Nampa re-imagines downtown

Ambitious plan would transform heart of the city into park ringed by public, private buildings

An urban park the size of two football fields flanked by elegant public buildings is the envisioned showpiece of a grand plan for downtown Nampa that's set to begin construction in 2008. 

Proponents say the revitalization plan could create more than $422 million in new development within 10 years. 

Planners envision a park with a fountain the public can play in and an ice-skating rink that can be used as a pavilion for concerts and public events in the summer. 

"It creates a sense of place and will be the heart of downtown for community gatherings and festivals," said Cliff Long, Nampa economic development director. 

"From an economic perspective, it creates value." 

The master plan for downtown revitalization includes the 90,000-square-foot park, an 81,000-square-foot Public Safety Building, a 120,000-square-foot City Hall and an 80,000-square-foot public library, both overlooking the park. 

Ample private development also is planned, including apartment/condominium buildings eight to 10 stories high, a hotel, a cinema, professional offices, retail shops, restaurants and six parking structures. 

A variety of sources are expected to pay for construction on city-owned property, including city and urban renewal funds, land lease fees, franchise fees and private investment. 

City officials would not reveal exact locations because they are still negotiating for land, but they have specific sites designated for the structures on about a dozen acres scattered from Northside Boulevard to 16th Avenue South. The sites will be disclosed in August when the city asks for proposals from developers. 

"It is an ambitious yet reachable vision that will define the personality of Nampa and bring vitality to our downtown for generations into the future," Mayor Tom Dale said. 

Reclaiming the core 

"The city center's not big enough to accommodate the city's growth," said Matt Johnson, a central Nampa resident and president of the Old Nampa Neighborhood Association. "We are reclaiming the city core. It's very much a parallel to where Boise was 10 years ago." 

Johnson and others said the plan could help Nampa recapture the feeling of the 1970s, when Nampans shopped in a vibrant city center and residents throughout the Treasure Valley flocked to Karcher Mall, Idaho's first shopping mall. 

"One of the most important things about Nampa's redevelopment is that we are not reinventing Nampa, we are revisiting Nampa," said Mike Gable, chairman of the Central Nampa Development Commission. "We are rebuilding our community's heart and soul." 

Five years of planning and research have gone into crafting a feasible plan, officials said. 

"It is more than a lot of folks may think we're capable of doing," Councilwoman Lynda Clark said. "But this is different than a pie-in-the-sky vision. 

"We have gone through a careful process. The concept plans are based on hard data." 

Nampa officials and residents say this is the most elaborate project ever undertaken by the city. 

"The scope of this project is enormous," said Heather Richards, project development coordinator for Nampa. "The opportunities for Nampa are tremendous. We are essentially planning a new city center for Nampa, where people can live, work and play." 

The project's size corresponds to the city's dramatic population and retail growth, officials and residents said. Nampa grew from about 52,000 people in 2000 to about 76,000 in 2006, a 46 percent increase. 

New retailers, restaurants and services continue to open each month across the city, especially since the Karcher Interchange on Interstate 84 opened in December. 

Guiding principles 

The plan is fashioned around several principles, including: 

• Leveraging city land to pay for public facilities, thus saving taxpayer dollars. 

• Building on existing retailers and other businesses. 

• Protecting existing historic structures; creating a downtown gathering space. 

• Encouraging walking. 

• Developing a downtown that will attract apartment dwellers and shoppers to support shops and businesses. 

New downtown construction will be required to incorporate architectural design elements popular in Nampa buildings of the early 1900s, such as brick facades, arched windows and cupolas. 

Residents will be invited in April and May to join design workshops and focus groups to discuss the criteria and elements they feel should be included in the project. 

"I believe when we can release the locations, that the residents of Nampa are going to be thrilled," said Larry Richardson, a firefighter and downtown business owner who was born and raised in Nampa. 

"They will see themselves coming back to downtown, spending hours there, because there'll be stuff to do. 

"It will put downtown Nampa as the heart of the city." 

Richardson said he plans to buy a condominium in one of the proposed high-rise developments. He imagines taking the elevator down in the morning and walking to a nearby cafe to drink coffee, read the Statesman and chat with friends. 

"You could live your whole life with little need of a car when the stores, businesses and cinema are there," he said. 

Johnson said the plan also will be good for the single-family historic neighborhoods surrounding downtown, such as the Old Nampa Neighborhood south of City Hall. 

"This type of development really is the environment that our neighborhood was designed for, not strip mall development," he said. "This is reversing some bad trends and will build sustainable infrastructure well into the future." 

For story ideas or questions, contact reporter Sandra Forester at 377-6464 or sforester@idahostatesman.com 

