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Walkability—The Pathway to Atlanta’s Future Growth 
The Urban Land Institute of Atlanta through its Livable Communities Council (LCC) prepared this report to 

provide you with an overview of one of key issues facing DŜƻǊƎƛŀΩǎ communities--large and small, urban 

and suburbanτincreasing walkability.  Walkability benefits our citizens, the economic health of our 

communities and results in a better quality of life. This short report is intended as a primer the LCC hopes 

will spark your interest in the many benefits of walkability. 

What is Walkability?  
During the past several years the concept of “walkability” 

has emerged as one of the most important trends in 

community development, both nationally and here in the 

Atlanta region.  It is affecting all parts of our region—

from the core in Midtown and Buckhead, to historic 

downtowns like Woodstock and Duluth, to transit-

friendly developments near MARTA, to major new 

developments like Avalon and the new Braves Stadium 

complex. Older suburban downtowns are revitalizing 

along with new town centers to create special places for 

people to live, shop, work and recreate—built around 

the pace of two legs walking. 

Jeff Speck, author of Walkable City, which is the most 

comprehensive look at the concept of walkability and 

how it is reshaping our environment, explains that a walk 

must be useful, safe, comfortable and interesting to be 

considered desirable by pedestrians. Speck defines these 

four principles as: 

άUsefulτmost aspects of daily life are located close at 

hand and organized in a way that walking serves them 

well. 

Safeτmeans that the street has been designed to give 

pedestrians and bicyclists a fighting chance . . . they must 

not only be safe but feel safe. 

Comfortableτmeans buildings and landscape shape 

urban streets into outdoor living rooms in contrast to 

wide open spaces . . . . 

Interestingτmeans sidewalks are lined by unique 

buildings with friendly faces and signs of humanity 

abound.”   

The challenge for the Atlanta region is to find ways to 

create more walkable environments that incorporate 



 

ULI ATLANTA—LIVABLE COMMUNITIES COUNCIL—WORKING GROUP ON WALKABILITY      2 
 

WALKABILITYτTHE PATHWAY TO ATLAN¢!Ω{ C¦¢¦w9 Dwh²¢I 

these four key principles, which are simple in concept but 

challenging in execution. The true potential of walkability 

is only achieved by getting all four principles working in 

unison.  

Why is Walkability Important? 
At first blush “walkability” seems like a piece of arcane 

urban planning jargon, but its significance goes far 

beyond its seemingly benign facade.  As we will show, 

walkability is essential to the future of our region 

because imbedded in this one concept are many 

potential benefits: 

¶ Implements a pattern of development that is 

already redefining municipal downtowns, town 

centers, and commercial districts in our region; 

¶ Capitalizes on the most impactful demographic 

and generational changes occurring in our 

society;  

¶ Provides documented lifestyle and health 

benefits to its participants; 

¶ Generates the higher rents and development 

values needed to off-set the higher costs 

associated with mixed use development and 

redevelopment; and   

¶ Accelerates growth in local government 

revenues while generating efficiencies in 

providing local services.  

How does it do this?  
The power of walkability comes from its ability to knit 

together so many of the emerging and important 

development trends in the Atlanta region— 

 

Dominant Development Pattern 

 

In 2012 Christopher Leinberger, a national urban expert, 

analyzed the presence of “Walkable Urban Places” or 

WalkUPs in the Atlanta region. 

¶ His research found that 60% of all of the 

development which occurred in the Atlanta 

region from 2009 to 2013 occurred in WalkUPs. 

¶ In the 2001 to 2008 period, by comparison, less 

than 26% occurred in WalkUPs. 
Source: The WalkUP Wake-Up Call: Atlanta 
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¶ Thus, walkability had become the defining 

characteristic of new development in the Atlanta 

region.  

Demographics = Destiny  

Walkability’s appeal is due to its alignment with a 

generational change in demand resulting from the 

ascendancy of the millennial generation driving housing 

and consumer demand in our region and the nation.  

¶ In the 10-county Atlanta region millennials 

account for nearly 30% of the population, 

greater than any other age cohort. 

¶ Millennials, together with boomers, comprise 

half of the 10-county metro region’s population.  

¶ Given that millennials and boomers make up the 

majority of population in the Atlanta region, 

their preferences will drive future housing and 

retail demand. These two age cohorts are the 

most likely to seek compact walkable 

destinations.   

 

Millennials, Gen X and Boomers place high value on 

walkability  

In the nation: 

¶ 53% of millennials rate walkability as the top 

priority or a high priority when searching for a 

place to live. 

¶ 49% of boomers and 45% of Generation X rate 

walkability as the top priority or a high priority 

when searching for a place to live. 

¶ 54% of all Americans prefer three or more 

community attributes associated with compact 

development. 

¶ In total, walkability is the top or high priority for 

50% of Americans when seeking a home. 

 

 
 

 

 

²ŀƭƪŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀǎ ŀ ά¢ƻǇέ ƻǊ άIƛƎƘέ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ƛƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ 
sought in a community. Source: America in 2015: A ULI Survey 
of Views on Housing, Transportation and Community 

 

Population Age Distribution. 10-County 
Atlanta Metro Region. Source: US Census 
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Health and Lifestyle Benefits 

During the past decade there has been an extensive body 

of research on the health benefits to residents from living 

in walkable communities.  Some of the key benefits 

result from increasing physical activity by walking more, 

time savings, and the social benefits of greater 

engagement and involvement in your community 

through more interaction. 

¶ Walking 30 minutes a day, five days per week, 

adds 1.3-1.5 years to your life; so every minute 

you spend walking adds 3 minutes.  People who 

live in walkable neighborhoods are 2.4 more 

likely to walk 30 minutes per day that those in 

less walkable areas. (Jeff Speck, Walkable City) 

 

¶ Residents of walkable neighborhoods get 70 

minutes of physical activity per week, on 

average, and are 40% less likely to be overweight 

or obese than residents of sprawling 

neighborhoods. ό.Ǌƛŀƴ 9Φ {ŀŜƭŜƴǎΣ άbŜƛƎƘōƻǊƘƻƻŘ .ŀǎŜŘ 
Differences in Physical Activity: An Environmental Scale 

9ǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴΣέ !merican Journal of Public Health, Sept. 2003, 

v93, n.9) 

 

¶ A review of recent research on the impact of 

walkability on health documented 

overwhelming support that walkability enhances 

the quality of life, social environment, is 

associated with lower incidence of obesity, less 

air pollution and stress generated from long 

commuting times.  (Emily Talen and Julia Koshinsky 

ά/ƻƳǇŀŎǘΣ ²ŀƭƪŀōƭŜΣ 5ƛǾŜǊǎŜ bŜƛƎƘōƻǊƘƻƻŘǎΥ !ǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ 

Effects on Residents, Housing Policy Debate, August, 2014) 
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Higher Rents 

The desirability of walkable places among a growing 

segment of the households, combined with the limited 

supply of these locations in our region, has resulted 

strong levels of demand that translate into higher than 

average rents and prices.   

¶ An analysis of real estate sector performance 

across the region, done for The WalkUP Wake-

Up Call: Atlanta, showed that rents for office, 

retail, for-sale and rental housing are 50% higher 

in walkable locations in Atlanta than non-

walkable locations.   

¶ The Walkability Premium for Rental Housing--In 

2013 Bleakly Advisory Group, Inc. collected data 

on 35 newer apartment projects in the Central 

Perimeter, Brookhaven, Buckhead, North 

Midtown areas. “Very walkable” locations with 

high Walk Scores, where most errands are able 

to be accomplished on foot, achieve 6% higher 

rents on $/SF average to those comparable 

projects in “car dependent” and “somewhat 

walkable” locations.  

¶ Rental apartments created in new walkable 

areas of Emory Point, Town Brookhaven and 

Perimeter Place are generating rental premiums 

from 33% to 82% above the average rents for 

existing Class A apartment communities not in 

walkable locations within their market area.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: The WalkUP Wake-Up Call: Atlanta 

Atlanta region apartment analysis.   Source: Bleakly Advisory Group 
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Fiscal Impact on Local Government Revenues  

Assessing the property tax implications of walkable 

mixed use development versus lower-density suburban 

development shows that walkable mixed use is an 

unequivocal winner. Cities and counties can realize a 

greater return on their infrastructure dollars, particularly 

on a per acre basis, by encouraging development in 

compact walkable modes. 

For example, a Bleakly Advisory Group analysis of two 

developments located in the same area of DeKalb County 

shines a light on the fiscal advantages of compact 

walkable development. At Emory Point the developers 

built vertically integrated uses (apartments over retail) in 

a walkable format on 7.7 acres. The county collects 

$246,000 annually in property taxes on each acre. By 

comparison, just up the street sit twice as many higher-

end apartments next to higher-end retail offerings, 

including Whole Foods and Starbucks. Although similar in 

total square footage, this development is sited on 18 

acres and built in a suburban auto-oriented format. The 

county collects $94,500 per acre annually at this high-

performing development. While certainly successful, the 

auto-oriented development collects 160% less property 

taxes per acre than the walkable mixed use 

development. Moreover, at a nearby big-box Target 

store DeKalb collected only $11,967 per acre on 10 acres. 

(This analysis is based on a 0.04529 millage rate).  

In Cherokee County, the City of Woodstock has 

transformed its downtown into one of the most 

successful walkable town centers in the region. 

Combined, the city and county collect approximately 

$31,000 per acre annually on 16 core acres that include 

vertically-integrated residential and retail uses, along 

with single- and multifamily housing. Nearby, a 

successful outlet mall recently opened on nearly 50 

acres. There the city and county collect just under $6,000 

per acre annually. Thus, on a per acre basis, the walkable 

mixed use town center collects 433% more property 

Source: Bleakly Advisory Group 
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taxes than a new auto-oriented outlet mall. (Based on a 

0.04662 millage rate). 

 

Walkability—Happening All Over Atlanta 

 Walkability has been a trend that has accelerated as 

Atlanta has recovered from the Great Recession.  The 

WalkUP Wake-Up Call: Atlanta report in 2013 identified 

27 established regionally-significant walkable 

communities in the Atlanta region. It also identified 

another nine emerging WalkUPs and ten potential 

WalkUPs for a total of 46 either existing, emerging or 

potential in the region. Since that study, numerous 

additional WalkUPs have emerged at the new Braves 

mixed Use development, Avalon and Peachtree Corners.  

Four Walkable Mixed Use Case Studies: Woodstock, 

Suwanee, Decatur, Avalon 

Downtown Woodstock 

¶ The 32-acre infill site at the center of historic 

Woodstock is a successful integration of higher 

density mixed-use development into a 

historically lower density town center. City of 

Woodstock leaders adopted a new downtown 

zoning code that embraced the integration of 

new commercial buildings and residences. 

¶ The development includes a vertical mixed use 

core with approximately 100,000 square feet of 

commercial space and hundreds of residential 

units including multifamily and small-lot single-

family. Nearby luxury apartments have recently 

been built and leased. 

¶ The project has a variety of green spaces ranging 

from pocket parks to commercial plazas to 

conservation areas. The largest of these serves 

the project as a storm water management 

component. 

 

 

 

Downtown Woodstock Vertical Mixed Use  

Image: City of Woodstock 
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Suwanee Town Center 

¶ A vibrant mixed-use area, anchored by a 10- acre 

urban-style park, built in response to two 

community goals: to preserve open space/create 

more parks and to assemble an active walkable 

downtown and primary community gathering 

place. 

¶ The Suwanee Town Center project is a public-

private partnership that covers more than 63 

acres, including a 40-acre privately-developed 

traditional neighborhood. The Town Center 

includes more than 100,000 square feet of retail 

space, 87,000 square feet of office space, 147 

townhome and condominium units, 85 single-

family homes, a popular 10-acre Town Center 

Park, and Suwanee’s city hall. 

¶ Opened in December 2003, Town Center Park 

serves as Suwanee's primary gathering place. It 

includes the largest interactive fountain in 

Gwinnett County, large open areas, and a 

performance stage with a 1,000-seat 

amphitheater. 

Downtown Decatur 

¶ Named one of the American Planning 

Association’s (APA) Great American 

Neighborhoods, the 100-acre area is centered on 

the Old DeKalb County Courthouse Square. 

¶ According to APA: downtown Decatur's 

character comes from the successful marriage of 

historic and contemporary buildings and uses. 

The emergence of downtown as a dynamic and 

prosperous neighborhood spans more than 

three decades and is a story of planning, 

commitment, patience, and investment. The Old 

Courthouse Square is the neighborhood's living 

room, hosting summer concerts, winter bonfire 

and marshmallow roasts, and a year-long 

calendar of festivals and events. 

¶ The area includes 50% commercial uses, 25% 

institutional, 25% residential. Boutique retail and 

acclaimed restaurants are among 150-plus 

locally-owned downtown businesses. 

Suwanee Town Center 

Downtown Decatur 
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Avalon 

¶ Avalon is a greenfield development in 

Alpharetta, GA, opened in 2014, that combines 

retail, for-sale and for-rent residential and office 

space in a walkable mixed use setting. The 86-

acre site currently includes 350+ residential units 

(including 200+ apartments), 570,000 square 

feet of retail including restaurants, a movie 

theater and a Whole Foods grocery store.  

¶  The developers preserved 10% of the site for 

public space, planted 2,500 new trees and 

included a 1.5-mile loop of walking trails with 

additional miles of sidewalks within the site. 

During the holiday season, The Plaza at Avalon 

turns into an ice-skating rink the size of 

Rockefeller Center. Plans call for 5,600 parking 

spaces. 

¶ At build-out, Avalon is projected to generate 

approximately $21 million annually in sales tax 

revenue, $4.5 million annually in new property 

taxes, $1.1 million annually in hotel taxes and 

more than 4,000 new permanent jobs.  

Walkability’s Essential Elements--  
¶ Getting Retail Right  

¶ Public Framework 

¶ Parks/Open Space 

¶ Flexible Zoning 

¶ Public Private Partnership 

Getting Retail Right 

When traveling have you noticed that the most walkable 

areas of the world’s most walkable cities are their retail 

districts?  Retail Districts contribute to all four of the 

criteria for walkability.  

Retail is Useful.  It provides both a valid destination for 

people who visit a walking district, and it satisfies the 

everyday demands of life for those who live there. And 

retail stores provide a Safe walking environment, as the 

shopkeepers and their customers put active and 

interested eyes on the street. 
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Retail can and should be both Comfortable and 

Interesting.  Historically, retail areas were visually 

inviting, energetic and human scale, with attractive shop 

doors, decorative windows filled with merchandise, 

colorful shutters, window boxes and artistic signs.  

Sidewalk cafes and benches at storefronts provided a 

respite from walking, while storefront awnings and 

canopies gave protection from sun and rain.  And 

retailers would generally take care of the sidewalks at 

their storefronts, keeping them free from dirt and trash, 

and often providing seating, flower pots and other 

decorative elements on the street. 

These features began to disappear in the late 20th 

century, as large scale commercial buildings replaced 

owner operated stores, and local ordinances banned 

retailers’ use of the sidewalks at their storefront.  The 30 

foot high glass wall of a grand office lobby or a 

manufactured retail storefront system are neither 

comfortable nor interesting to a passing pedestrian.  And 

long stretches of empty sidewalk are not as inviting as 

those dotted with bins of fruit, bistro tables and menu 

boards.  

Communities wishing to have a walkable center should 

consider the following: 

¶ first define the retail demand of their trade area, 

then carve out the key locations that will house 

that building inventory, 

¶ Don’t require ground floor retail  in all multistory 

buildings—too much retail space can be deadly 

to the long term viability of the retail district. 

¶  Tie the infrastructure and ordinance to the 

needs of that retail.   

¶ Building codes should encourage small intimate 

storefronts over large-scale commercial building 

facades.  

¶ Sign ordinances should support retailers’ artistic 

creativity, in contrast to sign codes that may be 

appropriate for shopping centers and highway 

retail.   

¶ Parking should be provided either on street 

and/or in accessible lots every few hundred feet. 
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¶ Ground floor uses should be limited to only 

shops, services and food.  Office uses belong at 

the adjacencies of the retail core or above the 

retail.  

¶ Getting the right street front retail rhythm is 

critical--it should not be broken up by parking 

lots or garages, office or hotel lobbies, or other 

physical detractions from the retail walk. 

 

 Public Framework 
The key here is the synergy between public 
infrastructure and private investment.  Planners and 
local governments must recognize the importance of 
careful curation of retail and especially restaurant 
tenants in executing a walkable vision. Planning 
strategies must envision connectivity between 
developments. 
 
Parks/ Open Space 
Planning policy should encourage creation of meaningful 
public spaces by trading increased density for park space 
set aside in appropriate locations. Street frontages of 
new developments should fit a coherent standard for 
pavement, landscape and lighting, etc.  Planning policy 
must understand the need to create a network of public 
spaces supporting retail and public activities linked by 
effective streetscapes. 
 
Flexible Zoning 
Form based zoning codes help energize the interface 
between new private development and the public realm. 
Flexibility in application of specific zoning requirements 
is critical in fitting planning goals and objectives to real 
sites. Communities should be careful about obsessing 
over architectural guidelines and instead understand the 
critical planning characteristics that define effective 
walk-up communities. 
 
Public/ Private Partnerships 
Atlanta's business CID's are great examples of effective 
public/ private partnerships and the possibility of linking 
overall community planning vision and specific property 
owner needs. Communities must proactively bring their 
planning visions to life in order to leverage private 
development. 
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Next Steps for your Community— 
Now that you are convinced there is merit behind 

encouraging greater walkability in your community how 

can you move your community forward to encourage 

greater walkability by creating the framework for 

success?  Based on the successful pattern established in 

other Atlanta regional communities The Livable 

Communities Council (LCC) of ULI Atlanta would suggest 

four potential steps in getting your community ready to 

create more walkable areas: 

¶ Walkability Assessment—The LCC can assist your 

community in conducting a walkability assessment, 

based on an assessment of the four principles of 

walkability defined by Jeff Speck and the walkability 

framework outlined earlier.  This assessment is 

designed to help you identify the building blocks 

essential for walkability that you have in place and 

what additional actions would complete the 

framework for future success.  

 

¶ Leadership Visioning—Building awareness and 

understanding of walkability and its potential for 

your community requires a shared vision by your 

community’s leadership. The LCC is prepared to 

provide a collaborative process which works with 

your community’s leaders to explore the potential of 

walkability in your community and identifies issues 

particular to your community that need to be 

addressed in creating an effective policy framework 

to encourage walkability. 

 

¶ Community Visioning—Working with your local 

leadership the LCC can provide, through social 

media, workshops and public participation, ways to 

interact with the local residents to discuss how 

walkability can be woven into the context of your 

community. 

 

¶ Implementation—Achieving walkability depends on 

successful public private partnerships which link key 

actions in the public realm with investment and 

development patterns in the private sector to create 

the four principles of walkability in your community.  
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The LCC can work with you to put the regulatory and 

incentive tool kit in place to help you achieve your 

community’s vision.  

 

********** 

 

¶ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ¦[L !ǘƭŀƴǘŀΩǎ [ƛǾŀōƭŜ 

Communities Council Working Group on Walk-UPS.  

The members of the Working Group are: 

 

o Marc Pollack, Chair 

o Ken Bleakly  

o Sharon Gay  

o Bob Hughes 

o Noel Khalil 

o Ray Kimsey 

o Cheri Morris 

o Malaika Rivers  

o John Sibley 

o Matt Smith 

o Jim Stokes  

o Scott Selig 

o Monte Wilson 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 


