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NORFOLK

Rapid development in the new downtown arts district spurred an all-day forum
Friday to share ideas.

Planners and residents talked about the best ways to improve traffic flow, lighting,
parking and pedestrian walkways, as well as what's next for the neighborhood.

"It's happened a lot more rapidly than anyone expected," Deputy City Manager Ron
Williams Jr. said. "We've had real quick change. Real quick investment."

Granby Street north of Brambleton Avenue to Virginia Beach Boulevard marks the
heart of the district, which extends down the boulevard to the Harrison Opera House.

In April 2013, when the city held a planning demonstration there called Better Block,
the buildings in the district were 90 percent vacant, Williams said. Now they are 90
percent full.

Murals cover the sides of once-plain buildings, and jackhammers make it difficult to
hear.

Activity in the arts district includes:

- Opening of Push Comedy Theater and The Parlor on Granby Street - part eatery,
part art gallery, part event venue.

- Demolition of the Zedd's auction building and installation of an urban park called
Plot II.

- Renovations at the Texaco building at Granby and Olney Road to convert it to an
entertainment venue and apartments for artists.

- Demolition of the city-owned Cofer building on Olney to make way for a park to
complement Plot II until a private investor presents a development plan, Williams
said.

- The purchase of a nearby building on Olney Road for $317,200, with plans to
convert it to an artist workspace and a retail store for the Chrysler Glass Studio.

- The Hurrah Players' purchase of a building on Wilson Avenue for $490,000 to
create a new theater. The city will repave Wilson and is installing new sidewalks.
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- The city repaved Olney Road and added a bike lane.

Artist cooperative Alchemy NFK anchors the district.

The city conducted a test Friday on Virginia Beach Boulevard to study how to make
it more pedestrian friendly.

The boulevard has five lanes at its intersection with Granby, more than needed for
traffic volume, Williams said. City officials used orange barrels to block lanes and
added parking on the boulevard near the Opera House.

Traffic moved smoothly, Williams said.

Williams said the experiment likely will be repeated using large planters rather than
barrels.

Also on the horizon: A revamp of Magazine Lane, an alley that provides service
entrances for shops that face Granby Street.

Williams said the city would like Magazine Lane to become a pedestrian walk with
outdoor eateries.

Urban designer Ray Gindroz, who has helped the city reshape neighborhoods in
downtown and Freemason, summarized strengths, weaknesses and aspirations for
the district.

Problems include heavy traffic on Brambleton Avenue, lack of green space and
flooding. The district still needs places to eat and drink and unique shops.

Norfolk received a 2014 achievement award from the Virginia Municipal League "for
listening and responding wholeheartedly to a grass-roots movement in the city to
cultivate a vibrant arts district on the edge of downtown."
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