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BASIC INFORMATION 

Regional Economic Development Council (REDC) Region: Southern Tier  

Municipality Name: City of Ithaca  

Downtown Name: Downtown Ithaca  

County: Tompkins  

VISION FOR DOWNTOWN 

Imagine a district that is colorful and engaging, invites exploration, is comfortable yet cutting-edge, 
honors the past while building for the future, is diverse and open to all…this is the Ithaca we are working 
hard to transform by revitalizing our downtown into a great and sustainable regional center in the 
Southern Tier…a downtown for the 21st century. 
 
Ithaca is a special place—with assets such as beautiful Cayuga Lake, waterfalls and gorges, Cornell 
University and Ithaca College, and our unique downtown with its pedestrian mall known as the 
Commons. We are indeed blessed with many assets. We are also a place that must continually work to 
overcome obstacles and barriers—a chronic shortfall of housing; a lack of large areas for development, a 
small city with big city problems, a history of a downtown defined by urban renewal demolition that 
leveled over one third of its historic buildings, a generation of virtually no private investment (1985 -
2004), and rising prices that make our much desired urban development even more challenging.  
 
Our DRI proposal reflects both these great opportunities and these equally great challenges. It is our 
effort to be extraordinary, to be a downtown that will survive and thrive in the turbulence of the years 
and decades to come, to be a regional downtown that benefits not just the City of Ithaca and Tompkins 
County, but the entire Southern Tier region, and to be meaningful and relevant in this 21st century. 
 
In our 2017 DRI, we will address the following: 
 
Boundaries and Catchment Area  

 

 Downtown Ithaca is extremely compact and walkable, with well-defined boundaries. 
Compactness and walkability are keys to place-making. Downtown Ithaca has a walk score of 97 
out of 100 points. 

 Downtown Ithaca has a catchment area that includes up to 217,000 people and contains at least 
five different sub-market segments—residents, visitors/tourists, students, employees, and 
transit riders.  

 
Past Investment and Future Development Potential 

 Downtown Ithaca, with the support and leadership of the City and County, has been working to 
attract new investment over the past decade and is poised to take a major leap forward with the 
assistance of New York State’s DRI program. 

 Downtown Ithaca is preparing to commence work on a 2030 downtown strategic plan that could 
be aided and derived from a DRI strategic investment plan. 
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Downtown Ithaca’s Proposed DRI Project Portfolio 

 We have assembled a portfolio of 19 projects for this DRI proposal. 

 These project fall into one of three categories: tourism development, jobs and business 
development, and housing development. 

 Collectively these projects will generate more investment than the current value of the 
downtown BID. The 19 DRI projects will generate $188,865,000 in total new investment. 

 These projects will create up to 467 new downtown jobs. 

 These project will create 390 units of badly needed new housing. 

 These projects will create 145 new hotel/lodging rooms. 

 These projects will add over 600,000 SF of new built space to downtown Ithaca.  

 These projects, in combination with the initial work preceding them, will fundamentally change 
downtown Ithaca and position it to thrive and sustain itself amid an uncertain 21st century 
economy. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
DRI DOWNTOWN ITHACA PROPOSAL 

 
 

Illustrative Case as of 5/19/17 

 
 

DRI Total Leverge Leverage 
    

Projects Ask $ DRI $ 
DRI 
Ratio Housing Lodging New SF Other 

Harold's Square - phase 2 $2,500,000 $42,000,000 1 to  21 114   168,750 
Phase 2- Public infrastructure and 
connectivity 

City Centre $1,500,000 $40,000,000 1 to 26 192   150,000 
Phase 2- street level const. and 
impr. 

Heritage Center  $2,500,000 $5,000,000 1 to 2     20,000 Tourism center, new museum 

Downtown Meeting 
Center $3,500,000 $10,000,000 1 to 3     33,000 

Meeting center in heart of 
downtown 

State Theatre $1,000,000 $2,500,000 1 to 2     2,000 
Expanded capacity for theatre & 
added AC 

Urban Core/100 West 
project $500,000 $4,065,000 1 to 8 3 20 10,000 

100 West State block restoration 
by Urban Core 

Dewitt House   $30,000,000   45   72,500 Old Library site- rebuild 

202 The Commons $500,000 $6,000,000 1 to 12     38,584 Tenanting of historic bank building 

201-207 N. Aurora $500,000 $10,000,000 1 to 20 35   40,000 
New const. by land owner - 4 story 
housing 

Green Garage $1,000,000 $5,500,000 1 to 2.5       Rebuild of essential infrastructure 

Cayuga/West 100 street 
improvements $150,000 $500,000 1 to 3       

Improvements to west DT 
streetscape w/Fed DOT 

Winter Village Trail $100,000 $500,000 1 to 5       Gorge trail from downtown  

Wayfinding signage $300,000 $1,500,000 1 to 5       Tourism infrastructure 

Canopy by Hilton   $30,000,000     125 74,475 New boutique urban hotel 

115 N. Aurora $100,000 $250,000 1 to 2.5     2,500 Renovation for new business 

222 The Commons $100,000 $200,000 1 to 2 2   2,500 Re-activate vacant 2nd floor 

Ithaca Agency Bldg $100,000 $500,000 1 to 5 4     Renovate/modernize upper stories 

Workforce Hospitality 
Training $200,000 $250,000 1 to 1.25       

Workforce training for downtown 
hotels (2 years) 

Downtown Race for the 
Space $50,000 $100,000 1 to 2       

Support for winner &  3-5 runners-
up 

  $14,600,000 $188,865,000 1 to 19 395 145 614,309   
                
  Connotes projects that will also require a separate CFA application.  DRI will have $9.7 million in funds available for 

projects.    We show more recognizing a need to pare down during the planning process. 
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The Physical Environment and Downtown Quality of Life Policies 

 Downtown Ithaca has been building its “place-making” capacity through community 
partnerships. These partnerships include such entities as the Downtown Ithaca Alliance, the 
City of Ithaca, Tompkins County, Tompkins County Area Development (TCAD), the Tompkins 
County Chamber of Commerce, the Tompkins County Convention and Visitors Bureau, 
Cornell University, Ithaca College, Tompkins Cortland Community College (TC3), Cornell 
Cooperative Extension, The State Theatre Inc., Cinemapolis, the Community School for 
Music and Arts, the History Center of Tompkins County, the Tompkins County Tourism 
Program, Family and Children’s Services, the Community Arts Partnership, the Public Arts 
Commission, the Sciencenter, private developers, chain and independent businesses, and 
many more. 

 Place-making in Ithaca is very multi-dimensional. We list 12 different characteristics and 
aspects of place-making that are routinely used here in Ithaca to make a better downtown. 

 
Support and Readiness 

 The Downtown Ithaca Alliance (DIA), working in partnership with the City, County, TCAD, 
Cornell, and the Chamber of Commerce/CVB to name a few, will take a lead role in this DRI 
program. The DIA is celebrating its 20th anniversary in 2017 and is poised to make this 
transformational jump. 

 The assembled and proposal projects are real and ready to move forward with the help of 
DRI. We have assembled nearly $15 million of DRI need, assuring that the DRI planning 
process will have a ready supply of candidate projects. 

The capacity to administer and plan are in place, from the DIA, City, County, TCAD, and 
Chamber/CVB. 
 

The Need for DRI 

 The DRI program can make the difference between moving this transformative portfolio of 
projects forward and resorting to a development schedule that slowly and periodically 
moves single projects ahead. 

 All downtown Ithaca projects over the past decade have required subsidies and public 
support. These proposed DRI projects will also require subsidies and support to move 
forward. The DRI program provides a key program that can help propel projects ahead. 

 
Downtown Ithaca and the Region 

 These projects will help Downtown Ithaca better serve the Southern Tier region. We rely on 
the region for workers for Ithaca jobs and for housing that we are unable to provide. We can 
attract more visitors to other regional attractions. 

 Downtown Ithaca is prepared to work with other downtowns in the region on collaboration 
in marketing, networking, and exchange of ideas and best practices. 

 
It is the intent of the DRI program to “develop downtown strategic investment plans… that will 
implement key catalytic projects that advance the community’s vision for revitalization, promote 
sustainable economic development, and create places where the next generation of New Yorkers can 
raise their families, work, and enjoy the diversity of recreational activities all within their downtown”. 
Downtown Ithaca’s development goals for the future and its 2017 DRI Proposal are inherently aligned 
with the DRI program. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY(cont.) - VIDEO 

With the support of Ithaca’s Mayor, Svante Myrick, and the generous help from one of our local media 

production companies, Well Said Media, the Downtown Ithaca Alliance has assembled a short video to 

accompany our DRI Grant Application.  Our video summarizes the important and lasting impact that DRI 

grant funding can have on Downtown Ithaca to help make our city a great and sustainable regional 

center in the Southern Tier for the 21st century. 

 

 

DOWNTOWN ITHACA: 

Building a Great and Sustainable Regional Downtown for the 21st Century 

Our video can be found here: https://vimeo.com/221374035 
  

https://vimeo.com/221374035
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PART 1: BOUNDARIES OF THE DOWNTOWN NEIGHBORHOOD 

Detail the boundaries of the targeted neighborhood, keeping in mind that there is no minimum or maximum size, 
but that the neighborhood should be compact and well-defined. 

 
Downtown Ithaca is a well-defined, compact geographic area comprising the 22 block central business 
improvement district (BID) plus abutting and contiguous blocks able to accept additional downtown 
growth and development. A full page map of Downtown Ithaca DRI boundaries available in Appendix A. 
 

 
 
Many cities wrestle with large, expansive downtown districts that are neither compactn or walkable. 
These oversized downtowns are vestiges of earlier times prior to suburbanization when cities sported 
larger populations able to support such large central business districts. Today, after years of suburban 
growth and loss of city population, these large downtowns present new challenges, and compact and 
walkable downtowns have become essential for the 21th century. Successful center cities are walkable. 
They are places where people can feel comfortable jettisoning their vehicles and moving about on foot. 
Using a car to move from one part of downtown to another is generally undesirable, not only for energy 
savings reasons, but also because once in their vehicle, people are free and able to go anywhere—
including outside of the downtown district itself.  
 
Downtown Ithaca benefits from being a compact and walkable district. From the Ithaca Commons 
pedestrian mall in the center of the downtown and you can reach all of downtown within a two to three 
block radius.  This creates an eminently walkable environment that is more conducive to residential and 
office development as well as retail shopping. 
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The Downtown Ithaca DRI target area is not a new creation--- it is our traditional definition of 
downtown. It is bordered on the south by Clinton Street and the start of the Southside residential 
neighborhood; on the west by Route 13 and the West End commercial neighborhood that is adjacent to 
downtown; on the north by Court Street and the start of the Fall Creek and Northside residential 
neighborhoods; and on the east by Schuyler Place and the East Hill historic and residential districts. 
 
It is worth nothing residential neighborhoods abut all four sides of downtown, providing a ready 
clientele of some 23,000 people within walking distance able to access the goods and services of 
downtown. These neighborhoods play a key role in helping support downtown Ithaca as a place of 
commerce. 
 
Within the DRI boundaries are some of the city’s and the region’s most unique, popular urban treasures: 
The Ithaca Commons pedestrian mall, The historic Dewitt Mall, Dewitt Park, Press Bay Alley, Restaurant 
Row, Coltivare Culinary Arts Center, Six Mile Creek, and the historic West End. The area also contains 
such attractions and foot traffic generators as the historic State Theatre, soon-to-be four major hotels, a 
downtown cinema, the regionally renowned Kitchen Theater, the New Roots charter high school, a 
70,000 SF public library sited in a former department store, the Ithaca branch of Tompkins Cortland 
Community College (TC3), the Finger Lakes School of Massage, the Sagan Planet Walk, and the regional 
REV community business incubator.  
 
Spread among these attractions are over 70 retail businesses, 60 food and beverage businesses, 35 
service businesses, and approximately 400 office, professional and tech businesses. Collectively these 
businesses employ over 3,500 people.   
 
The boundaries allow for ample new growth and development. While the 22-block district is densely 
developed and zoned for high density, vertical development, the City and Downtown Ithaca Alliance 
(DIA) have identified some 19 sites for further and future development. When combined with the 
abutting blocks surrounding downtown, a well-defined, well-scoped area for growth emerges. This 
application details how Ithaca is prepared and poised to further development in these areas. Attached 
are maps showing the attractions and amenities in the DRI target area as well as DRI proposed 
developments and potential development sites as identified in the DIA’s 2020 Downtown Strategic Plan. 
 
Part 1 continues on next page with Ithaca Amenites & Attractions Map 
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Map of Downtown Ithaca Amenities & Attractions 
This map can also be found in: Appendix A 

 
Part 1 continues on next page with DRI Target Areas and Potential Future Development Sites Map. 
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DRI Target Areas and Potential Development Sites from 2020 Strategic Plan 
This map can also be found in Appendix A. 
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PART 2: DOWNTOWN CATCHMENT AREA 
 
Outline why downtown, or its catchment area, is of a size sufficient to support a vibrant, year-round downtown, 
with consideration of whether there is a sizeable existing, or increasing, population with easy reach for whom this 
would be  
 

Downtown Ithaca is a regional and upstate urban center for commerce, transit travel, shopping, dining, 
entertainment and arts & culture. It has a large catchment area and a large visitor and employment base 
able to support and sustain future growth and development. This catchment area can be assessed four 
ways—from a one-mile (walkable) radius; from a five-mile (urban area) radius; and from a 25 extended 
market radius; and from a regional perspective. 
 

One Mile Radius 
 
The downtown Ithaca urban core is surrounded on all sides by residential neighborhoods. The proximity 
of these neighborhoods makes pedestrian and bike access to downtown easy and commonplace. 
According to a 2017 Claritas demographic data report, est. 23,040 people reside with a one-mile radius 
of the Commons. We use one mile as the limit of walkability for pedestrian trips. With a walk score of 97 
out of a possible 100, Downtown Ithaca is one of Upstate New York’s most walkable places and one of 
the highest scoring, most walkable places in the northeast. According to census statistics, over 40% of 
Ithacans walk to work—one of the highest rates in the United States. 
 
Within this one-mile ring are five residential neighborhoods: Southside, Northside, Fall Creek, East Hill, 
and South Hill. These neighborhoods provide an excellent base of support for a strong and dynamic 
downtown district. Cornell University is also located within a mile of downtown; Ithaca College is 
between 1-2 miles from downtown. Both contribute to downtown foot traffic. 
 

Five Mile Radius 
 
The Claritas data shows that there are est. 61,521 people residing within five miles of downtown. This 
ring includes the Ithaca urbanized area—the City proper, the Town of Ithaca, and the villages of Lansing 
and Cayuga Heights. This is a catchment area that provides a large segment of the customer base for 
downtown Ithaca businesses.  
 

Twenty-Five Mile Radius 
 
At twenty-five miles, the downtown Ithaca catchment area contains est. 217,424 residents. Twenty-five 
miles incorporates all of Tompkins County plus parts of the abutting neighboring counties. It is the 
catchment area for much of our food and beverage industry and for a number of retail and professional 
office establishments.  
 

Regional Catchment 
  
Beyond a twenty-five mile ring, Ithaca serves as a regional hub for employment and commerce. 
Downtown, Cornell, and Ithaca College all serve as major employment hubs for a multi-county region, 
including much of the Southern Tier. According to MPO statistics, over 15,000 people commute from 
other counties into Ithaca on a daily basis. We have daily commuter buses from Schuyler County and 
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Elmira. Our employers, both large and small, routinely recruit talent and workforce from other Southern 
Tier counties. 
 

Tompkins County Journey-to-Work Statistical Map. 

This chart can also be found in Appendix A. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Geography of Downtown Ithaca 

Geographically, downtown Ithaca sits in the center of Tompkins County and at the southern gateway to 

the Finger Lakes. Downtown Ithaca is naturally bounded by hills on the south, west, and east and Cayuga 

Lake and the related flood channels and waterways to the north. Due to this unique geography of the 

lake and hills, all major state routes funnel into downtown Ithaca. We have not built a bypass around 

downtown, meaning major traffic must travel through downtown each day. 

While this geography helps draw people into downtown, it also results in the compact downtown 

outlines in Part 1. This compactness creates challenges for development, requiring us to be creative in 
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identifying and utilizing sites. Development in Ithaca tends to be in-fill and mixed-use. We do not require 

on-site parking for CBD projects, allowing them to access municipal parking from throughout downtown.  

Transportation and Downtown Ithaca   

Downtown Ithaca serves as the hub for the Tompkins Consolidated Area Transit system (TCAT). Several 

years ago TCAT was selected as the best small city transit company in North America. TCAT stations ring 

the pedestrian mall and radiate out to every town in the county and beyond. There is a special shuttle 

that connects Downtown with Cornell, providing 10-minute service between Downtown and upstate 

New York’s largest employer. 

 We are actively engaged in transportation demand management (TDM) efforts to alleviate the need for 

additional parking and to help meet our energy savings/carbon reduction goals. The DIA recently 

received a grant in early 2017 from NYSERDA to implement a pilot TDM implementation program in 

downtown. Downtown is home to Ithaca Carshare, our locally created Zipcar program. We are working 

on emergency ride home programs and remote parking strategies to encourage more alternative 

transportation. We have specific goals to shift people in the 1 and 5-mile catchment areas from single 

occupancy vehicles to other more efficient modes of travel. 

Demographic Snapshot 

The demographics of Downtown Ithaca and its marketplace have proven to be key assets for growth and 

development. These demographics can be categorized as employment, residents, visitors, students, and 

transit riders. 

 

EMPLOYMENT 

 3,500 people work within three blocks of the Commons; 

 Nearly 10,000 people work within walking distance (10 blocks) of the Commons;  

RESIDENTS 

 1,100 people currently live in the BID, with at least 190 more units planned or under 

construction. 

 23,040 people currently reside within ten blocks (one mile) of the Commons 

VISITORS 

 According to a 2010 report by Chmura Economic Associates, downtown Ithaca has 

approximately 354,000 annual tourist visits (42% of Tompkins County visitors visit 

downtown Ithaca). Today, we estimate that number at nearly 500,000.  

 Downtown Ithaca and its unique pedestrian mall is tied with waterfalls/gorges and Cornell 

as the top visitor destination in the County. 

STUDENTS 

 Cornell has 21,904 students who live both on campus and in the community, including 

downtown. Downtown is a particularly popular residential location for graduate students. 
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 Ithaca College has 6,769 enrolled students in 2015/16. Many of these students live on 

nearby South Hill or in Downtown proper. 

 Downtown also benefits from students attending the Ithaca extension branch of Tompkins 

Cortland Community College (TC3) and the new Finger Lakes School of Massage. 

TRANSIT RIDERS 

 TCAT public transit company had 4.5 million rides in 2013 and a majority of those rides 

originate or pass through the downtown Seneca and Green Street bus stations, the bus 

connection hubs for the county. 

 There are also multiple lines of inter-city buses connecting downtown Ithaca with 

Binghamton, and New York City which leave from Downtown. 

 

 

Ithaca and Tompkins County are experiencing population growth over the past decade. The City of 

Ithaca experienced 2.5% population growth from 2010-2014, with a sizeable portion of that growth 

attributable to downtown. 

Downtown Ithaca’s 2020 Strategic Plan calls for the addition of 1,500 housing units in the urban core 

during the decade 2010-2020. For much of this decade our multi-family housing vacancy rate stood at 

0.5%. Today that rate appears to be at an equally low 1.8%. The need for new housing stock is 

substantial. A housing study commissioned by Tompkins County several years ago showed a need for 

some 4,000 total units of new housing in all price points to meet this extraordinary demand. To date, 

the community has been able to only add about 2,000 units, leaving a backlog of demand from people at 

all levels looking to live and stay in Ithaca. 

Demographics position Downtown Ithaca as a regional and upstate center for growth. 

Tompkins County Population Growth: 

 http://ithacavoice.com/2015/05/which-tompkins-county-towns-are-growing-fastest/ 

  

http://ithacavoice.com/2015/05/which-tompkins-county-towns-are-growing-fastest/
http://ithacavoice.com/2015/05/which-tompkins-county-towns-are-growing-fastest/
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PART 3:  PAST INVESTMENT & FUTURE INVESTMENT POTENTIAL 
 
Describe how this downtown will be able to capitalize on prior, and catalyze future, private and public investment 

in the neighborhood and its surrounding areas. 

The story of investment in downtown Ithaca has been both inspiring and challenging.  

Downtown Ithaca’s path to development has taken numerous turns, but has been consistently marked 

by a community committed to and interested in the success and sustainability of its urban center. 

If you look historically at any city, you are likely to see a timeline of periodic growth interspersed with 

other periods of stagnation and inactivity. Windows of development opening and closing over the years 

depending on the national and international economic climate, interest rates, the availability of capital 

for investment, the local political scene, and numerous other factors often out of the control of a local 

community. This same record of periodic growth occurred in Ithaca. Most of the historic buildings we 

see in downtown Ithaca today come from three periods: the first, around turn of the 20th century, the 

second, leading up to the Great Depression, and the third in the 1970’s into the early 1980’s. This last 

major boom (1975-1985) helped put into place projects that would define downtown Ithaca for the next 

generation—the Ithaca Commons, the Dewitt Mall, Center Ithaca, the Green Street and Seneca Street 

parking garages, and the Rothschild building.  

Decline and Stagnation (1985-2005) 

As suburbanization spread and commercial development veered toward the edges of the community, 

downtown investment in Ithaca stalled. Aside from some strategic investments in new public buildings 

made by Tompkins County (a new Library in a vacant department store; a new Mental Health Building, 

and a new Social Services Building), there was little private investment in the urban core between 1985 

and 2005. Nearly all of the private investment was being targeted to the edges of the community—

arterials, the regional shopping mall area, and the burgeoning northeast area of the Town of Ithaca. In 

2000, plans were also underway to open up the Route 13 arterial corridor for big box retail 

development. By 2000, the downtown vacancy rate had reached 25% and major employers were 

considering relocating to other parts of the community. The Commons pedestrian mall was turning 25 

years old and had not received any reinvestment since opening. The downtown garages had filled up but 

were suffering from a lack of reinvestment. It was clear that a change in policy and emphasis was 

needed if Downtown Ithaca was to sustain itself and be relevant in the 21st century. 

A First Wave of New Investment 

In 2000, the recently formed BID (now known as the Downtown Ithaca Alliance) became more active, 

creating a new ten year Downtown Strategic Plan. The City, County, and TCAD together worked to 

create a local tax abatement program to fill financial gaps that were keeping downtown projects from 

moving forward. A market study was conducted that demonstrated a demand for non-downtown 

oriented housing in the downtown core. A concerted effort was made to recruit new businesses, to 

retain existing businesses, and to attract new investment to the City center.  

The community rallied behind efforts of City government and the Downtown Ithaca Alliance to level the 

playing field for downtown growth and development. A catalytic project that helped jump start a new 

wave of investment was Seneca Place, a bold and unique project undertaken by Cornell University. 
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Devised by then Mayor Alan Cohen and Cornell President Hunter Rawlings, the project moved 300 high 

paying Cornell jobs to the heart of downtown in a new nine story building that would contain the Cornell 

workers but also leverage new speculative office space, a new Hilton Garden Inn hotel and ground floor 

retail, including the community’s first Starbucks.   

An innovative tax incentive program, CIITAP was launched in an effort to stimulate downtown growth by 

filling project funding. The program, administered by the County IDA, provided a key missing ingredient 

for downtown development--- “playing field leveling” financial incentives that enabled developers to 

consider projects that previously had no appeal.  

The City entered into negotiations with developers for a prominent municipally owned land parcel 

previously used for parking lots in the southern section of downtown. With the assistance of the CIITAP 

tax abatement program, this effort resulted in the creation of Cayuga Place and the Lofts at Six Mile 

Creek. 

The efforts of the City, the BID, the County and TCAD (who manages the CIITAP program) bore fruit. 

Prior to the recession, Downtown Ithaca became a bright spot on the upstate New York landscape. 

During the period 2005-2011, Downtown gained 100 new residential units, 160,000 SF of new office 

space, 104 new hotel rooms, several large anchor retail spaces, and an aggregate $96 million in total 

investment, most of it private. For the first time in a generation, development came to Downtown 

Ithaca. 

The 2nd Wave of Downtown Investment (2011-2016) 

The great recession of 2008 brought a halt to downtown development, stopping projects in their tracks. 

But, by 2011, interest in development began to resurface, aided by two additional policy moves made by 

the City and community.   

o A revised and streamlined CIITAP tax abatement process that was more attractive to 

developers. 

 

o A downtown re-zoning package that provided for increased densities and heights, again 

making development more attractive. 

A second wave of downtown development ensued. From 2011 - 2016 Downtown Ithaca experienced 

another $75.3 million in private sector investment with the following growth and development totals: 

20,100 SF of new retail; 97,500 SF of new office space; 169 additional hotel rooms; and 166 additional 

housing units. 
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This is the foundation from which we can 

work for implementing a Downtown 

Revitalization Initiative (DRI) grant. 

 

Planning for Future Downtown Investment 

In 2016, we submitted a DRI application that 

contained 14 projects that had been 

identified, with developers prepared to move 

forward if DRI funding could be used to assist 

in supporting the projects. One year later, as 

we prepare for the 2nd round of DRI funding, 

one of the 14 projects has moved forward. 

We have another list of 19 projects. There 

are two important observations from this 

exercise: 

(1) In Ithaca, we are blessed with a 

capacity to undertake a significant 

number of projects. We have the 

interest, the developers, and the 

opportunity; and 

 

(2) Without financial support and 

assistance, even with the programs 

and policies we have instituted, 

these projects will only move slowly, 

one-at-a-time. There is an 

opportunity to produce 

transformational change in 

downtown Ithaca, but only if the resources and support through DRI are available to help. 

These graphs can be found in Appendix B. 

Development Activity in Downtown Ithaca  

Year 
Total Office 

Space (SF) 
Total Retail 

Space (SF) 

Total 
Hotel/Lodging 

units (#) 
Total Housing 

units (#) 

2000  690,000   250,000  181 429 

2016  813,000   302,000  295 669 

2020  957,000   322,000  589 1059 
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The Hurdles to Downtown Development 

It is important to note that each and every Downtown Ithaca project has required public subsidy and 

support to move forward. Some of our projects have taken years to bring to fruition. The recently 

opened Marriott Hotel project was initiated in 2007/8. It was first attempted by the property owner and 

subsequently stalled by the recession. It took on a new managing partner, but still needed to re-scope 

the project, and fill project financial gaps even after local incentives were added. This is not unusual for 

downtown Ithaca projects. While they are viable long term projects, they have steep capital and equity 

requirements that inevitably require public sector help and support. 

While Ithaca benefits from a remarkable housing market and an equally strong lodging market, projects 

in downtown Ithaca remain remarkably difficult to implement. It is important to have market potential, 

to have the requisite demographics, to have the capacity to grow and the marketplace to support such 

growth. But, as history has shown us, these market potentials are not sufficient. Developers in Ithaca 

need to overcome the financial hurdles that remain, even with available market potential.  

In Downtown Ithaca development is costly for the following reasons: 

 The blessing of a compact, walkable downtown is that it can become a special, dynamic, 

pedestrian friendly place. The curse is that development must be creative, flexible, and able 

to fit into small sites. This is expensive. The recent Carey building is an excellent example. 

This project was essentially a five story overbuild on top of an existing historic two story 

property. The costs of overbuilding were extreme, and could not have been overcome 

without support from the CIITAP tax incentive program and from CFA funding for the anchor 

tenant--REV, our downtown community incubator. The 159-room full-service Marriott Hotel 

has been built on an 8,000 SF plot of ground, with virtually no space of staging. The 

construction was inordinately expensive—major foundation footers were required, a major 

crane was required, and materials had to be scheduled for day of use delivery.  

 Downtown Ithaca development is vertical. The small parcels and the infill nature of our 

projects necessitate building vertically not horizontally. This results in more expensive 

construction classifications and costlier projects. On the other hand, vertical projects create 

a truly dense downtown core that is more efficient and more dynamic. 

 Downtown Ithaca property is expensive. Successful projects have sparked an uptick in 

pricing for downtown properties. While this is good for owners, it compounds our 

difficulties, creating larger project financial gaps.  

 Most of our projects involve new construction. While a handful of older, under utilized 

buildings remain, the majority of our projects consist of new construction. This is much 

more expensive in a tight, urban environment. 

 Downtown projects undergo intense public and community scrutiny. They are highly visible 

and will be iconic parts of our landscape for generations to come. But this scrutiny can be 

costly as project details get refined. 

 Our CIITAP tax incentive has been a great help for downtown projects, but it too requires 

developers to spend additional money on “community benefits.” These community benefits 

are very important, but costly, items related to wages, local labor, diversity, sustainable 

buildings, and affordable housing. 
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 While downtown Ithaca rents are strong, they still do not carry projects without subsidies 

and support. New construction necessarily creates a need for high residential and 

commercial rents. These rents must be moderated by our regional marketplace, which 

results in funding gaps requiring either excessive equity or public subsidy. 

 A 2016 downtown housing demand market study by The Danter Company reported that 

downtown Ithaca was approaching market capacity with higher end rental housing. This 

means that developers will need to moderate their rents to meet the market—which in turn 

creates funding gaps in projects.  

 Each and every Downtown Ithaca project during the past 12 years required public subsidy and support. 

Fortunately, these subsidies are not as large as may be required in other Southern Tier cities, due to the 

strong residential and lodging markets here in Ithaca; however, projects all have gaps which unless 

filled, will make them unable to move forward. 

 In the past the City, County/TCAD, and DIA have worked as a team identifying and securing funding 

sources to cover such gaps. The most utilized funding programs: 

 

Project Funding Sources Most Frequently Used: 

 The local CIITAP tax incentive program 

 The New Market Tax Credit program 

 City funded and creatively structured land sales 

 Historic preservation tax credits (RTCs) 

 Low Income Housing Tax Credits and other Federal/State low income housing sources 

 The NY Main Street program 

 The NY Restore NY program 

 The STREDC loan fund 

 

Today, this list has narrowed substantially. CIITAP incentives remain, but community benefits have 

whittled away some of their fiscal value. Once Ithaca became a metropolitan city, New Market Tax 

Credits became extremely hard to access. We now compete against NYC, Dallas, and Miami for access to 

these funds. Downtown City and County land has been expended, so creative land sales have ended. As 

we use up our remaining historic properties, RTCs become less useful and it is unclear if RTCs will survive 

at the Federal level. 

For Ithaca to continue to build a city for the 21st century, we will need the assistance of other gap filling 

sources. DRI and URI can be crucial to the next phase of growth and development in Downtown Ithaca. 

The 2017 DRI Program and its Impact on Ithaca 

As we look ahead there is reason for considerable optimism. Downtown Ithaca has created a national 

brand. It is known throughout the country as a bright spot for place-based urban development. It is a 

place where we are creatively using our assets to leverage growth. It is a place where we have been 

willing to make tough political decisions that support downtown growth and help us shape the type of 
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downtown that will be successful and sustainable into the future… a place that people want to visit, 

desire to live, and prefer to work. 

We have demonstrated we can build projects, we can attract investment, and we can overcome 

development hurdles and challenges. We have assembled a portfolio of real, tangible projects, both 

private investment projects and infrastructure projects which can collectively bring transformative 

change to Ithaca. We subscribe to the practice that strong, sustainable downtowns are built not with 

one singular blockbuster project, but with many projects of varying sizes, and together create a strong 

and sustainable place.      

The DRI grant program can help us achieve this vision. The Ithaca proposal is called “Creating a Great 

and Sustainable Regional Downtown for the 21st Century”. This title speaks to our aims and ambitions: 

 Not to be ordinary, but extraordinary. We aspire to be a great small city downtown, 

in keeping with our national reputation and brand; 

 To be sustainable. That means we are building a downtown designed to last, to 

work for generations, to stand the test and challenges that lie ahead; 

 To be a 21st century city and downtown. Millennials expect walkability, they expect 

experiences; they expect technology; they expect transit options; they expect urban 

housing and urban jobs. We are not rebuilding a 20th century city--- we are building 

and planning for the future. 

In Ithaca, we host about 30,000 young people each year. Our prime business is education and we 

incubate and prepare the young professionals of tomorrow. They want and expect a 21st century city 

and a dynamic downtown. Our DRI proposal is designed to help us deliver. 

The Ithaca DRI proposal consists of 19 different projects that collectively result in $188,865,000 of total 

investment. This is over and above the investment we have achieved to date. A $10 million DRI 

investment will effectively produce a 19:1 leverage ratio. This is possible because we are building from a 

solid base.  We have the capacity, the developer interest, the community alignment, and the civic 

leadership team in place to make this happen, but we need DRI assistance.  

These projects are important, interlocking, and intermeshed. They are stronger and more relevant 

together than as separate stand alone projects. Without DRI, we are probably able to advance one or 

two at a time. With the DRI, we will make transformative impact on the landscape of Ithaca and the 

region. As the attached maps show, when added to the already completed projects, this DRI proposal 

will fundamentally transform downtown Ithaca, positioning it to be a strong and contributing regional 

hub that not only benefits Tompkins County, but much of the Southern Tier as well.   

These DRI projects are related to three interrelated areas: tourism development, job and business 

development, and urban housing. They include private sector driven development projects, both large 

and small, as well as critical place-making infrastructure that helps to bind and support the private 

investment.  

One way to evaluate the significance of this collective DRI investment is to compare its estimated value 

$188,865,000 to the current valuation of Downtown Ithaca’s 22 block BID, currently set at 

$177,105,500.  We are not just tweaking downtown Ithaca.  We are fundamentally and economically 

recreating downtown Ithaca.  
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Here we summarize the possible projects, indicating their value and contribution to the economic health 

of the region. In PART EIGHT, we will go into greater detail about each project.  You can also view the 

complete packet of project summaries here: 

http://www.downtownithaca.com/local/file_upload/files/2017_DRIProjectProposals.pdf 

 

Our DRI Tourism Projects  

We are making downtown Ithaca a must see destination for visitors of our region and upstate New York. 

Currently, the Commons pedestrian mall is one of the region’s largest visitor draws. In Tompkins County 

it ranks at the top of our tourism destination list, behind only Cornell University and the collective 

gorges and waterfalls of the area. We are augmenting our existing tourism capacity with the following: 

 

(1) Downtown Heritage and Visitor Center 

 

For decades, the History Center has been a fixture in downtown, located on the outskirts of the 

district in a hard to access address. A member of the Discovery Trail, this museum is the only 

member yet to upgrade its facilities. Working with Tompkins County, the Convention and 

Visitors Bureau, and other community nonprofits, the History Center is embarking on a major 

project to create a Heritage and Visitor Center on the pedestrian mall. This 20,000+ SF project 

will create a bold, new tourism attraction in the heart of the city. It will occupy the historic 

former Tompkins Trust Company headquarters’ building on the Commons. The project will bring 

new retail, an enlarged visitor center, an upgraded museum with multiple partners, and 

nonprofit office space. 

 

(2) Downtown Conference and Meeting Center 

As a recent market study touted, Downtown Ithaca has the capacity and the demand to support 

a community conference and meeting center. The Downtown Ithaca Alliance, working with the 

County, City, Cornell, and private hotel operators, is leading a project that will create a new 

conference center in the heart of downtown Ithaca. The project will be designed to 

accommodate 667 people in banquet seating and will have six breakout rooms, pre-function and 

exhibit space, and requisite back of the house infrastructure. The conference center will help to 

attract new business to the region, including a segment of conference business from both 

Cornell and Ithaca College, which is currently going out of the region and even out of state. 

(3) State Theatre improvements 

Currently, the State Theatre hosts 80 performance dates a year and draws over 50,000 visitors 

to downtown. The State Theatre is working on a program to expand its facility--- allowing for 

greater utilization and profitability. The Theatre is proposing to expand its limited entry foyer, 

add a meeting room/VIP lounge to the 2nd floor, and install air conditioning/handling that would 

allow it to operate in warmer summer months. 

  

http://www.downtownithaca.com/local/file_upload/files/2017_DRIProjectProposals.pdf
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(4) Wayfinding signage 

A downtown that relies on visitor traffic needs to be well signed. At this time Ithaca does not 

have adequate wayfinding signage. Recognizing this local and regional deficiency, the Tompkins 

County Chamber of Commerce teamed up with the Tompkins County Tourism Program to 

commission a detailed wayfinding signage plan for downtown, the City, and the County. 

Prepared by Peter J. Smith & Co. from Buffalo, this plan provides the blueprints for a 

comprehensive tourism wayfinding system that includes downtown Ithaca as one of its key 

components. 

 

(5) Canopy By Hilton Boutique Hotel 

Developer Neil Patel has been working to bring a world-class boutique hotel to downtown 

Ithaca… the Canopy by Hilton. This exclusive Hilton line featuring locally themed high end 

boutique accommodations, has been approved for 11 cities worldwide… including Ithaca. The 

first Canopy recently opened in Reykievek, Iceland and all but Ithaca are in top tier cities. 

Canopy will provide 125 rooms and a restaurant. It will be located near the east gateway to 

downtown across the street from the soon to be constructed City Centre. The project has 

received all permits and IDA tax abatement.  Canopy will be fourth major hotel for downtown 

Ithaca. 

(6) 125 W. Green (The Belvedere- a millennial hostel) part of Urban Core/100 West project 

Missing from the mix of lodging property has been a lower price point travel hostel or pensione. 

The Belvedere is a development project proposed by local Ithaca developer Urban Core, LLC. It 

will be on Green Street across from Press Bay Alley in a historic former home. Urban Core has an 

agreement with an operator to manage the 20 bed facility, offering a badly needed option for 

the community.  

(7) Winter Village Trail 

Ithaca intersected by the following three rivers; Six Mile Creek, Fall Creek, and Cascadilla Creek. 

While Cascadilla Creek and its accompanying gorge is only four blocks from downtown, Six Mile 

Creek actually runs through the center of downtown a mere one block from the Commons. 

Winter Village Trail is a proposed multi-purpose hiking, biking, and walking trail that will leave 

from downtown and traverse the entire Six Mile Creek gorge, ending at the Mulholland 

Wildflower Preserve. Named after the native American encampment that once used the gorge, 

this trail will be used by visitors and tourists, as well as local residents walking and commuting 

into downtown. 

(8) Cayuga & West 100 area streetscape improvements 

With the completion of the Commons, there remains streetscape work to be done in west 

downtown on Cayuga, West State, and West Green Streets. This 3-block area contains some of 

the elements in the DRI proposal and the streetscape improvements provide a visual linkage 

with the Commons, Dewitt Mall, and Hotel Ithaca/Coltivare.  The City has already received 

federal funds (DOT) to help with this effort and needs additional funding to complete the 
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work—new lighting, new sidewalks, and pedestrian amenities. We also seek to create a way to 

close off the 100 West State block as a car free zone on a regular basis.  

 

Our DRI Job and Business Development Projects 

Downtown Ithaca has emerged as a key employment and jobs center for the County and the region. 

With some 3,500 workers in the 22 block BID and 10,000 jobs within a one-mile radius, downtown is an 

important center of commerce. We propose to use DRI funding to further grow and enhance this 

employment center.  

 

(9) 202 The Commons 

This project will completely renovate and restore the seven story prominent historic vacant 

bank building located at the center of the Commons. Formerly a class B office building that lost 

its anchor bank tenant, building owner Ithaca Renting Company is now proposing a project that 

will create seven stories of new office space. The building owners are negotiating with a major 

tenant for the ground floor that would bring some 50+ jobs to downtown. The remainder of the 

building will also add an estimated 50 additional jobs.  

(10)  Hospitality  Employee Training program 

The importance of the hospitality industry to the life of downtown Ithaca is huge—with four 

major downtown hotels, plus a hostel and several urban inns. A key need for this industry sector 

is trained workers and we propose to utilize DRI funds to help underwrite a previously piloted 

hotel/hospitality worker training program. Working in conjunction with the Ithaca Urban 

Renewal Agency (IURA), we will fund continuation and expansion of a program that will train 20-

25 workers each year, providing a needed workforce to the lodging industry.  

(11)  Race for the Space program 

Five years ago the Downtown Ithaca Alliance pioneered a program called Race for the Space. 

Borrowed from Tempe, AZ and Duluth, MN, this program was a contest for retail entrepreneurs, 

providing the winner with free rent for one year plus a market basket of technical assistance and 

support. Total value of the award was about $50,000. This time the DIA would like to repeat this 

successful program. A vacant storefront on West Green Street has been donated to the 

program. DRI funding will help provide the runners up with cash award.  REV Ithaca Startup, the 

Cornell administered community incubator, will assist with this project. Five years ago we 

created 5 new businesses from this program and look to repeat this effort with DRI support.  

(12)  115 N. Aurora Street 

Downtown Ithaca has the region’s greatest collection of independent food and beverage 

operations. A recently vacated property on the block is in need of substantial renovation to be 

put back into commercial use and there is a proposed project for the space, subject to DRI 

funding. 
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(13)  Green Garage rebuild 

We list the rebuild of the Green Garage as a job and business development project. This 

essential piece of urban infrastructure is at the end of its useful life and requires rebuilding or 

demolition. The garage provides the primary parking for much of downtown Ithaca, including 

many of the projects listed in this application. Among the businesses and buildings dependent 

on the garage are the Marriott Hotel, City Centre, the Rothschild Building, Center Ithaca, City 

Hall, Commons West, and Harold’s Square. These properties represent over $130 million in 

investment, 36 businesses, 415 housing units, and 159 hotel rooms. Money from DRI would be 

combined with other city resources to help rebuild this key piece of business infrastructure.  

 

DRI Urban Housing Projects 

Along with lodging, housing is one of two economic engines that drives downtown investment and 

growth. In Ithaca, we suffer from a difficult and challenging shortage of housing- at all price points. The 

DIA and the County recently commissioned The Danter Company (Columbus, OH) to undertake a 2016 

Housing market demand and needs studies. The subsequent County Housing Strategy calls for the 

creation of 4000 new units over the next decade to address the unmet need. In Downtown, housing 

remains a key ingredient for project development. Only by adding more housing will Ithaca be able to 

moderate its high housing rental and sales rates—a problem that actually keeps workers from opting to 

locate in Tompkins County. Downtown is one of the major places where new housing can be added- 

particularly in dense, urban buildings.  

 

(14) Harold’s Square Connecting Infrastructure 

Originally designed to be a mixed-use retail, office and housing project, this planned major 

downtown project has been re-cast to feature more housing and less office space. The project 

was originally designed by L Enterprises of Horseheads, but has now expanded to take on 

McGuire Development of Buffalo as a development partner. The $42 million, 168,750 SF new 

construction project will sit on the Commons and have 114 apartment units (including 46 micro 

apartments), 15,580 SF of retail, and 16,000 SF of office space. Financing is now in hand and the 

developers are working to secure funding to assist with the important and necessary tie-ins with 

the surrounding buildings, neighborhood, and Green Street parking garage.  Funding from DRI 

would support phase 2 of this crucial project, a phase which will connect the new building to its 

surrounding neighborhood and provide the needed infrastructure. 

(15) City Centre 

An entire city block previously demolished for urban renewal and currently sporting a nearly 

vacant one-story suburban style office building will become the site of City Centre, a $40 million 

new construction project being developed by Newman Development of Binghamton. City Centre 

will be an eight (8) story 150,000 SF building, which contains 192 units of market rate 

apartments and will extend the pedestrian experience into this next adjacent block. The project 

has received all permits and IDA tax abatement. 
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(16) Dewitt House 

The proposed 72,500 SF building will feature 45 one and two-bedroom housing units, aimed at 

seniors (55+).  The ground floor will include 1,160 SF of commercial space and a 2,000 SF 

community space to be managed by an adjacent senior citizens center.  The project also 

includes 40 underground parking spaces and bike storage facilities. Final site plan approval is 

expected at the June meeting of the City Planning and Development Board. 

(17) 201-207 North Aurora 

Local developers Todd Fox and Bryan Warren have proposed a 35 unit, 40,000 SF housing 

project at the corner of North Aurora and Seneca Streets. This project has received initial review 

from the Planning Board and is being timed to go under construction after the completion of the 

two major projects—City Centre and Harold’s Square.  The project will feature ground level 

retail and make use of the adjacent Seneca Street parking garage. 

(18) 222 The Commons 

A smaller but important project is the reclamation and repurposing of the upper floor of the 222 

The Commons building for new housing. The vacant ground floor storefront has been filled and 

will become a new food operation of the landmark Simeon’s Restaurant. However, this use 

caused the shuttering of the upper level. Funding assistance is required to help the building 

meet code and make the upgrades needed for new housing. 2 units are expected. 

(19) Ithaca Agency Building 

Just west of the Commons is the four story Ithaca Agency Building at 112 West State Street. This 

property, owned by Brooklyn investor Seble Tareke-Williams, is in need of upgrading to its upper 

stories. With funding support, the owner plans to rebuild the 4 units. A vacant storefront would 

also receive improvements to enhance its lease-ability.  

The Ithaca DRI proposal is nineteen separate projects that all reinforce and relate to one another, 

creating a dynamic urban place. All are located within two blocks of the Commons. The cumulative 

place-making impact would be outstanding- both to downtown Ithaca and the region. The metrics of 

this new proposed plan are substantial: 

- 614,309 SF of new building investment in the heart of downtown; 

- Over $188 million in new investment, the vast majority private; 

- 145 new lodging rooms; 

- 395 new housing units; 

- An estimated more than 15 new businesses; 

-  An estimated 467 new jobs; 

- The current BID valuation is $177,105,500; this DRI proposal could double 

that valuation. 

 

This is the future of downtown Ithaca, that is, with the help and support of the DRI program. 
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Major past investments as of May 2017 

Ithaca is not starting from scratch. We have been aggressively and actively working to bring investment 

to downtown over the past 12 years. Our efforts have been slow and methodical, but effective.  We are 

able to complete a project or two a year, utilizing an array of programs and funding sources—which are 

becoming more and more sparse. The base this DRI proposal builds upon includes the following: 

●     Breckenridge Place: a $15 million project that created 50 units of affordable housing and was 

completed in 2013. 

●     Lofts @ Six Mile Creek: $11 million project that created 45 units of market-rate housing 

completed in 2015. 

●     Seneca Way Apartments: Created 38 units of market-rate apartments and 8,000 SF of office 

space. 

●     Argos Inn: Created 10 additional lodging units and redesigned the historic pub and bar on the 

ground floor. 

●     Press Bay Alley: $1 million renovation of the old Ithaca Journal building into 10,000 square 

feet of office space and the creation of micro retail units (approx. 300 SF/unit). 

●     Carey Building: $4 million renovation and expansion of the historic Carey Building involving 

the construction of space for Rev Start-Up Works on the second floor and five stories containing 

20 new housing units (including 16 micro units) in Summer 2016. 

●     Rothschild Building: Renovation of second floor space to create 7,000 square feet of 

additional space to accommodate Miller Mayer LLP and the Finger Lakes School of Massage; both 

companies moved into the space in late 2015. 

●     Coltivare/Tompkins Cortland Community College Educational Project:              $7 million 

construction of the first floor space below the Cayuga Street Garage into a culinary arts program, 

teaching site, and restaurant. 

●     Simeon’s Building: A rebuilding of  the vacant Simeon’s building at the corner of State and 

Aurora hit by a runaway truck, creating a new 2nd story restaurant and 8 units of housing. 

●     Marriott Hotel: The opening of the Marriott on the Commons, a $40 million, 159 room full 

service hotel anchoring the east end of the Commons. 

 Tompkins Trust Company Corporate headquarters building: construction is underway on a 

110,000 SF office building on East Seneca Street to house the corporate offices of Tompkins 

Financial. 

A more detailed summary of prior projects can be found in Appendix B of this proposal or 
you can review the past projects here: 
 
http://www.downtownithaca.com/local/file_upload/files/2017_DRIAppendixB.pdf 

http://www.downtownithaca.com/local/file_upload/files/2017_DRIAppendixB.pdf
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PART 4: RECENT OR IMPENDING JOB GROWTH  

Describe how recent or impending job growth within, or in close proximity to, the downtown will attract 

professionals to an active life in the downtown, support redevelopment, and make growth sustainable in the long-

term.  

 Who Populates and Uses Downtown Ithaca? 

Downtown Ithaca is a very unique place in our region. It has a growing population of urban residents. It 

has a base of area and regional residents who patronize its goods and services. It has a strong tourism 

and visitor base. It is our area’s largest public transportation hub and has a large ridership of daily 

patrons passing through downtown. It has a student population base that patronizes it as well. It has a 

base of arts and entertainment patrons who are drawn to downtown Ithaca. Finally, it has a growing 

base of employees and workers who use downtown on a daily basis. 

Downtown Residents 

In 2010, there were 20,551 occupied housing units within the Ithaca EMA (effective market area). This is 

an increase from the 19,624 units identified in the 2000 Census. By 2021, the number of occupied area 

housing units is projected to increase 7.5% from 2010 to 22,101. Over the next 5 years an overall 

housing demand exists for up to 1,350 units: 350 for-sale housing units and up to 1,000 rental housing 

units in the downtown EMA. 

A 2015/16 survey of downtown residents by the DIA and Cornell Cooperative Extension found a 

surprising array of ages and demographics. While these downtown urban residents tend to be graduate 

students, young professionals, empty nesters, and senior citizens, there were people of all ages, races, 

and ethnicities living in downtown units. A common characteristic was their interest in an urban 

lifestyle, either brought with them from other cities or from an interest in living in a walkable, dynamic 

center city.  

Beyond the BID boundaries are other urban residents who live within walking distance of downtown 

Ithaca. Claritas data from 2017 shows that there are 23,040 people living within one mile of the 

Commons. In Ithaca, we regarding one mile as the typical walking limit for commuters or patrons. 

According to Claritas, Ithaca sports one of the nation’s highest percentages of residents walking to 

work—over 40% of Ithacans walk as their primary mode of transportation to and from work. These 

residents reside in the adjacent downtown neighborhoods--- East Hill, South Hill, Northside, Southside, 

Washington Park, and Fall Creek. The proximity of these walkable neighborhoods to downtown is a 

major asset for Ithaca, one that has helped to sustain commerce in downtown over the years. 

In the past downtown Ithaca has served as a major employment center for the region. Within three 

block of the Commons are 3,500 workers—a combination of retail workers, professional and financial 

services employees, and local government workers, and a growing technology/creative core. 10,000 

people work at businesses within a one mile (10 block) radius of the central pedestrian mall. These 

figures include a segment of the workforces at Cornell University and Ithaca College. 

Area Residents 

While BID and close-in residents are important for downtown commerce, the urban core survives thanks 

to the patronage of area residents from the balance of the City, the County, and surrounding counties.  
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Claritas business opportunity supply/demand data illustrate the importance of regional residents to 

downtown Ithaca. Take the example of restaurants. As the chart below shows, downtown Ithaca has far 

more restaurants than can be supported by demand from walking residents (within one mile) or even 

urban core residents (within five miles). The demand for the large number of downtown Ithaca food and 

beverage businesses comes from people patronizing Ithaca from the County and surrounding counties 

(we typically use a 25 mile ring, but routinely see people and parties from all parts of the Southern Tier. 

These charts can be found in Appendix D. 

2017 Food & Beverage* Market Power Comparison 

Mile Radius from 

Downtown 
2017 Demand 

(Consumer Expenditures) 
2017 Supply       (Retail 

Sales) 
Opportunity 

Gap/Surplus 

1 mile  $55,718,308   $170,725,760  -$115,007,452  

5 miles  $171,172,250   $219,877,010  -$48,704,760  

25 miles  $484,157,317   $403,388,082   $80,769,235  

*Food Service & Drinking Places-722 Categories includes the following niches: Special Food Services-7223, 
Drinking Places-Alcoholic Beverages-7224, Full-Service Restaurants-722511, Limited-Service Eating Places-722513, 
Cafeterias, Grill Buffets, and Buffets-722514, Snacks and Non-alcoholic Beverage Bars-722515 

2017 data provided by: Claritas, LLC and Environics Analytic Group 
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Tourism 

Ithaca continues to build itself as a tourism destination and a central hub for people wanting to explore 

the Southern Tier and wine and lake country. 

A 2011 study that used data collected in 2010 showed that downtown Ithaca attracted 358,000 tourists 

annually. Today, we estimate that this number has grown to 500,000.  Tourists are attracted to Ithaca by 

Cornell University, the area’s waterfalls, gorges and state parks, and downtown. Tourism has become a 

significant part of the downtown commerce economy, with shops reporting stronger summer revenues 

than holiday revenues. 

This DRI proposal calls for a strong effort to enhance this tourism position by adding new attractions and 

making downtown more user-friendly for visitors. 

TCAT Public Transit Riders 

Ithaca /Tompkins County boosts one of the nation’s premier small city transit systems –Tompkins 

Consolidated Area Transit (TCAT). Several years ago TCAT was cited as the best small city transit system 

in North America. Ridership is split between area residents and students. TCAT hubs its routes in 

downtown Ithaca. The Seneca and Green stations are the systems two premier hubs. Each is located on 

either side of the Commons pedestrian mall, making the Commons an integral part of the transit hub 

experience. TCAT records show that 653,412 people rode public transit to or through downtown.  This 

comprises 15% total TCAT ridership for the year. Transit riders are an important part of the downtown 

economy.  

Students 

As one might expect, downtown Ithaca also serves the area’s large student population. The institutions 

of Ithaca (Cornell, Ithaca College, and TC3) combine for about 30,000 students.  

In downtown, Cornell students are drawn in by restaurants, special events, and shops. Ithaca College 

students live in nearby South Hill and use the downtown as their preferred eating and drinking 

destination.  Downtown hosts two TC3 properties: the Coltivare Culinary Arts, Wine Marketing, and 

Hospitality Training programs and the TC3 Ithaca Extension center. Both sites attract students on a daily 

basis.  

Beyond the three major institutions, downtown also hosts the Finger Lakes School of Massage, which 

operates three trimesters annually, training an estimated 150- 200 students each year.  

Arts & Entertainment Patrons 

Downtown Ithaca has traffic generating arts and entertainment attractions that bring people to 

downtown on a regular basis. These attractions include: the 1,600 seat historic State Theatre, which 

draws some 50,000 people annually; Cinemapolis, a five screen, stadium seating independent art movie 

house that draws 70,000 people annually; the 100 seat Kitchen Theater specializing in cutting edge live 

theater and drawing 9,500 people annually; the Community School for Music and Arts (CSMA), which 

draws 31,568 people to use its facilities and classes each year; and the six art galleries of downtown, 

which each month collaborate with about 20 other participating businesses in Gallery Night. The DIA 
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itself plans and orchestrates 8-9 different entertainment events, spanning 25 +/- days a year- attracting 

some 130,000 patrons annually. 

Workers and Employees 

Downtown Ithaca is home to approximately 3,500 jobs, ranging from hospitality to retail, banking to 

architecture, and design to high tech. With a walking distance (one mile) of downtown are 10,000 jobs. 

Downtown employees are drawn from downtown, the City of Ithaca, Tompkins County, and surrounding 

counties, including the entire Southern Tier. 

According to MPO statistics each day Ithaca 

welcomes some 15,000 in-commuters to 

Downtown, Cornell, Ithaca College, and 

other employment sites.  

Taken collectively, these various sources of 

patrons position downtown Ithaca to be a 

significant regional commercial hub. 

 

Where Do Ithaca Jobs Come From Today?  

At 9,800 workers, Cornell is the Southern 

Tier’s largest employer. The wage scale for 

employees is among the best in the State. 

While higher education employment ebbed 

slightly in recessionary periods, it remains a 

perennial strong and constant employer, 

making it possible for Downtown Ithaca to 

grow and develop. 

Cornell also helps contribute to the high tech 

businesses that start up in Ithaca. A number 

of these high tech firms call downtown their 

home and gravitate to the dynamic 

environment that downtown Ithaca offers 

their workforce. 

 In downtown Ithaca proper, jobs are spread 

among some 450 businesses. Large 

employment sectors include:  

hospitality/hotels; restaurants and food & 

beverage; banking and financial services; 

retail; professional services; government; 

and high tech. (see chart to the right) 

 

2017 Jobs by Sector Report* 

  

Area Group: 1.0 
mi. radius of 
171 E. State St. 

Total %  

2017 Est. Civ. Employed Pop 16+ by 
Occupation 10,227   

Architect/Engineer 291 2.85% 

Arts/Entertainment/Sports 294 2.88% 

Building Grounds Maintenance 299 2.92% 

Business/Financial Operations 447 4.37% 

Community/Social Services 215 2.11% 

Computer/Mathematical 417 4.08% 

Construction/Extraction 137 1.33% 

Education/Training/Library 2384 23.31% 

Farming/Fishing/Forestry 79 0.77% 

Food Prep/Serving 781 7.63% 

Health Practitioner/Technician 344 3.36% 

Healthcare Support 200 1.96% 

Maintenance Repair 86 0.84% 

Legal 110 1.07% 

Life/Physical/Social Science 616 6.02% 

Management 1009 9.87% 

Office/Admin. Support 1005 9.83% 

Production 178 1.74% 

Protective Services 130 1.27% 

Sales/Related 708 6.92% 

Personal Car/Service 307 3.00% 

Transportation/Moving 191 1.87% 
*2017 data provided by: Claritas, LLC and Environics Analytic Group 
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Looking into the future, Cornell is expected to add many more undergraduate and graduate students to 

its existing 21,904 currently in Ithaca. It will also experience tremendous turnover in upcoming years as 

baby boomers age out of the workforce. Cornell will be faced with recruiting premier talent to upstate 

New York and will count on Downtown Ithaca to be a strong and positive magnet for recruitment of 

millennial faculty and staff. 

 Access between Cornell and downtown is an important element of the Downtown Ithaca 2020 Strategic 

Plan. The plan calls for the development of strong transit links and corridors connecting Downtown 

Ithaca to Cornell, Ithaca College, and the emerging waterfront. Currently TCAT operates a high 

frequency shuttle that runs every 10 minutes between Downtown and Cornell is a typically the most 

traveled route in the system. 

Ithaca College employs 1,822 people (as of fall 2013) and has the same opportunity to help seed the 

economy of Downtown Ithaca. At Ithaca College the number of students will remain around the current 

6,769 mark. 

 Employment growth will also occur in downtown itself. If all of the proposed downtown projects come 

to fruition, they will add 467 new employees to downtown. These employees will include people at all 

end of the wage scale—hotel and retail workers as well as technology and creative class workers.  The 

table below summarizes this projected 

downtown job growth from new projects. 

 

Where Will Future Jobs & Growth Come 

From?  

Other Nearby Development/Growth 

While downtown Ithaca itself can be a key 

driver of growth and development, there are 

other nearby entities that can also positively 

help downtown Ithaca sustain and grow its 

commerce and its demand for housing and 

office space. These include: 

Chain Works:  Ithaca’s largest redevelopment 

site, Chain Works is a mere five blocks from 

downtown Ithaca. The project involves the 

rehabilitation of over 800,000 SF of space at 

the now vacant Emerson Transmission plant 

that would be redeveloped into light industry, 

office, and residential space. Faced with 

contamination of the soils underneath the site 

after years of neglect and inadequate cleanup, 

this site presents the opportunity for a major 

Estimated Job Growth from DRI Projects 
Projects New Jobs 

Harold's Square - phase 2 100 

City Centre 25 

Heritage Center  4 

Downtown Meeting & Conference Center 60 

State Theatre 25 

Urban Core/100 West project 20 

Dewitt House 3 

202 The Commons 100 

201-207 N. Aurora 20 

Green Garage   

Cayuga/West 100 street improvements   

Winter Village Trail   

Wayfinding signage   

Canopy by Hilton 50 

115 N. Aurora 8 

222 The Commons 0 

Ithaca Agency Bldg   

Workforce Hospitality Training (IHETP) 40 

Downtown Race for the Space 12 

Total 467 
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investment when the environmental factors are overcome. The site could provide up to 1,000 units of 

housing when completely built out- adding to the demand for downtown goods and services. It can also 

be a location of several hundred jobs, adding to the urban core job base. 

Cornell University: Cornell continues to grow as one of America’s great institutions of higher education. 

This continued growth results in more students and additional staff/faculty, all requiring housing and 

services.  

Ithaca Waterfront:  As the Ithaca waterfront builds out, efforts will be made to better link the waterfront 

area with downtown via transit. There are several possible development opportunities that can bring 

housing and other commerce to the waterfront area. By consciously linking the area to downtown, it will 

strengthen both areas in the years ahead. 
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PART 5:  ATTRACTIVENESS OF DOWNTOWN’S PHYSICAL 
ENVIRONMENT 
 
Identify the properties or characteristics the downtown possesses that contribute or could contribute, if enhanced, 

to the attractiveness and livability of the downtown. Consider, for example, the presence of developable mixed-use 

spaces, housing at different levels of affordability and type, healthy and affordable food markets, walkability and 

bikeability, and public parks and gathering spaces. 

 We are a Place Maker 

The key to a successful downtown is to create a “place” people want to experience- as residents, 

workers, shoppers, diners, or simply as people wanting to recreate and relax. We accomplish this 

through “place making” – shaping and guiding a district or area to become more walkable, more friendly 

and inviting, more exciting and dynamic, more sensory, more colorful, more active, and more 

memorable. This is what we strive to do in downtown Ithaca.  

We start with a partnership of key stakeholders: City officials, County leaders, business owners, 

developers and landlords, resident representatives, officials from Cornell, IC, and TC3, and 

representatives from the Chamber/Convention and Visitors Bureau—who comprise the Downtown 

Ithaca Alliance (DIA). This organization, created in 1997, serves as the focal center of discussion and 

action around downtown management and place making. Organized as 501(c)3 business improvement 

district, the DIA operates a comprehensive downtown program that revolves around five key areas—

business development and retention; downtown operations and environmental enhancement; 

marketing; special events; and transportation. 

Downtown place making happens because entities from across the spectrum become involved and 

engaged. The City takes the lead in maintaining the pedestrian mall, but the DIA provides supplemental 

support and assistance. The County provides funding for clean team ambassadors and special event 

planning. The City and DIA collectively pursue and attract businesses and investment to downtown. 

Cornell Cooperative Extension plants the lush gardens and planters and the DIA provides daily watering 

and weeding. The Sciencenter built and maintains the Sagan Planet Walk on the Commons and through 

downtown. Press Bay Alley has created a micro place of its own where farmers’ markets and 

entertainment occur on the regular basis. The CVB maintains a downtown visitor center, while the DIA 

provides a roving on the street hospitality ambassador.  

This commitment to partnership and collaboration is essential in place making and each year we work to 

grow and improve this capacity. In 2017, for example, the DIA, City, and County have collaborated with 

the nonprofit Family & Children’s Services on a unique program that places a community outreach 

worker on the streets of downtown to work first hand with homeless and other people for whom the 

street has become their refuge. The DIA is also working with local businesses to implement a “Pay It 

Forward” program designed to help people down on their luck directly access food and other 

necessities. Street banners and bike racks are designed from community art competitions that attract 

submissions from school children to senior citizens. 

 

 



2017 Downtown Ithaca DRI  Page 34 of 73 

 

 

What We Do to Make a Downtown a Better “Place”?   

What do we do in Ithaca to make downtown an attractive and livable place? As we summarized in our 

2016 DRI proposal, in Ithaca we believe you need to work on place making simultaneously from many 

different angles.  

 Pedestrian scale: Downtowns that work have a pedestrian scale. Many New York and 

Northeastern cities have shrunk over the past decades as their surrounding metropolitan areas 

have decreased in population. This result is over-sized downtowns that were scaled to a 

different age and more appropriately scaled to the automobile. Research has shown that the 

most successful downtowns have pedestrian scale… meaning users can readily walk from one 

end to the other, that streets and public spaces are designed to enhance walkability, and that 

there is a premium placed on the ground floor retail experience. 

In Downtown Ithaca, we are blessed with a pedestrian scaled core. The hilly geography of the 

City has worked to keep downtown tight and compact. Standing on the central pedestrian mall, 

one can walk three blocks in any direction and get to the edges of downtown. 

As mentioned, this walkable scale has many merits, but it comes at a financial cost. New 

development within such tight boundaries is expensive and requires creativity and flexibility on 

the part of the community. In spite of our renown as a city of seemingly endless debate, we 

have successfully put together programs that have helped to make development in tight urban 

quarters feasible. The DRI grant provides us with important gap filling assistance to help this 

development process continue. 

Cleanliness: A prerequisite for any downtown in today’s world is that it must pass the public’s 

test for cleanliness and safety. A discerning public that has grown up with privately managed 

interior shopping malls expects their shopping and dining experiences to live up to a certain 

level of cleanliness, order, and curb appeal. Without this prerequisite in place, it is difficult to 

create a strong and successful downtown. 

In Downtown Ithaca we have one of the State’s most dynamic and successful BIDs, dedicated in 

part to assuring that Downtown Ithaca meets this test for public acceptance. Working 

collectively with the City, the BID employs ambassadors who work to keep the public spaces, 

streets, and sidewalks of Downtown clean and neat. Crews remove litter and debris throughout 

the day, tend and water plantings, remove graffiti, and work to create an environment that is 

conducive to growth and development. 

Perhaps our biggest challenge comes in the form of aging infrastructure. While we successfully 

rebuilt our pedestrian mall (with the aid of State CFA funding), there are remaining blocks that 

have inadequate lighting and that require some additional level of improvement to bring them 

to acceptable levels of public approval. The DRI program can assist us in meeting these 

important catalytic infrastructure needs. 
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Public Art: In conjunction with cleanliness, a successful downtown needs to look and feel 

inviting, colorful, and attractive. Flowers and landscaping help accomplish this. So too does 

public art. Unlike flowers and plantings, art can remain year round and provide beauty and 

discovery in all seasons. 

In Downtown Ithaca we have a goal that we want our visitors and patrons to experience public 

art on each and every visit. We are making that happen. Whether you find art in one of our 

garages, on the sidewalks, or in alleyways, people who patronize Downtown Ithaca will discover 

and experience art at nearly every turn. This program was initiated by the DIA and is now run by 

both the DIA and the City’s Public Arts Commission. 

Mixed-Use Projects: Our downtowns were originally built with a mix of uses blended together 

within buildings. This mixing was important to the dynamism of our cities. People lived, worked, 

shopped, and entertained themselves in the same downtown neighborhood. This synergy made 

for workable, successful downtowns. Mixed-use is a key to downtown revitalization and a key 

fundamental of Downtown Ithaca’s 2020 Strategic Plan. Nearly all of our new projects and 

initiatives have honored this need for mixed-use development. 

Mixed-use development, however, does not always come easily. It requires a commitment to 

ideals, sometimes in the face of economic hardships. The City of Ithaca has an ordinance that 

requires ground level businesses in the Commons area to be active uses- that generate and/or 

live off foot traffic. Such an ordinance helps maintain the mixed-use appeal of the downtown 

and ensures ground floor tenancy remains retail and active. 

Site Plan Review considers the mixed-use nature of projects, and rewards urban core projects 

that reflect this diversity of uses.  

There are also some legacy projects that exist that were not mixed-use and act to diminish, 

rather than enhance the visitor experience. Downtown Ithaca has had its share of these, 

remnants of an earlier time when single-use projects were preferred. We have two downtown 

garages that are single purpose built, Seneca and Green. As these facilities get re-built or 

renovated, they provide an opportunity for activating their ground floors. When we built the 

new Cayuga Parking Garage in 2005, we earmarked the ground floor for retail space.  Today, the 

space is occupied by Merrill Lynch and by Tompkins Cortland Community College’s culinary arts 

school, Coltivare.  

The new construction projects featured in our 2017 DRI proposal are mixed-use: City Centre, 

Harold’s Square, 201-207 North Aurora, 100 West, to name a few. 

Access to food/groceries: Downtowns are neighborhoods. They require the same amenities and 

services that you would find in any other established, mature neighborhood. As they grow as 

centers for residential living, it is important to make sure populations have access to key 

services- such as food and groceries. 

In Downtown Ithaca our city center residents have several food and service options. The City 

and BID worked to attract a branch of Ithaca’s very successful and popular food co-op to 

downtown. This 5,000 SF store serves as a mini-grocery store for the district and has proven to 

be a successful venture for the co-op. Similarly, the City and BID worked to attract a pharmacy 
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to Downtown to serve the needs of both residents and workers. This pharmacy is our County’s 

only independent operator, and has proven to be an important and valued member of the 

downtown community. 

 Access to food also means partnering to bring regional and local produce to the community. In 

Downtown Ithaca we host a Tuesday farmer’s market in Dewitt Park from May to October. We 

also have CSA pick-up spots and there is actually a meat locker program enabling downtown 

residents to buy bulk meat or other food products and have a storage receptacle. 

 Using the DRI grant, we hope to expand this access to food and basic services. 

Parks and green/public space: Green and public spaces enhance and improve the appeal of dense 

urban spaces. In Ithaca we have gone “all in” on building public spaces to enhance and 

contribute to the vibrancy of our downtown. The Commons pedestrian mall is our best example. 

This three block urban oasis is a car free zone in the heart of downtown designed to give priority 

to the pedestrian. It has also proven to be a place where retailing can thrive. A complete rebuild 

occurred over a three year period, ending in 2015.  It created America’s newest and most state-

of-the-art pedestrian mall. 

But we do more than just rely on the pedestrian mall. In Downtown Ithaca we also have an 

urban park- DeWitt Park. We have also been creating a hard scape urban creek walk along Six 

Mile Creek. This project (the Winter Village Trail) will eventually link downtown with the eastern 

neighborhoods and provide an amazing visitor experience allowing people to walk from 

downtown into a gorge. We also have invested in pop up mini-parks, where we use a few tables, 

chairs, planters, and umbrellas to create a micro urban oasis for passersby. 

This DRI grant will be helpful to assist with the Six Mile Creek trail design and construction. 

Retail: The health and vitality of a downtown is largely determined by its street level retail 

presence. Retail engages the public at the ground floor and provides an essential dynamism that 

successful downtowns need. 

In Downtown Ithaca we have been fortunate to retain a strong retail core. Currently we have 

over seventy retail businesses ranging from gifts, to jewelry, apparel, music, and art. The BID, 

working with the City, works to maintain and grow this inventory of businesses. Each year 

efforts are undertaken to add to the mix of retail, seeking out niches and types that will best fit 

the marketplace. 

 But the retail environment, both locally and nationally, is fierce and changing constantly. We 

wrestle with storefront and building vacancies that sap some of the very life and excitement out 

of the dynamic place we are working to create. 

A DRI grant would enable us to better recruit and assist key retailers. Several projects will add 

and/or renovate retail space. We are also proposing a “Race for the Space “ contest that five 

years ago helped us attract five new businesses.   

Restaurants: Restaurants are the companions to retail as essential ground floor uses. 

Restaurants can be powerful traffic generators for downtowns. In Downtown Ithaca we host 

some 60 food and beverage operators who collectively attract some 900,000 patrons each year. 
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Outdoor patio dining has become a key measure of the health and vitality of a downtown and 

outdoor dining venues have significantly increased over the past decade. We currently have 23 

outdoor dining venues in downtown.  Several DRI proposed projects will feature new restaurant 

space. 

Services: To create a truly successful downtown, there must also be emphasis on the 

miscellaneous services that urban residents, employees, and visitors require. These include: 

pharmacies, access to healthcare and wellness services, social service facilities, and other 

services that improve and enhance an urban quality of life. 

In downtown Ithaca we have worked to assemble a collection of these services. Among them 

are: a pharmacy, medical facilities, a massage school, financial services firms, coffee shops, and 

an urban high school, to name a few. To meet our goal of adding 1,500 new urban core housing 

units, we must ensure that we have a downtown that provides the services that a resident 

population needs and desires. To build downtown as a regional employment hub, we likewise 

need to ensure that workers have broad access to a variety of services that enhance their lives. 

The DRI grant can help us advance this collection of services in new office and street level space. 

Transit and TDM: In the city of the future, how we move from place to place becomes important. 

Gridlocked streets and auto-centric places are not conducive to successful cities. How we 

integrate transit and how we work to move people from automobiles to alternative 

transportation will be crucial to successful cities of the 21st century. 

In Ithaca, we have been working on these concerns for some time. Our TCAT bus system was 

rated the number one small city system in North America. We have instituted a shuttle 

connecting Downtown with Cornell, making it easier to ride the bus than to drive. We have 

created our own car share program, Ithaca Carshare, with cars placed throughout downtown. 

We are creating an emergency ride home program to incent more people to use transit. We are 

working on remote parking opportunities, to move more vehicles out of our downtown garages. 

The BID, in conjunction with the City and other area providers, has launched a downtown 

transportation demand management program (TDM) to encourage more people to opt for 

alternative transportation. 

CleanTechnica, a resource for clean energy and transport, estimates that 72 percent of our 

community’s workforce gets to and from work by some means other than a personal car – 

second only to New York City in a study of over 2,000 urban areas nationwide. What is especially 

remarkable is that this stellar rating is achieved with a relatively low percentage of commuters 

regularly opting for public transportation – 10 percent, as compared to New York City’s 54 

percent. This suggests that downtown Ithaca is a unique haven for bikers, walkers, and other 

“active commuters” who delight in the many economic, environmental, social, and physiological 

benefits to forgoing cars and buses. 

 In 2017 the DIA was awarded a grant from NYSERDA to create a pilot Transportation Demand 

Management delivery system with the goal of shifting people out of single occupancy vehicles 

and out of garage parking. This is crucially important as the DRI proposed Green Garage rebuild 

occurs. 
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Arts & Entertainment:  Downtowns are also places of recreation People from the metropolitan 

area as well as the entire region should be using downtown as a place to visit for entertainment 

and the arts. 

In Downtown Ithaca, we feature the renovated historic State Theatre (a 1,600 seat live 

performance venue), the Kitchen Theater (an intimate 99-seat live performance theater), and 

Cinemapolis (a 5 screen, stadium seating, state-of-the-art movie house). We host music clubs, 

drinking establishments, a kava bar, and businesses devoted to instruction (such as Wine and 

Design) and fun (the Escape Room). 

In Downtown Ithaca, we undertake a year round program of special events and activities 

designed to engage the community and our region. Downtown Ithaca Alliance events attracted 

130,000 people to downtown in 2016, adding to the foot traffic needed to make a healthy and 

dynamic downtown. 

A DRI grant would enable us to enhance and add to our arts and entertainment offerings. Two 

projects that are ready to proceed are additions to the State Theatre, to create an enlarged 

lobby that will accommodate growing audiences and the creation of a new Downtown Heritage 

Center. The Heritage Center proposal seeks to relocate and expand our History Center museum 

and co-locate it with other community organizations and attractions, such as our downtown 

visitor center.  

Housing: The real test of a downtown is will people be willing to live there. In Ithaca, we have 

passed that test. Currently, there are 790 housing units in the BID with an estimated 1,100 

residents. Downtown Ithaca is one of the region’s fastest growing areas due to this increase in 

housing stock. 

However, the Ithaca housing scene is complex and difficult. Housing demand is fueled by Cornell 

and Ithaca College, which results in extremely tight availability of units. The 2016 Danter Study 

of Multifamily Housing commissioned by the Downtown Ithaca Alliance showed a 1.8% vacancy 

rate in downtown and across the entire Ithaca market at most price points. The Danter study 

showed a need for 1,050 rental units in downtown over the next 5 years. We must build units if 

we are to successfully moderate the high rents and sale prices that characterize and confound 

our market. As the market for high-end units softens, the challenge to build and fund middle 

and moderate-income housing intensifies. 

Housing demand is not an issue in Ithaca. Rather the concern and the challenge is building 

supply. Downtown has been identified as one of the places where a large number of units can 

be built. Zoning has been changed to permit taller buildings and more density to help 

accommodate this demand. 

The issue with housing in Ithaca is bringing units into the market. It is expensive to build new 

construction units in Downtown Ithaca and gap funding has been required for all projects. As 

rents moderate as more projects are built, financial gaps will only become greater. 

 Our 2017 DRI proposal responds to this chronic need for housing. DRI proposed projects can 

create 390 new units of housing, helping us closer to meeting our need for new units.   
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PART 6:  QUALITY OF LIFE POLICIES  

Articulate the policies in place that increase the livability and quality of life of the downtown. Examples include the 

use of local land banks, modern zoning codes, comprehensive plans, complete streets plans, transit-oriented 

development, non-discrimination laws, age- friendly policies, and a downtown management structure. If policies 

achieving this goal are not currently in place, describe the ability of the municipality to create and implement such 

policies. 

Building a city for the 21st century demands that municipal policies align with goals and objectives for 

growth, development, and livability. In Ithaca we have strived to enact policies that enable us to better 

achieve our goals. Such policy decisions are sometimes difficult and hotly debated. But, in the end, they 

offer solid proof of the resolve and determination of our community to build and sustain a strong and 

vibrant downtown for years to come. 

 Zoning: For many years, Ithaca has featured a zoning code that gave special preference to 

downtown. The CBD zones eliminated any parking requirements and allowed for maximum lot 

cover development, with only a small rear set-back for building servicing. This action eliminates 

parking as a regulatory hurdle for development, a major benefit for developers. 

 In 2014, the City enacted a revision to downtown zoning that up-zoned a significant portion of 

the downtown core and added new parcels to the CBD zone. Heights up to 140 feet are now 

possible. Added CBD property includes the West State Street/MLK corridor that connects the 

Commons with Route 13 and the waterfront. 

 While form based code is being used elsewhere in the City, downtown Ithaca zoning has 

worked remarkably well without it in recent years. Though not a top priority, form-based code 

will eventually be introduced to Downtown Ithaca. 

 CIITAP Tax Incentive Program:  Recognizing that downtown /urban core projects routinely had 

funding gaps and required external resources to proceed, the City and County worked together 

to create a special tax incentive program for urban core projects. A total of eight major projects 

have applied for this program in its current iteration (established 2012). All of these projects 

would have been stopped from proceeding without the funding assistance from this innovative 

program. CIITAP (Community Investment Incentive Tax Abatement Program) provides stepped 

property tax abatement over a 7 or 10 year period plus offers sales tax exemption on 

construction materials and relief from the local portion of the mortgage recording tax. These 

incentives have helped to secure nearly 500,000 SF of new projects in the urban core. While this 

program has undergone modifications over the years and continues to be reviewed regularly, it 

has proven to be a fundamental tool for Ithaca in its efforts to revitalize Downtown. 

 Design Standards: Ithaca’s Planning Board also serves as the Design Review board for the City. 

Projects are already vetted for character and fit with their neighborhood. Beginning in 2016, the 

City of Ithaca entered into a contract with Winter & Associates (Boulder, CO) to undertake the 

preparation of design standards for Downtown Ithaca as well as nearby Collegetown. These 

standards will help guide project and rehab design, resulting in an even more pedestrian friendly 

downtown, with projects that fit into the context of the neighboring blocks.  These design 

standards will be ready for public review and Council approval this year. 
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 Active Use: The importance of street level retail and restaurants is paramount in a strong 

downtown. When ground floor space is taken out of active use, it creates dead spots in the 

fabric of the street. The pedestrian experience diminishes and neighboring commercial 

businesses are also negatively impacted. Recognizing this impact on downtown, the Ithaca 

Common Council voted in early 2016 to create a zone in downtown on the Commons to ensure 

that properties maintain active street level uses. This ordinance regulates ground floor uses, 

helping to achieve a stronger retail/commercial core.                                

 Bike Boulevard Program: A key part of complete streets is the inclusion of space for bicycles. The 

City of Ithaca has approved a Bike Boulevard plan that connects all parts of the City, including 

Downtown, into a comprehensive network of bicycle corridors. 

 Transportation Demand Management (TDM): TDM has become an important part of the 

Downtown Ithaca scene for two reasons. First, TDM helps the community to better meet its 

carbon reduction and energy efficiency goals. Second, TDM is a critical tool to help manage and 

control parking utilization. Building new structured parking is expensive. TDM helps us explore 

any opportunity to use alternative travel to help reduce demand on parking. 

 A TDM pilot program has been launched with the help of a NYSERDA grant. The Downtown 

Ithaca Alliance partners with the Cornell Cooperative Extension Way to Go Program and Ithaca 

Car Share to implement this initiative. TDM has also become part of the City’s Site Plan Review 

process. 

 Panhandling: Downtowns often attract people looking to benefit from the foot traffic. 

Panhandling is a national problem that is also resident in the cities of upstate New York. In 

Ithaca, we have addressed this issue in two ways. First, the City passed an aggressive 

panhandling ordinance prohibiting people from panhandling in manners that would be deemed 

to violate one’s personal space. This law does not prohibit panhandling only the aggressive 

variety that is seen as an infringement of others. 

 Second, the BID is currently working with the community on a special program that would serve 

as an alternative to panhandling. A program is being developed that will allow the public to 

provide dollars, not to actual panhandlers, but to a fund that is used to provide food and special 

needs for homeless and other people who are either forced or have chosen to take to the street. 

This program will pilot a “pay-it-forward” concept that will enable some downtown restaurants 

and establishments (such as our pharmacy) to maintain open funds to feed and service the 

needs of inquiring homeless people at all times.  

 Downtown Outreach Worker: The BID, City, and County have joined together to create a special 

program that funds a downtown outreach worker. This person is charged with interacting with 

people in the downtown target area who have special needs or who may require extra 

assistance and help. This includes the homeless, people with mental problems, truant youth, 

and people  struggling with substance abuse. This program seeks to intervene at the street level, 

in lieu of police intervention, to connect people with appropriate services and resources and to 

de-escalate possible problems and eliminate the need to create a police response and 

subsequent record. This pilot program has been operating for about a year and has proven to be 

an effective tool for compassionately managing a difficult community concern. 



2017 Downtown Ithaca DRI  Page 41 of 73 

 

PART 7: SUPPORT FOR THE LOCAL VISION 

Describe the public participation and engagement process conducted to support the DRI application, and the 

support of local leaders and stakeholders for pursuing a vision of downtown revitalization. Describe the 

commitment among local leaders and stakeholders to preparing and implementing a strategic investment plan. 

Identify an initial local lead for the program that will work with outside experts to convene a local DRI Planning 

Committee to oversee the plan. 

Community support for downtown revitalization in Ithaca has been and is expected to remain strong. 

Policy changes, zoning amendments, and new projects all require political and public support. Without 

such strong support from all quarters, downtown Ithaca cannot hope to rebuild and reclaim its share of 

regional growth and development. 

 In Ithaca, this support begins with the Downtown Ithaca Alliance (DIA), the BID for Downtown Ithaca. 

Formed in 1997, the DIA has been a champion for downtown revitalization. The DIA board is structured 

to include major downtown and community stakeholders, including the City Mayor, a Common Council 

representative, a City staffer, a County Legislator, and representatives from the Chamber of Commerce, 

Cornell, Ithaca College, and TC3. The DIA pursues a comprehensive program of downtown management 

and revitalization, focusing on business retention and development, downtown operations and 

environment, transportation and parking, marketing, and special events. It operates with an annual 

budget of around $900,000 and employs 6+ professionals to implement its 100 item annual work plan. 

The DIA also has taken the lead in preparing ten-year downtown strategic plans to guide and direct 

downtown revitalization. The plans are endorsed by the City Common Council. 

We are nearing the end of the ten-year 2020 Downtown Ithaca Strategic Plan, and would like to begin 

initial planning for a 2030 Downtown Ithaca Strategic Plan. Our strategic plans are in-depth, vetted 

documents that take up to two years to prepare. The 2020 plan involved some two dozen different 

community meetings and outreach sessions aimed at seeking input from all segments of the greater 

Ithaca community. We would be looking to use the DRI process to assist us in launching this important 

and fundamental future planning process. 

The DIA would lead this DRI implementation process, with engagement and technical support of key 

community stakeholders—the City of Ithaca, Tompkins County, TCAD, the Chamber of 

Commerce/Convention & Visitors Bureau, and Cornell University.  

The City of Ithaca has likewise championed the importance and significance of Downtown in its 

planning, budgeting, and operations. A strong urban core is a critical and fundamental part of the City’s 

new comprehensive plan. The City works daily on downtown growth and management issues, ranging 

from permitting projects, to recruiting businesses, to public art, to parking management, to overseeing 

the maintenance of the Commons pedestrian mall. The City has been at the forefront of efforts to create 

policies that help to level the playing field for Downtown with suburban, arterial, and greenfield 

development. In 2015, the City completed a major capital project to rebuild the aging Ithaca Commons 

pedestrian mall. This $15 million investment has help to spur further private sector growth and 

development. Similarly, the City invested in the reconstruction of West State/MLK State, creating a re-

bricked street with new sidewalks. This investment stimulated the growth of this end of Downtown. The 

City has invested in the development of the Six Mile Creek walkway, which has resulted in new buildings 

being built along this corridor. The City also invested in the development of a new Cayuga parking 
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Garage a 686-car parking garage with ground floor retail that has served as a key catalyst for additional 

downtown development. Today, the City is working to rebuild the critical Green Street garage, an 

essential piece of downtown infrastructure. 

The City also has been active in enacting policy decisions that help shape a strong and sustainable 

downtown. These include: enacting new downtown zoning to allow for greater density and height; 

creating new design guidelines for downtown to ensure growth and development meet key aesthetic 

and community objectives; creating no smoking zones in downtown to protect patrons of downtown 

from the effects of second-hand smoke; enacting an aggressive panhandling ordinance to better 

regulate how people can ask for money; enacting a policy to allow for outdoor dining using public 

spaces; investing in the downtown community outreach worker program; organizing a Commons police 

beat based on community policing principles; and enacting the CIITAP tax incentive program that has 

provided key financial assistance to nearly all downtown projects.  

 Belief in a strong downtown must come from all quarters. Tompkins County has been a strong partner 

in downtown revitalization. This support includes overseeing and managing the CIITAP tax incentive 

program through its IDA. It includes providing substantial assistance to downtown through its Room Tax 

grant programs (ambassador and special event services receive funding from this source). It includes a 

County planning strategy that focuses on nodal development and recognizes the importance and 

significance of Downtown Ithaca. Tompkins County has also made significant capital investments in 

Downtown, opting to use a former 70,000 SF vacant department store for its public library, and making 

the former library building available for redevelopment. 

TCAD, the County’s nonprofit economic development agency, oversees the CIITAP program and has 

been a key partner in helping to fund and advance major downtown projects. 

 The Chamber of Commerce and its Convention and Visitor’s Bureau, has opened a downtown visitor 

center, which is a partnership of the CVB, the DIA, and our Community Arts Partnership. The 

Chamber/CVB is currently partnering with the History Center and Tompkins County on the proposed 

Downtown Heritage Center.  

 Our institutions of higher education have all stepped forward to make contributions to the health and 

vitality of Downtown. Cornell University moved 300 jobs downtown and commissioned the 

development of Seneca Place, a nine story 185,000 SF mixed-use building that includes office space, a 

Hilton Garden Inn, and ground floor retail. Cornell also took a leadership role with Ithaca College and 

Tompkins Cortland Community College (TC3) to create REV, a downtown based community incubator 

that has already doubled its size and has served nearly 50 new startup businesses. TC3 has purchased a 

major downtown building for its Ithaca extension center. TC3 also created the innovative Coltivare, its 

Culinary Arts program and home for a full teaching restaurant, and hospitality and wine marketing 

programs. Ithaca College has opened two programs in Downtown- a studio for film production and a 

student art gallery. These institutional contributions are important parts of Ithaca’s downtown 

revitalization efforts and these institutions are seen as ongoing partners. 

 In the realm of transportation, TCAT, the County, Cornell Cooperative Extension and its Way to Go 

program, and Ithaca Carshare are all partners in an effort to make the downtown more pedestrian 

friendly and guide people toward alternative transportation. 
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 Another key partner group is property owners, developers, businesses and landlords. Development can 

only occur when the private sector is willing and able to invest. The Ithaca development community has 

embraced downtown development and has been willing to work with the City, DIA, County, and others 

on policies and plans that affect development. Owners and developers regularly provide input and their 

input is sought out when policies are being formulated that affect the downtown community. 

 The Downtown Ithaca Alliance participates in the New York State Urban Council and the International 

Downtown Association in leadership ways to help generate new and innovative approaches to 

revitalization. 

 For this DRI grant application, these stakeholders convened together to discuss proceeding with this 

grant and to reaffirm their stakeholder interests and commitments to downtown. The list of DRI 

committee invitees and participants included; 

             

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Upon selection, this committee would be further expanded to include a broader range of stakeholders 

and used as the client committee for this grant. 

Ithaca has a proud tradition of spawning many organizations to address the issues of our community. It 
likewise has an equally proud and strong tradition of these entities working together toward common 
goals. This ability to work together has proven to be one of the keys of economic development success 
here in Ithaca and Tompkins County. We will continue that tradition with this grant. 
  

Name Title Organization/Entity 

Steve Headrick Board President Downtown Ithaca Alliance 

Gary Ferguson Executive Director Downtown Ithaca Alliance 

JoAnn Cornish Planning & Development Director City of Ithaca 

Phyllisa DeSarno 
Deputy Director of Economic 
Development City of Ithaca 

Nels Bohn Executive Director City of Ithaca Urban Renewal Agency 

Ed Marx 
Commissioner of Planning & 
Sustainability Tompkins County 

Tom Knipe Senior Planner and Director Tompkins County Tourism Program 

Heather McDaniel President Tompkins County Area Development 

Jennifer Tavares President 
Tompkins County Chamber of 
Commerce/CVB 

Tom Schryver   Cornell University/REV 

David Lubin Developer/Property Owner   

Frost Travis Local Developer/Landlord Travis Hyde Properties 

Marc Newman Developer/Landlord   

John Guttridge Local Developer/Landlord Also sits on Board of State Theatre  

Rod Howe Executive Director The History Center of Tompkins County 
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PART 8:  READINESS 

Describe opportunities to build on the strength described above, including a range of transformative 
projects that will be ready for implementation with an infusion of DRI funds within the first one to two 
years (depending on the scope and complexity of the project) and which may leverage DRI funding with 
private investment or other funds. Such projects could address economic development, transportation, 
housing, and community development needs. While such projects should have demonstrated public 
support, it is recognized projects will ultimately be vetted by the Local Planning Committee and the State.  
Explain the majority of projects proposed for DRI funding demonstrate their readiness for 
implementation. 
 

  
 

 
DRI DOWNTOWN ITHACA PROPOSAL 

 
 

Illustrative Case as of 5/19/17 

 
 

DRI Total Leverge Leverage 
    

Projects Ask $ DRI $ 
DRI 
Ratio Housing Lodging New SF Other 

Harold's Square - phase 2 $2,500,000 $42,000,000 1 to  21 114   168,750 
Phase 2- Public infrastructure and 
connectivity 

City Centre $1,500,000 $40,000,000 1 to 26 192   150,000 
Phase 2- street level const. and 
impr. 

Heritage Center  $2,500,000 $5,000,000 1 to 2     20,000 Tourism center, new museum 

Downtown Meeting 
Center $3,500,000 $10,000,000 1 to 3     33,000 

Meeting center in heart of 
downtown 

State Theatre $1,000,000 $2,500,000 1 to 2     2,000 
Expanded capacity for theatre & 
added AC 

Urban Core/100 West 
project $500,000 $4,065,000 1 to 8 3 20 10,000 

100 West State block restoration 
by Urban Core 

Dewitt House   $30,000,000   45   72,500 Old Library site- rebuild 

202 The Commons $500,000 $6,000,000 1 to 12     38,584 Tenanting of historic bank building 

201-207 N. Aurora $500,000 $10,000,000 1 to 20 35   40,000 
New const. by land owner - 4 story 
housing 

Green Garage $1,000,000 $5,500,000 1 to 2.5       Rebuild of essential infrastructure 

Cayuga/West 100 street 
improvements $150,000 $500,000 1 to 3       

Improvements to west DT 
streetscape w/Fed DOT 

Winter Village Trail $100,000 $500,000 1 to 5       Gorge trail from downtown  

Wayfinding signage $300,000 $1,500,000 1 to 5       Tourism infrastructure 

Canopy by Hilton   $30,000,000     125 74,475 New boutique urban hotel 

115 N. Aurora $100,000 $250,000 1 to 2.5     2,500 Renovation for new business 

222 The Commons $100,000 $200,000 1 to 2 2   2,500 Re-activate vacant 2nd floor 

Ithaca Agency Bldg $100,000 $500,000 1 to 5 4     Renovate/modernize upper stories 

Workforce Hospitality 
Training $200,000 $250,000 1 to 1.25       

Workforce training for downtown 
hotels (2 years) 

Downtown Race for the 
Space $50,000 $100,000 1 to 2       

Support for winner &  3-5 runners-
up 

  $14,600,000 $188,865,000 1 to 19 395 145 614,309   
                
  Connotes projects that will also require a separate CFA application.  DRI will have $9.7 million in funds available for 

projects.    We show more recognizing a need to pare down during the planning process. 
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PART 8 (cont.): DRI DOWNTOWN ITHACA PROJECTS 

What follows are our 19 DRI projects outlined in greater detail from the summary in Part 4.  These pages 

outline each project’s readiness and implementation in addition to their impact on our downtown. 

Or, you can click on the link below to download a compiled PDF of these project summaries.   

2017 DRI Downtown Ithaca Project Proposals 
 
 
Continue to next page for Downtown Ithaca DRI projects. 
  

http://www.downtownithaca.com/local/file_upload/files/2017_DRIProjectProposals.pdf
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PART 9:  ADMINISTRATIVE CAPACITY 

Describe the extent of the existing local administrative capacity to manage this initiative, including 

oversight of concurrent contracts. 

 
The DIA would assume the lead in administering this DRI grant. The organization has a track of 

successful implementation of small and large projects and programs. It is comfortable and experienced 

working with multiple projects at the same time. The DIA has a staff of 4 full-time and 4 part-time 

professionals who would be utilized for project management, in conjunction with City, County, TCAD, 

and Chamber of Commerce/CVB partners. Oversight of a DRI would be assigned to DIA Executive 

Director Gary Ferguson. Gary has 30 plus years of downtown development and management experience 

in Ithaca and in cities throughout the United States. He has worked such major projects as the 

development of a downtown minor league baseball stadium and riverfront rebuild project in Dayton, 

Ohio. In Ithaca, he assisted in the $15 million rebuilding of the Ithaca Commons. He has authored both 

the 2010 and 2020 Downtown Ithaca Strategic Plans.  

Other DIA personnel who will be involved in a DRI implementation process include: DIA Director of 

Operations Kris Lewis, DIA Director of Marketing Allison Graffin, and DIA Communications Manager 

Darlene Donahue. DIA Operations Director, Kris Lewis with support from a contracted bookkeeper will 

handle the financial management.  

Assisting the DIA in project management would be staff from the City of Ithaca, Tompkins County, 

Tompkins County Area Development (TCAD), and the Chamber of Commerce/Convention and Visitors 

Bureau.  Among the key people to be affiliated with a DRI award would be: 

 

 

 

 

  

Name Title Affiliation/Organization/Entity Responsibilities/Function 

Nels Bohn 

Executive Director  Ithaca Urban Renewal Agency (IURA) 

Nels  is responsible for the administration of 
Ithaca’s CDBG and HOME funding. 

Community Development 
Director  City of Ithaca 

JoAnn 
Cornish 

Director of Planning & 
Development City of Ithaca 

JoAnn is charged with overseeing and regulating 
all development and growth within the City of 
Ithaca and is a visionary leader for Downtown 
revitalization 

Phyllisa 
DeSarno 

Deputy Directory for 
Economic Development City of Ithaca 

Philly is retiring in 2017, but has provided 
leadership is guiding and shaping projects in 
downtown and throughout the City. A 
replacement for Philly is in the process of being 
selected. 

Heather 
McDaniel 

Vice President for Economic 
Development 

Tompkins County Area Development 
(TCAD) 

Heather manages the IDA, works with business 
development countywide, and helps manage 
State funding initiatives. 

Jennifer 
Tavares President 

Tompkins County Chamber of 
Commerce 

Jennifer is an experienced economic 
development professional who serves on the 
IDA and has led efforts to advance several key 
Downtown and community projects. 

Ed Marx 

Tompkins County 
Commissioner of Planning 
and Sustainability Tompkins County 

Ed is also retiring in 2017, but he and his 
replacement take a leadership role in 
coordinating growth, housing, and sustainability 
policy countywide. 

Tom Knipe 
Tompkins County Senior 
Planner and Director Tompkins County Tourism Program 

Tom oversees a room tax collections and the 
extensive grants program for tourism here in 
Tompkins County.  The Tourism Program has 
funded and seeded several key DRI proposed 
projects. 
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PART 10:  CONCLUDING SUMMARY 
Provide any other information that informed the nomination of downtown for a DRI award. 
 
Downtown Ithaca and the Region: Points of Intersection 
 
How is downtown Ithaca a regional center? We have identified seven different points of intersection 
between downtown Ithaca and the region. 
 

1. Downtown Ithaca: A Regional Jobs Center 
 
The unique composition of the Ithaca employment market makes it a magnet for workers from through 
the region. Ithaca’s chief industry is higher education, with some 12,000 jobs associated with Cornell 
and Ithaca College alone. Higher education employees working here in Ithaca come from all eight 
counties of the Southern Tier plus other counties to the north. In total, there are over 15,000 people 
who commute to Ithaca each day from outside Tompkins County.  
 
While higher education is the dominant industry, people also commute to Ithaca for jobs as far ranging 
as high tech and hospitality/lodging.  With one of the State’s lowest unemployment rates, Ithaca 
employers must reach out to nearby counties to fill their worker rosters. It is not uncommon for 
downtown businesses to have sizable percentages of their work force from non-Tompkins County 
locales. The Downtown Ithaca Alliance is a classic example: 38% of our eight-person office staff live 
outside of Tompkins County.    
 
As we add more jobs, we anticipate this intersection with the region to grow even more. 
 

2. Ithaca’s Housing Crisis and the Role of the Region 
 
It is well documented that Ithaca suffers from an acute shortage of housing. The recent 2016 Danter 
study completed for downtown showed a need for 1,050 new units in the next 5 years just to keep pace 
with expected demand. This need exists at all price points and with all housing types. 
 
Surveys have shown that some commuters would choose to live in Ithaca/Tompkins County if housing 
were available at appropriate price points. Even as we work to build housing, we must continue to rely 
on our regional neighbors to provide the housing that many of our workers need and desire. These same 
surveys also show that a majority of in-commuters prefer to live in lower cost housing units elsewhere in 
the region and then commute to Ithaca. The region plays a necessary and crucial role housing so many 
of the people who work here in Ithaca. 
 

3. Ithaca Entrepreneurship and Technology Businesses 
 
One of the benefits of hosting Cornell University is the spin-off of new technology and creative economy 
businesses that happens on a regular basis. These businesses must attract workers, not only from Ithaca, 
but also from through the region. Tech workers in Binghamton, Elmira, or Corning have found 
employment here with Ithaca tech and creative businesses.   
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4. Ithaca: A Regional Tourism Hub 

 
Ithaca has long been regarded as a tourist destination for its lake, its waterfalls and gorges, and as a 
gateway to the Finger Lakes wine country. Today that tourism has expanded to include visits to 
downtown Ithaca, Cornell University, Ithaca College, and many museums and attractions that populate 
Ithaca and Tompkins County. We estimate that nearly a half million visitors alone come annually to visit 
the Commons and downtown Ithaca.  

 
5. Wayfinding signage 

 
This DRI proposal helps to launch a program that we believe can have regional significant and impact- a 
wayfinding signage program that assist not only Ithaca, but also counties throughout the Southern Tier. 
Even in an era of cell phone technology, visitors need strong and well placed wayfinding signage to help 
guide and direct them from place to place. The Tompkins County/Ithaca wayfinding signage program, 
included in part in this DRI proposal, is also submitting a separate CFA application that would provide 
funding to help other counties advance their wayfinding planning and would provide us with funds to 
help provide “outbound” signs to assist visitors in finding and considering other Southern Tier 
destinations. 
 

6. Downtown Marketing Collaboration 
 
The DIA is interested and anxious to work with its counterparts throughout the Southern Tier on 
possible collaborative marketing initiatives that would help attract even more visitors to our region. 
Marketing can be a very expensive exercise for downtown programs. We would suggest that joint 
marketing efforts with our Southern Tier partner downtowns would yield a benefit for all and we would 
be willing to initiate discussions to consider such initiatives.   
 

7. Downtown Information Exchange 
 

Finally, the DIA has previously helped to organize downtown meetings with different regional downtown 
programs- to share and exchange information about programs, policies, and projects. More of these 
exchange should occur. All of us, regardless of size, benefit from these exchanges. For example, we have 
shared information about our shared trash compactor program, about our partnerships with our higher 
education institutions on downtown projects, and our outdoor programs. We have learned from other 
regional programs about their own innovative marketing initiatives, their special event organizing, and 
the retail retention and attraction efforts. We would be willing to continue these exchanges as ways to 
better integrate our downtowns of the region. 
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SUPPLEMENT: DOWNTOWN ITHACA DRI VIDEO 

With the support of Ithaca’s Mayor, Svante Myrick and the generous help from one of our local media 

production companies, Well Said Media, the Downtown Ithaca Alliance has assembled a short video to 

accompany our 2017 DRI proposal.  Our video summarizes the important and lasting impact that DRI 

funding can have on Downtown Ithaca to help make our city a great and sustainable regional center in 

the Southern Tier. 

 

 

DOWNTOWN ITHACA: 

Building a Great and Sustainable Regional Downtown for the 21st Century 

Our video can be found here: https://vimeo.com/221374035 
 
 
 
  

https://vimeo.com/221374035
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LETTERS OF SUPPORT 

The following people have included letters in support of the 2017 Downtown 

Ithaca DRI proposal. 

A compiled PDF of the letters can be downloaded here: 

http://www.downtownithaca.com/local/file_upload/files/2017_DRIGrantLett

ersofSupport.pdf 

Letters of Support include: 

Mayor Svante Myrick | City of Ithaca 

Edward Marx | Tompkins County  

Heather McDaniel | Tompkins County Area Development (TCAD) 

Nels Bohn | Ithaca Urban Renewal Authority (IURA) 

Jennifer Tavares | Tompkins County Chamber of Commerce & Convention and Visitors Bureau 

Gary Stewart | Cornell University, Government and Community Relations 

Tom Schryver | Cornell University, REV: Ithaca Startup Works 

David Prunty | Ithaca College, Auxillary Services 

Jason Sidle | Tompkins Cortland Community College (TC3) & Coltivare 

Steven Headrick | Morgan Stanley & Downtown Ithaca Allianace Board of Directors 

Doug Levine | State Theatre of Ithaca 

Rod Howe| The History Center of Tompkins County 

Nathan Lyman | Ithaca Renting Company 

David Lubin | L Enterprises/McGuire Development Group 

  

http://www.downtownithaca.com/local/file_upload/files/2017_DRIGrantLettersofSupport.pdf
http://www.downtownithaca.com/local/file_upload/files/2017_DRIGrantLettersofSupport.pdf
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APPENDIX: A 
 

2017 DRI Downtown Ithaca Boundaries 

Amenities & Attractions  

Recent, DRI, and Potential Developments  

Journey-to-Work Statistical Map  

 

The following charts and reports can be viewed online here: 

http://www.downtownithaca.com/local/file_upload/files/Appendix A.pdf 

  

http://www.downtownithaca.com/local/file_upload/files/Appendix%20A.pdf
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APPENDIX: B 
 

DRI Proposed Project Chart 

Development Activity in Downtown Ithaca Chart 

Office/Retail  & Housing/Lodging Units Growth Chart 

Past Projects & Development 

 

The following charts and reports can be viewed online here: 

http://www.downtownithaca.com/local/file_upload/files/Appendix B.pdf 

  

 

  

http://www.downtownithaca.com/local/file_upload/files/Appendix%20B.pdf
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APPENDIX: C 
 

  Population Demographics 

Retail Market Power 

 

 

The following Claritas data reports can be viewed online here: 

http://www.downtownithaca.com/local/file_upload/files/Appendix C.pdf 

 

  

 

 
  

http://www.downtownithaca.com/local/file_upload/files/Appendix%20C.pdf
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THANK YOU FOR 

 CONSIDERING DOWNTOWN ITHACA 

IN THE SECOND ROUND OF DRI 


