
The architecture of North Street relates a rich history of commercial and residential use, 

and a diverse ethnic heritage. Their physical arrangement and historic functions unify the 
buildings themselves. The mix of vernacular and high–style structures reflect past variations 
in the economic class of residents, and the continuing evolution of development along the 
street. It is this history and fabric of the community that forms the foundation for the 
neighborhood’s future development and revitalization.  

Neighborhood surveys consistently list the condition of buildings and streets as a top 
concern. While the city must take responsibility for improving and maintaining the public 
infrastructure, private property owners have an obligation to themselves and their neighbors 
to maintain their buildings. The sense of pride in the community must begin at home (or 
work). 

In 1996 graduate students from the University of Vermont’s Historic Preservation 
Program prepared a nomination to the National Register of Historic Places for the “North 
Street Historic District.” This proposed district coincides with the Commercial District, and 
is composed of 72 contributing and 16 non-contributing structures. The primary benefits of 
inclusion on the National Register include recognition and celebration of the street’s 
heritage, eligibility of property owners to receive federal reinvestment tax credits for 
applicable rehabilitation projects, some level of protection from insensitive federal 
initiatives, and access to grant and loan programs. Given that the area is already within 
Burlington’s Design Control District, no additional regulation is placed on development and 
redevelopment projects due to their listing on the National Register. 

Protecting the historic 
integrity of the North Street 
Commercial District does not 
mean limiting the choices of the 
property owners by creating a 
historic amusement park. The 
historic tradition and significance 
of North Street is that of a 
working class and ethnically 
diverse neighborhood. In fact, 
gentrification of the area would 
pose as much a threat to the 
historic significance of the street 
as demolition-by-neglect and 
insensitive conversion or 
renovation. Active efforts must be 
made to retain the affordability of 
owning or leasing properties and 
lowering the cost of their 
renovation. 

Historic preservation is as much an economic development tool as an urban design 
strategy. By telling the story of North Street and celebrating its origins and evolution, we 
help to reinforce its sense of place and encourage reinvestment. Reinvestment helps to 

Photo 3. Intersection with Rose Street
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create jobs in both construction trades and business growth. Reinvestment can also help to 
stabilize property values, which in-turn may serve to attract additional investment. 

 
Recommendations 

 The Burlington Zoning Ordinance should be revised to allow a greater number 
of neighborhood-oriented businesses and services as permitted uses within the 
“Neighborhood Commercial” (NC) District. 

 
While a mixed-use district is largely the intent behind the current NC zoning, 
many traditional neighborhood uses must receive Conditional Use approval - 
adding cost, time and complexity for start-up businesses. The Planning 
Commission should give consideration to allowing a wider range of permitted 
non-residential uses within the NC District. Such a move would also serve to 
implement the “Neighborhood Activity Center” concept included in the 1996 
Burlington Municipal Development Plan. Examples of expanded permitted uses 
may include: 

Bakery/Cafe Bank/Credit Union 
Tailor Beauty Shop/Barber 
Bike Repair and Sales Dry Cleaning (retail) 
Food/Grocery Health Club 
Laundromat General Office 
Medical/Dental Office Art Gallery 
Pet Store Photo Studio 

 
 The Parking provisions of the Burlington Zoning Ordinance should be revised to 

change the number of required parking spaces from a “minimum” to a 
“maximum,” and allow for parking waivers granted by the Planning 
Commission to exceed 50% in the NC District. Once again, this is a concept 
included in the 1996 Burlington Municipal Development Plan, and would afford 
a level of flexibility for parking standards that is afforded in other commercial 
areas within the city. 

 
 Housing, business and community development programs administered by the 

Community & Economic Development Office should seek to concentrate a 
portion of their activities to physical improvements along the North Street 
corridor. 

 
 Public, private and nonprofit resources available for the rehabilitation of rental 

and owner-occupied housing should be targeted to North Street. 
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 The vacant lot on the north-west corner of North Street and Elmwood Avenue 
offers an important opportunity for a new building to help define this important 
intersection. Ideally such a building would match the scale and massing of 
neighboring buildings, and offer street-level commercial and upper story 
residential uses. In the short-term, wooden planters, low fencing and possibly 
benches would help to add life and definition to this empty space. 

 

 The Dept. of Public Works should take the steps necessary to recognize and 
incorporate flexible building code standards for historic structures in city 
development review and inspection services. 

 
 The Dept. of Public Works, working with assistance from the VT Dept. of Labor 

and Industry and the VT Division for Historic Preservation, should provide 
technical assistance to property owners on alternative and innovative ways of 
meeting life safety and access requirements of the building code in older 
buildings. 

 
Older buildings can offer special challenges to owners looking to add or change 
uses. This is especially true when trying to provide housing above a commercial 
use. In many cases however, city building codes (which are based on state 
codes) offer flexibility that often goes un-noticed and un-used. 
 

 The proposed nomination to the National Register of Historic Places for the 
“North Street Commercial District” should be completed, and forwarded to the 
Vermont Advisory Committee on Historic Preservation and the National Park 
Service for final consideration. 

 
 Design guidelines for the “North Street Commercial District,” especially 

regarding signs and awnings, building façade rehabilitation, and conversion and 
renovation of storefronts, should be prepared to aid property owners in making 
building renovations that will respect and compliment the historic integrity of 
the commercial district. 

 
 Consideration should be given to designation of North Street as a “Downtown 

Development District” through the state’s Downtown Program to take advantage 
of additional reinvestment tax credits and funding for infrastructure. 

 

 
Rendering 1. Elmwood Ave. & North St. 
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 The City’s development review process, administered by the Depts. of Planning 
& Zoning and Public Works should strive to provide a more collaborative and 
customer-friendly process.  

 
 Property owners should be provided with information and assistance with city 

permitting processes, and in utilizing Historic Reinvestment Tax Credits and 
other similar rehabilitation programs when proposing improvements and 
renovations to their property. 

 
 A Façade Improvement Program (once administered by the Community & 

Economic Development Office) or Revolving Loan Fund should be established 
to provide assistance to revitalize building facades within the commercial 
district. Possible sources of funding and start-up capital include Community 
Development Block Grants and the National Trust for Historic Preservation’s 
Inner-City Ventures Fund. 

 
 Incentives to further encourage 

rehabilitation of older buildings should be 
developed which temporarily stabilize 
property taxes and gradually phase-in 
increases in assessment over time. 

 
 Access into buildings by persons with 

handicaps should be incorporated in any 
building and sidewalk redesign efforts. 

 
 The City-owned Elmwood Cemetery 

provides an excellent opportunity to 
highlight a cultural and community asset. 
Efforts should be made to provide 
information to the public regarding 
important persons buried there, and 
opportunities to make greater use of this 
significant open space. Photo 4. Storefront Conversion
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 Interpretive displays and information celebrating North Street’s and the Old 

North End’s rich history should be developed and promoted throughout the 
district. 

 
A historical timeline illustrating 
North Street’s evolution could be 
designed and incorporated into 
the retaining wall along the 
sidewalk in front of the Barnes 
School playground. This would 
provide one way to recognize and 
celebrate the neighborhood’s 
history, and also serve as a focal 
point and gathering place for 
pedestrians. 
 
Other sites, at the gateways to the 
Commercial District or entrance to the Elmwood Cemetery for example, should 
be creatively designed in similar ways to enhance the district’s sense of place, 
interpret historic features, and define the edges of the District. 
 

Photo 5. Barnes Playground 

 
Rendering 2 . Barnes Sitting Wall/Historic Timeline 
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THE STREETSCAPE 

Objectives 
 Public improvements along the street must work together to maximize the 

enjoyment and use by pedestrians. 
 The public realm should reflect a sense of community vitality, traditions and 

stewardship, and define this portion of North Street as a unique area within the 
neighborhood. 

 Public infrastructure must be adequately maintained to prevent deterioration, and 
present a welcoming and safe environment for residents and patrons of area 
businesses. 

 Traffic flow along North Street must be maintained, but should not dominate all 
other activities. 

 Street lighting should create and support a safe and inviting pedestrian 
environment. 

 Coordinate the completion of public improvements with the needs of private 
property owners and other utilities to maximize the public benefit and cost 
savings. 

 
The revitalization and future viability of North Street’s Commercial District is largely 

dependent on the character of the streetscape. (In this case, the streetscape is meant to 
include the entire public space from property line to property line - typically building façade 
to building façade). Thus, the city must play a leading role, and has a significant 
responsibility, in the revitalization of the street. The intention here is that public 
improvements will encourage and support private investment and improvements throughout 
the commercial district. 

Overhead Utilities 
Currently, the dominant feature along North Street is the 

march of utility poles down the northern side of street and the 
associated overhead wires. As has been done in other important 
parts of the city, these overhead wires should be relocated 
underneath the sidewalk or street to hide them from view and 
reducing their exposure to storm damage. While an expensive 
initiative, this single improvement will go the farthest to 
improving the character of the streetscape and commercial 
corridor. 

The undergrounding of overhead utilities provides an 
opportunity to redesign the traffic signals. The signal heads 
currently hanging over the intersection should be replaced with 
the pedestal-mounted signals similar to those found at the 
intersection of Main and Battery Streets and other location around 
the city. 

 
Photo 6 Existing Utilities 
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The Street 
When asked, ONE and North Street residents consistently identify traffic among their 

top concerns. Streets that are straight and wide encourage vehicles to go faster than may be 
appropriate. This is particularly a problem for a city-designated truck corridor like North 
Street that bisects a densely populated area with many school children. 

One of the primary objectives for improvements within the streetscape is to calm the 
traffic on the street - making the street safer and more inviting for pedestrians. The concept 
behind “traffic calming” is to change the driver’s expectations, behavior and comfort level 
with driving too fast. 

North Street should remain configured with two travel lanes and one parking lane. 
However, the lanes themselves should be narrowed to the greatest extent possible – leaving 
room to accommodate cyclists in keeping with a “Share the Road” philosophy. Narrowing 
the travel lanes will serve to slow traffic while maintaining flow. The result is a safer and 
more pleasant environment for bicycles and pedestrians. 

The space resulting from the narrower lanes should be allocated to widening the 
sidewalk and tree belt along the south side of the street. Parked cars along the north side, 
and a line of street trees on the south side will serve as 
buffers for pedestrians on both sides from moving 
vehicles in the street. 

The intersection between North St., Elmwood Ave., 
and Intervale Ave. provides an opportunity to place a 
traffic circle, or roundabout, to improve traffic flow, 
pedestrian safety and create a focal point within the 
commercial district. 

 
Rendering 4. Traffic Circle 

Rendering 3. Before & After Undergrounding Utilities
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Pedestrians 
Improvements to existing sidewalks and street 

crossings are necessary to improve the quality and safety 
of the pedestrian environment. Improvements envisioned 
include restoring the existing sidewalk where it is in 
disrepair, and widening the sidewalk and adding a 
complete tree belt along the south side of North Street. 
Crossings at intersections should be improved by 
bumping the curb out at each corner to minimize the 
crossing distance and to prohibit vehicles from illegally 
parking on the corner. The crosswalks themselves need 
to be highlighted through improved pavement marking 
or textured pavement to clearly delineate the pedestrian 
space. 

Also of importance to the pedestrian are creating gathering spaces at key points along 
the street. Providing these types of spaces encourages and supports community interaction, 
and can improve perceptions of security. Included in these areas should be amenities such 
as trash and recycling containers, flower boxes, benches, public telephones, and mailboxes. 
Opportunities for creating such places include either end of the commercial district at No. 
Winooski and North Aves., Barnes School, and in front of Larow Video. 

Lighting 
Street lighting along North Street is of particular concern. Currently 

North Street is grossly overlit (approximately 3-4 times industry 
standards) – negatively effecting the character of the street and adding 
to feelings of insecurity. The use of very bright non-cutoff fixtures adds 
to glare and poor visibility typically due to the great variation in 
lighting levels from one area to another. The eye can only adapt to one 
light level at a time - typically the brightest - making other areas look 
very dark. These shadowy conditions lessen the security value of 
lighting and add to feelings of unease for people walking at night. The 
associated glare also washes-out contrasts between images making them 
harder to see at night. The lighting along North Street needs to be 
redesigned to eliminate these problems and make the street safer and 
more pleasant to walk at night. 

Unfortunately, nearly all of the historic light poles and fixtures are 
gone. They have been replaced with very tall wooden poles with non-
cutoff, cobra fixtures. New steel or aluminum poles, with a historically 
appropriate fixture, should replace the existing “cobra-head” lighting. 
Streetlights should be alternated on both sides of the street and placed 
as low as possible, but in no case higher than 20 feet above the ground. 

 
 

 
Rendering 5 . Intersection Bump-Out 

Rendering 6. 
Historic Street Light
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Recommendations 
 All overhead utilities (including electric, phone & cable TV) should be relocated 

in conduit banks buried under the street or sidewalk opposite of the tree belt. The 
North Street Commercial Corridor should be specifically identified as a high 
priority in the city undergrounding ordinance. 

 Traffic and pedestrian signals should be placed in pedestal-
mounted signal heads. Height, and distance between signal heads, 
should be minimized. Pedestrian phases should anticipate high 
pedestrian traffic volumes and be timed accordingly. 

 On-street parking should be retained along the north side of the 
street to support business traffic and buffer pedestrians from the 
street. Illegal parking areas should be delineated as necessary in 
order to facilitate enforcement. Loading zones should be located 
on side streets, not on North Street itself where possible.  

 Merchants along the street should make sure that limited on-street 
parking remains available for customers and is not being occupied 
by employees. Sharing off-street parking between 
residential and commercial uses should be considered 
wherever possible. 

 The curb-to-curb distance should be minimized to create 
two 9-11’ travel lanes and one on-street parking lane. The space gained by 
reducing the street width should go towards widening the sidewalk and tree belt 
on the southern side of the street.  

 North Street’s designation as a “Truck Route” should be removed, and 
alternative east-west truck routes investigated. 

 The portion of North Winooski Ave. between North Street and Decatur St. 
should be returned to two-way traffic. 

 A small roundabout or traffic circle should be considered for the North Street, 
Elmwood Ave. and Intervale Ave. to improve circulation and safety. 

 Throughout the street corridor, the curb should provide a clear and consistently 
defined edge between the street, tree belt, and sidewalks, and private property. 
The City should help property owners remove unnecessary pavement between 
the sidewalk and buildings, and extra curbcuts should be eliminated. 

Rendering 7. 
Pedestal-Mounted 

Traffic Signal

Photo 7. Recent Foundation Plantings
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Rendering 8. Added Street 

Figure 3. Tree Belt Planting Detail 

 
 Street improvements along North Street should be coordinated with similar 

improvements on adjoining streets to ensure smooth transitions between 
commercial and residential areas, and with adjacent property owners. 

 Pavement marking or other methods should be employed to contribute to the 
appearance of a narrow street in order to provide an accommodation for cyclists. 

 Crosswalks should be enhanced with bump-outs at each intersection to minimize 
the crossing distance and prevent illegal parking at the corner. These bump-outs 
could also provide additional planting areas along the street. A mid-block 
pedestrian crossing should be placed adjacent to the Barnes playground at the 
intersection with Rose Street. 

 Textured and or colored pavement treatments should be used in the crosswalk to 
clearly define the pedestrian space. 

 All physical changes to the street including parking areas, travel lanes, 
crosswalks and bump-outs should be temporarily delineated with paint to 
illustrate the planned work and begin to establish new patters of behavior. 

 Large caliper street trees should be planted along southern side of the street in a 
wide planting strip using “Structural Soil” developed at Cornell University. 
Pavers or cobbles 
should fill the planting 
area between trees to 
maximize rooting space 
without creating a 
grassy area that would 
require regular mowing. 
Relationships with 
neighboring businesses 
and residents should be 
developed to help care 
for these trees through 
an “Adopt-A-Tree” program. 

 Opportunities to plant trees on private property, particularly on the north side or 
the street, should be investigated. Trees should be provided by the city via 
easement if the property owners are willing to undertake ongoing care. 

 Window boxes and planters should be offered 
to businesses and property owners to plant 
seasonal flowers along the street to brighten 
the streetscape. Local YouthBuild or 
WomenBuild programs could construct these 
planters out of wood or recycled plastic, and 
plant material could be donated. Property 
owners would need to be responsible for 
regular care and maintenance of the plantings. 
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Photo 8. North St. & North Ave (c.1940)

 Small and informal public gathering area should be created within the 
streetscape. These areas should offer benches or other seating, trash and 
recycling containers shade, bikeracks and perhaps public information & 
displays. All amenities should utilize long-lasting, low maintenance materials. 
Possible locations include in front of the Barnes playground, the corner of Drew 
and Blodget streets, and others areas where people already tend to congregate 
and there is available space. 

 Specific design recommendations to create gateways to the Commercial District, 
improve connections to the Waterfront should be created along with a district 
wayfinding system that incorporates the historic designation. An opportunity to 
further develop these concepts may be through the use of a Design Charette 
during the design/engineering phase of the project. 

 CCTA Bus Stops should be clearly marked and provide route and schedule 
information. A new stop should be considered in front of Rent-A-Center. 
Consideration should also be given to incorporating North Street into an 
expanded College Street Shuttle. 

 Street lighting must be redesigned to improve safety and appearance - making 
the street more inviting to pedestrians at night. Efforts should eliminate dark 
shadows and glare, and assure a more even lighting pattern along the street. 
Lighting on the street should be appropriate for mixed-use urban areas, with the 
average illumination not exceeding IESNA recommended levels by more than 
0.2-foot candles. Lamps are recommended to have a Color Rendering Index 
(CRI) of no less than 70 to provide fairly accurate color. 

 Lighting fixtures should reflect the historic nature of the commercial district, and 
be shielded to minimize overflow into adjacent buildings. Poles should be of 
steel or aluminum with fixtures mounted as low as practical but no higher than 
20 feet. 

 A fixture to hang banners over 
North Street should be 
designed and installed near 
the Barnes School to advertise 
and celebrate important 
community events. 

 The city must set an example 
as stewards of public 
property. All public 
infrastructure and amenities 
require ongoing maintenance 
in order to function properly 
and give the street a “cared 
for” look. This includes 
regular sweeping, trash pick-
up, routine maintenance and 
repairs, and re-painting. 
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Figure 4.  North Street Commercial District Conceptual Plan 
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 Figure 5. North Street Commercial District Conceptual Plan 
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Figure 7. North Street Commercial District Conceptual Plan 
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Figure 8 North Street Commercial District Conceptual Plan
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Figure 9. North Street Commercial District Conceptual Plan 
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Figure 10. North Street Commercial District Conceptual Plan 
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Figure 11. North Street Commercial District Conceptual Plan 
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Figure 12. North Street Commercial District Conceptual Plan 
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OTHER STRATEGIES 

Objectives 
 Link investment in public facilities and infrastructure to other important 

neighborhood initiatives. 
 Ensure that the needs and desires of the residents and businesses within the 

commercial district are coordinated and communicated. 
 
Physical improvements along North Street are only one part of a complete revitalization 

strategy. The social and economic needs of the broader neighborhood also need to be 
addressed. Fortunately, much of this work has already begun. The federal Enterprise 
Community designation made over $3 million available for neighborhood initiatives and 
programs aimed at some of the broader social and economic needs of the community. These 
federal dollars have leveraged millions more thanks to the efforts of many public, private 
and non-profit partners working in the neighborhood. The application, if awarded, for 
designation as an “Enterprise Zone” would significantly advance these initiatives. The 
revitalization of North Street is a specifically defined project included in this application by 
the city. 

The Burlington Free Press said “One of the best indicators of a community’s vibrancy 
is the willingness of its residents to work for improvement. By that measure, the 
neighborhoods along Burlington’s North Street are alive and well, with people committed to 
restoring the areas former strengths.” Nearly all of the intersecting streets along North 
Street’s Commercial District have organized and active neighborhood associations or 
neighborhood watch programs. Projects currently being undertaken by these groups include 
tree planting, traffic calming, neighborhood watch organizing and beautification. The 
energy and personal investment demonstrated by the organizations must be nurtured and 
built upon to more fully engage citizens in improving their neighborhood. 

The City itself has been very proactive over the years in developing initiatives, 
programs and ordinances that seek to improve the overall quality of life in the city. 
Examples include minimum housing, housing replacement, recycling, inclusionary zoning, 
community-based policing and a noise ordinance to name a few. None of these efforts can 
be truly effective however it they are not fully implemented and actively enforced. One 
complaint heard most often from the public is the lack of enforcement of city ordinances. 
Without ongoing enforcement, these ordinances are completely ineffective. Community-
Based Policing offers a more comprehensive approach to crime prevention and maintaining 
neighborhood quality-of-life. 

Community-based policing is one initiative that serves to benefit and strengthen the 
neighborhood most. Allowing police officers to establish closer ties with neighborhood 
associations, residents and businesses will do much more that improve public safety. It will 
provide improved communication and coordination between the community and city 
government. 
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Recommendations 
 The City must maintain its support and commitment to the ONE Enterprise 

Community through the continued implementation of the objectives and 
strategies identified in Common Ground, and the new or expanded initiatives 
proposed for the Enterprise Zone. 

 Businesses, property owners and residents within the North Street Commercial 
District should consider forming a “North Street Association” to serve as a 
public forum, sounding board and advocate for the needs and concerns of area 
businesses and residents. Such an association would also be able to plan and 
organize activities, share information and help promote the area. The 
Community & Economic Development Office should provide sustained support, 
in much the same way as was done on Pine Street, to such a group until it is able 
to function on its own. 

 Develop stronger relationships with adjacent Neighborhood Associations to 
share needs and concerns, coordinate activities and joint advocacy. 

 Community-Based Policing must be fully implemented throughout the Old 
North End neighborhood. A minimum of two officers should be on patrol at any 
one time, with one of the officers dedicated to a foot or bike patrol while the 
other remains available to answer emergency calls. 

 City-wide coordinated, enforcement of existing “quality of life” ordinances such 
as minimum housing, zoning, parking, noise, minimum housing and animal 
control. 

 The city should consider the appointment of an ombudsman to assist those 
interested in undertaking redevelopment projects. 

 Opportunities to develop and expand public art in the corridor should be 
explored with City Arts and the arts community in the neighborhood. 

 
 



NEIGHBORHOOD REVITALIZATION PLAN 

 
32

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN 

The following tables outline activities to be undertaken in order to fulfill the objectives 
of this Revitalization Plan. Key actions for implementation are outlined along with the 
likely lead agency or entity. 

 
First Priority 

Activity Who’s Responsible 
Develop detailed design and engineering for 
proposed Street and Streetscape 
improvements including lighting and 
landscape design. 

CEDO, Dept. of Public Works  & Dept. of 
Planning & Zoning.  

Secure the necessary financing and 
partnerships to implement the proposed 
Street and Streetscape improvements 

CEDO, Dept. of Public Works, BED 

Complete the nomination to the National 
Register for the North Street Commercial 
District and submit for approval. 

Dept. of Planning & Zoning 

Organize a “North Street Association”. CEDO & A*VISTA Program 
Prepare recommended changes to the 
Burlington Zoning Ordinance for 
consideration. 

Dept. of Planning & Zoning 

Delineated street improvements with paint to 
illustrate the planned work and begin to 
establish new patters of behavior 

Dept. of Public Works 

Provide planters and flower boxes. Solicit 
donated materials. 

CEDO & A*VISTA Program 

With the cooperation of the property owner, 
place wooden planters, low fencing and 
possibly benches on the vacant lot at 196 
North St as an interim step towards its 
eventual redevelopment. 

CEDO, A*VISTA Program & 
Neighborhood Associations 

Fully Implement Community Based Policing 
in the Old North End 

Police Dept. 

Development of a Façade Improvement 
Program. 

CEDO & Dept. of Planning & Zoning 

Organize a Design Charette to develop 
gateway and wayfinding designs 

CEDO & Dept. of Planning & Zoning 
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Second Priority 
Activity Who’s Responsible 
Develop information and assistance for 
utilizing Historic Reinvestment Tax Credits. 

Dept. of Planning & Zoning 

With the cooperation of the property owner, 
redevelop the vacant lot at 196 North St.  

CEDO 

Organize annual spring clean-up activities 
associated with “Green-Up Day”. 

CEDO & A*VISTA Program, ONE 
Community Based Action Team. 

Sponsor a workshop/training session on 
alternative and innovative ways of meeting 
life safety and access requirements of the 
building code in older buildings with the VT 
Dept. of Labor and Industry and the VT 
Division for Historic Preservation.  

Dept. of Planning & Zoning & Dept of 
Public Works. 

Facilitate partnerships between for-profit 
and non-profit developers to revitalize 
important buildings 

CEDO 

 
These are not intended to be exclusive lists, but rather to outline some of the key steps 

towards the implementation of this plan for North Street’s Commercial District. 


