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  Report of the CRE Consulting Corps – University District Partnership

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

CRE Consulting Corps

University District Partnership

The University Of Arkansas at Little Rock

The Counselors were charged to assess the feasibility and community acceptance of various approaches for redevelopment of the commercial real estate areas surrounding the University District. The initial considerations were three-fold, namely:

1. A credible and focused business strategy;
2. The benefit to University District residents;
3. The identification of alternate approaches, if any.
The initial scope of work included tours and field inspections of the University of Arkansas at Little Rock (UALR) campus, the University District and immediate environs, as well as Little Rock proper. The latter included the Central Business District, the Clinton Library, the University of Arkansas Medical School (UAMS) campus, North Little Rock, the 12th Street corridor and attendant neighborhoods, including of War Memorial Stadium. Additionally, the Counselors visited the campus of the University of Central Arkansas in Conway.

Several documents and previous UALR commissioned studies were reviewed by the Counselors, including the University District Revitalization Plan and the UALR Master Plan. Extensive interviews were conducted throughout the city, UALR and UAMS campuses. Stakeholder interviewees included: UALR leadership; City leadership to include the Mayor, City Manager, and the Planning & Development Director; Chamber of Commerce and economic development officials; UAMS leadership; local property managers, brokers and investors; church and neighborhood leaders; Arkansas State Highway & Transportation Department (“AHTD”) planners and engineers; Little Rock Counselors; and Bobby Roberts of the Central Arkansas Library System.

Demographic information was analyzed, as well as current real estate market conditions. The Counselors deliberated socio-economic circumstances, external influences to the University District, and the UALR campus setting within the District’s defined boundaries. As the engagement unfolded, it became clear that the overriding consideration was the Mission of UALR, and that Counselor recommendations would be held to that standard.

FINDINGS

Highlights of the Counselor findings are as follows:

· The future of the City of Little Rock lies with the success of UALR, the University District and UAMS. A UAMS-UALR alliance is the best bridge across the I-630 barrier. There is no significant real estate connection between the two campuses. Accomplishing a physical link therein would afford the alliance strategic significance.
· Stigma plagues the University District.  Most notably, we observed public safety concerns and property deterioration. The retail rental gap between Mid-town and the University District is significant. Asher Avenue blight undermines the South Gateway concept as currently presented in the UALR Master Plan.

· Neighborhoods within the University District and immediate locale have declined and require renewal. The keys to that renewal are improved public safety, good elementary and high schools, higher home ownership rates than present, and more dedicated open space and parks. There are unmet housing needs for UALR students. Additional student housing with nearby student oriented retail activity along the eastern periphery of the campus would spur renewal as well. Community vitality drives commercial real estate success.

· University Avenue is problematic. There is no clear entrance to UALR on University Avenue. Further, we noted a lack of cooperation between the City of Little Rock and UALR in efforts to improve the appearance and function of University Avenue—the primary thoroughfare—particularly with regard to sidewalks and the streetscape. The Mayor indicated that the widening of University Avenue between 19th Street and Asher Avenue was no longer being considered. The Asher Avenue/University Avenue interchange configuration remains unresolved.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Counselor recommendations are as follows:

· Target land acquisitions between the UALR and UAMS campuses. Notable candidates include: the Our Lady of Good Counsel campus at along 12th Avenue near Fair Park Avenue; and, the Lions Club Eye Institute campus at the southeast corner of the intersection of 28th Street and Fair Park Avenue.

· Target land acquisitions at the southern periphery of the UALR campus. Two immediate prospects, understood to be on the market, include the parcel at the southwest corner of the intersection of Fair Park Avenue and Asher Avenue; and the Coleman Diary tract, located south of Asher Avenue, west of Mabelvale Pike and east of University Avenue.

· Buffer the University District from Asher Avenue. Near term remediation of the decay along Asher Avenue appears beyond the control of UALR. Landscaping and improved presentation of the terrain with exposure to Asher Avenue would facilitate both curb appeal and the southern entrance to the UALR campus.

· Purchase the Big Lot leasehold. A prominent Little Rock property management firm has offered to facilitate a relocation of the Big Lot store from University Plaza to comparable space in the immediate area. Additionally, UALR has certain advantages as a public institution which may allow condemnation of leases on UALR-owned property, where space may be more advantageously used. The University Park Plaza could be adapted for nursing and research incubators, to promote the UALR-UAMS alliance.

· Create a better “Sense of Place.” A Coleman Creek Greenway should be implemented, thus improving the ambiance of the UALR campus and establishing a greenbelt north and south. Surface parking inside the campus should be reduced. Additional student housing should be constructed, with options for undergrad, graduate and married students. A neighborhood retail zone should be created along Fair Park Avenue south of 28th Street.

· Brand the University District with a northern orientation. The aforementioned “Sense of Place” will be enhanced by the UALR-UAMS alliance. The current UALR Master Plan displays the main entrance to the campus from Asher Avenue. This is the wrong orientation.

RECOMMENDED ALLIANCES

The Counselors recommend the following Alliances be pursued by UALR:

· UAMS. UALR should offer a site of up to 10 acres on its campus to assist UAMS with its expansion plans, and create an immediate physical link of the two campuses. This would also set in motion an improvement of relations with the City of Little Rock. UALR should support extension of the dark fiber network with UAMS.

· Clinton Library. UALR should continue to enhance and supplement its downtown presence with the Clinton Library. International exposure is of long-term benefit, with due consideration to the presence of the Mexican Consulate within the University District.

· 12th Street Corridor Coalition. The 12th Street corridor, between the UALR and UAMS campuses, is the subject of current study by influential parties and the City of Little Rock. Its location and future recommended use is critical to the UALR orientation and land use.
· St. Mark’s Church. This neighborhood church has a large constituency of approximately 6,500 worshippers, drawing from all over the Little Rock area. A $20 million fund raising campaign for expansion of the church facilities is underway.  Bishop Steven Arnold indicated to the Counselors that he is eager to establish a stronger relationship with UALR.

· School District. UALR should work with UAMS and adopt schools in the University District. As schools improve, so does the neighborhood.

· Adjacent neighborhood associations. Neighborhood organizations expressed a sincere desire to be involved with UALR, addressing property improvements, public safety, pedestrian traffic, better amenities such as more restaurants and improved retail. As the neighborhood improves, commercial redevelopment within the University District will follow.
COMMENTARY

After the initial tour of the UALR campus and the University District, the Counselors were soon to establish that the Mission of UALR was the benchmark for the redevelopment of the commercial real estate areas enveloping the campus. By focusing inward on that Mission—to the development of student intellect and thus the ongoing discovery and dissemination of knowledge—more than just academic pursuits are improved and energized.

Society is served and strengthened by enhancing awareness in scientific, technical and cultural areas, as evidenced by the UALR alliances recommended herein.  All University District and UALR stakeholders have the responsibility of stewardship, which promotes humane sensitivities and the understanding of interdependence. Real estate is but only one tool to affect change.

UALR contributes to the City of Little Rock, the state of Arkansas, our country and the greater good by the proper application of its resources. Hopefully the findings and recommendations of the Counselors will enable UALR to grow and prosper while adhering to its Mission. By doing so, the University District should benefit well beyond simply the commercial use of the underlying land.
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