
C O M M E R C I A L  C O R R I D O R S

Revitalizing urban neighborhoods through innovative design.

Sponsored by the Community Design Collaborative

in Partnership with 

Philadelphia Local Initiatives Support Corporation
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The launch of Infill Philadelphia: Commercial Corridors comes at a very opportune time.

Following decades of rapid decline, commercial corridors are reclaiming the national

spotlight and, once again, being recognized for their historic value as essential centers

of urban life. And essential they are–bringing neighborhoods together and keeping shoppers and

their dollars local. 

This promising initiative creatively addresses many of the challenges surrounding infill develop-

ment through innovative design. The timing is particularly relevant as the launch of this project

coincides with the City of Philadelphia's broader plan to step up commercial corridor revitaliza-

tion. As part of its Neighborhood Transformation Initiative, the city recently launched ReStore

Philadelphia Corridors, which will direct approximately $65 million from the recently approved

Cultural and Commercial Corridors bond to make commercial corridors more welcoming and to

attract and retain businesses.

Infill Philadelphia: Commercial Corridors complements this work perfectly, responding to a wide-

spread desire to rediscover the elements of urban life that make city living exciting and conven-

ient, with central places to shop, work, meet neighbors and enjoy art, culture and nightlife. The

initiative demonstrates how inventive design can open up new possibilities while also preserv-

ing the wonderful context and fabric of Philadelphia's neighborhoods. 

Revitalizing Philadelphia's neighborhoods is critical, and requires diverse expertise and a collec-

tive commitment from both the private and public sectors. The success of Infill Philadelphia:

Commercial Corridors proves how collaboration can generate new ideas and fresh approaches.

We are pleased the Community Design Collaborative is lending a unique voice to the process and

commend both the Collaborative and Philadelphia LISC for their promising partnership and the col-

laborative process that gave life to the inventive designs on the pages that follow.  

Eva Gladstein

Director of Neighborhood Transformation 

Office of the Mayor, City of Philadelphia
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Infill Philadelphia
Infill Philadelphia, a first-of-its-kind, five year initiative,
was launched in January 2007 by the Community
Design Collaborative—a nonprofit driven by the phi-
losophy that design matters in every neighborhood.
This unique initiative brings together design practition-
ers, community development experts, policymakers,
funders and the media to address urban infill develop-
ment, a significant neighborhood revitalization strate-
gy for Philadelphia and other older American cities. 

The initiative was created to help older communities
re-envision their neighborhoods, leverage existing
assets, rethink the use of older spaces, and address
practical concerns of specific sites and the communi-
ty.  The results will help illustrate how well-designed
infill development can renew Philadelphia communi-
ties, knit them back together and return a better 
quality of urban life to more Philadelphians. 

Infill Philadelphia uses a design-centered approach
that hinges on collaboration and promotes innovation,
from start to finish. Guiding the Infill Philadelphia
approach is an intensive, interactive design process,
or “design challenge,” in which volunteer design
firms simultaneously develop conceptual designs for
three real-life sites selected by community-based
organizations. 

Infill Philadelphia will be implemented in three phas-
es, each addressing a specific type of infill develop-
ment. The first phase of the initiative focuses on com-
mercial corridors.

Infill Philadelphia: Commercial Corridors
Vibrant commercial corridors have long been indica-
tors of healthy neighborhoods. They have historically
served as the centers of neighborhood life, providing
residents with access to shopping, jobs and entrepre-
neurship opportunities. Even today, commercial 
corridors remain critical “zippers” that bind neighbor-
hoods together and keep resident and business 
dollars local. 

In Philadelphia, after decades of decline, public offi-
cials, private developers and local community leaders
are placing new emphasis on revitalizing commercial
corridors, recognizing their power to promote local
investment, keep property values strong, and preserve
the social and physical fabric of older neighborhoods.  

To ensure the designs created through the first phase
of the initiative can move from concept to develop-
ment, the Collaborative sought out the expertise and
support of Philadelphia Local Initiatives Support
Corporation (LISC), a national leader in the area of
commercial corridor development. The two joined
forces and sponsored a design challenge, which
explored revitalization projects for three distinct com-
mercial corridors in Philadelphia and result in three
highly innovative designs. 

Each site represents a different scale of development
and a design challenge characteristic of many corri-
dors. Design concepts were developed to respond to
each site’s unique requirements: converting an exist-
ing building into a full-service restaurant, reusing a
vacant theater, and enhancing a corridor gateway. 

A new approach to a common development
hurdle in urban neighborhoods…
Infill development sites are best characterized as neglected public spaces and
clusters of vacant or nearly-empty buildings and land. Over time, these sites can
obstruct community development plans and even threaten neighborhood stability
and growth.

Goals:
Generate workable solutions for 
under-utilized space in Philadelphia 
neighborhoods.
Promote systems change by developing
exciting ideas that will help Philadelphia
leaders rethink the future of the city’s
neighborhoods.
Foster an understanding of the value of

good design among community leaders
and developers.

The Design Challenge:
Teams. Three community-based organiza-
tions and three volunteer design firms
team up to address a site selected by the
community-based organization. 
Site visits. Each team visits the site and
surrounding corridor to better understand
its challenges and opportunities.
Juried mid-review. A jury of experts in the
fields of design, development, funding, and
policy provide feedback to the teams. 
Juried public presentation. The firms
present final design concepts to the jury
and a larger audience. 
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Context for Change
The 60th Street Commercial Corridor is located in the
heart of Philadelphia’s Cobbs Creek neighborhood,
extending north to south from Arch to Catherine
Streets. This 11-block corridor serves a moderate-
income, African-American community where more
than two-thirds of households are homeowners. Once
a vibrant stretch of busy city blocks, the corridor is
now confronting high vacancy—the result of compe-
tition from newer retail centers in the nearby suburbs. 

Adding to the challenge is the reconstruction of 60th
Street Station of the Market-Frankford Line. The corri-
dor has always been a daily destination for SEPTA
passengers using the station. However, reconstruc-
tion has left it shuttered for several years and today
residents make only ten-percent of their purchases
along the corridor. Together, these factors have
accelerated the corridor’s decline. 

Opportunity for Revitalization
60th Street is currently receiving revitalization funding
and support through Philadelphia LISC’s Commercial
Corridor Revitalization program and The Partnership
Community Development Corporation (The Partnership
CDC), who both recognize the corridor’s potential to
change. The West Philadelphia Economic
Development Strategy, a step-by-step plan for
strengthening neighborhoods through the revitaliza-
tion of major commercial corridors, is instrumental to
this change. 

Supporting this plan is a redevelopment strategy cre-
ated for the corridor through a 2003 study funded by
Philadelphia’s Department of Commerce. The study’s
recommendations include consolidating the corridor
between Arch and Spruce Streets, where nearly two-
thirds of the 150 active businesses are clustered.
Reinvestment on these blocks can help 60th Street
regain its role as a viable, walkable corridor, especial-
ly with 60th Street Station’s recent reopening.

The Site
The immediate focus for The Partnership CDC is creat-
ing an identity for the corridor that reflects the commu-
nity’s African American, Caribbean, Asian and African
roots and strengthening retail closest to the station.
One of the sites integral to the corridor’s revival is the
vacant Imperial Theater, located on the 200 block of
60th Street. Constructed in 1914, the Imperial’s large,
white terra cotta archway anchors the block, with the
main theater space tucked behind four adjacent store-
front buildings. Remarkably, the upper stories of the
Italianate buildings that line the theater block still
retain their original architectural character. However,
at the ground floor level, the orginal storefronts have
been covered up over the years by wood siding, secu-
rity grates and small windows. 

The team’s project site consisted of two parcels—the
first comprised of the theater structure and the adja-
cent storefront buildings and the second combining
five additional vacant lots and buildings fronting 60th
Street in addition to a partially-occupied warehouse
on Chancellor Street. When assembled, the property
represents the largest commercial redevelopment
opportunity within the corridor. 

The Imperial’s archway entrance is mid-block, with the main theater space tucked behind four storefronts.  ■ The owner of Beans, Greens, and Soulful
Things, a thriving new business nearby.  ■ Restoring the original theater entrance and upper-story bays would preserve the rhythm of the block. 

The Imperial: Strategies for Theater Reuse 60th Street 
Commercial Corridor 

The Partnership CDC

Terra Studio, LLC

The Charge: Explore reuse alternatives for a neighbor-
hood theater, consider options for preserving the 
theater structure and the integrity of the existing
block, and reassemble and re-imagine smaller com-
mercial properties to support new, multi-use retail. 
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The Design Solution 
The repair and preservation of the theater’s façade
was the team’s primary concern because of the his-
toric and social value of the building and its unique
presence on 60th Street. Unfortunately, upon closer
inspection, the team concluded that there were no
interior elements to save. The concept calls for the
ground floors of the four adjacent storefront buildings
being joined into one, larger retail space with gener-
ous windows to the street. The upper story bays and
cornices would be restored to protect the integrity of
the block. 

Two reuse options were explored: mid-rise housing
and a family entertainment center. The mid-rise hous-
ing option did not support the Partnership CDC’s 
strategy to focus its residential development plans 
on blocks south of Spruce Street. However, the family
entertainment center concept fit perfectly with its
goals to re-establish 60th Street as a fun destination
while meeting the current needs of neighborhood
families.  

The new venue would be entered through the historic
theater archway, with the main theater space refitted
as a roller-skating rink—the anchor attraction. The
team’s research indicated that successful family
entertainment centers rely on multiple attractions, so
the team’s two conceptual plans demonstrate how
the theater building, when combined with adjacent
parcels, could accommodate dining and party areas,
a snack bar, a softscape play area, a video arcade, an
indoor amusement ride and accessory parking on the
development site.

“A design study is a great way to spark interest by property own-
ers and help them reconsider their properties. —Stephanie Scott,
The Partnership CDC

An entertainment center would draw neighborhood families to 60th Street.  

Design Strategies

■ Combine properties to
support the adaptive
reuse of a signature 
commercial building

■ Selectively preserve 
architectural elements to
maintain the context of
the corridor

■ Open up the ground 
floor to the street to
encourage activity and
public safety
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A s directors of the organizations that partnered to create a new dialogue and vision for

commercial corridors in Philadelphia, we can confidently report back to our board

members, funders and many volunteers that the return on investment for this program

is significant. The hours and dollars spent to bring this idea to life have been well worth the com-

mitment. 

The design professionals, community development leaders and jury members who gave hours

from their over-extended schedules to participate have told us the same—time well committed.

Not all volunteer experiences give you the opportunity to use your creative talents, meet new

people who can enrich your professional and personal lives, and learn—all while giving time and

talent to contribute to Philadelphia’s future success.

While this publication summarizes the fruits of everyone’s efforts in this first stage, we want to

stress the value of partnerships and collaborations in our closing message. This  program would

not be successful if it weren’t for the many different volunteers, organizations and funders com-

ing together to brainstorm ideas and create concepts that can be taken to scale—and ultimate-

ly developed. 

Infill Philadelphia: Commercial Corridors is just the beginning of an initiative with plans to devel-

op two more components over the next few years. We’re only now beginning to realize the

impact that this program can have in Philadelphia, and we are hopeful that even more potential

partners and volunteers will contribute their great ideas and energy to Philadelphia’s growth 

and prosperity. 

Elizabeth Miller Mark Edwards

Executive Director Program Director

Community Design Philadelphia LISC

Collaborative
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The Community Design Collaborative gratefully acknowledges the following
individuals and organizations for their generous contributions:

PARTNER
Philadelphia Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC)

TEAMS
LANCASTER AVENUE COMMERCIAL CORRIDOR 
People’s Emergency Center Community Development Corporation 
CICADA Architecture/Planning, Inc.: Anthony Buonomo, Daryn Edwards, AIA,
Paula Giantsios, Mary Holland, AIA, Teisha Perry, Kurt Raymond, AIA

60TH STREET COMMERCIAL CORRIDOR 
The Partnership Community Development Corporation  
Terra Studio, LLC: Gabriela Cesarino, Naquib Hossain, Tim Kerner, AIA, 
Kira Merdiushev

EAST PASSYUNK AVENUE COMMERCIAL CORRIDOR 
East Passyunk Avenue Business Improvement District
Brown & Keener Bressi–Urban Design and Place Planning: Todd Bressi,
Laine Cidlowski, Mark Keener, AIA, AICP, Doug Robbins

JURY
Scott Erdy, AIA, Erdy McHenry Architecture, LLC
Eva Gladstein, Office of the Mayor, Neighborhood Transformation Initiative
Alan Greenberger, AIA, MGA Partners Architects, Design Advocacy Group
Jim Hartling, Urban Partners, Philadelphia LISC Local Advisory Committee
Ahsan Nasratullah, Teres Holdings, LLC
Larry Segal, Impact Pennsylvania Strategies, LLC
Barry Seymour, AICP, Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission
Janice Woodcock, AIA, AICP, Philadelphia City Planning Commission
Earni Young, Philadelphia Daily News

MODERATOR
Alan Urek, AICP, Philadelphia City Planning Commission, 
Community Design Collaborative Board

ADVISORS
J. Randall Cotton, Preservation Alliance of Greater Philadelphia
Harris Eckstut, Econsult Consulting Services

FUNDERS
The William Penn Foundation
Philadelphia Local Initiatives Support Corporation
Philadelphia Office of Housing and Community Development
Office of the Mayor, Neighborhood Transformation Initiative
ReStore Philadelphia Corridors

Produced by Sage Communications Partners LLP in 2007
Photography by Raymond W. Holman, Jr. Photography and Mark Garvin 
Design: Willie•Fetchko Graphic Design

CDCInfillBro_final.qxd  12/13/07  9:09 AM  Page 9



For more information about
Infill Philadelphia, visit:
www.infillphiladelphia.org

or contact:
Community Design Collaborative

117 South 17th Street, Suite 210
Philadelphia, PA 19103
215.587.9290
www.cdesignc.org

Philadelphia Local Initiatives Support Corporation

The Cast Iron Building
718 Arch Street, Suite 500-S
Philadelphia, PA 19106
215.923.3801
www.lisc.org/philadelphia/

Community Design Collaborative is a volunteer-based
community design center that provides pro bono 
preliminary design services to nonprofit organiza-
tions; promotes best practices in community design
and development; and offers design professionals a
unique way to volunteer their skills in service of
neighborhoods. Founded in 1991 as a program of AIA
Philadelphia, the Collaborative is an independent 
501(c)(3) with a network of more than 600 volunteers.

Philadelphia Local Initiatives Support Corporation
helps resident-led, community-based development
organizations transform distressed communities and
neighborhoods into healthy ones—good places to
live, do business, work and raise families. By provid-
ing capital, technical expertise, training and informa-
tion, LISC supports the development of local leader-
ship and the creation of affordable housing, commer-
cial, industrial and community facilities, businesses
and jobs.

2007
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