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Billions of dollars in planned development and new construction in
downtown Cleveland is creating an opportunity to rethink the Flats.
Public officials, nonprofit groups, businesses, developers and property
owners are considering how the Flats could be revived -- and what a
renaissance in the Flats might look like.

Projects along the Cuyahoga River, in downtown Cleveland present
opportunities for the Flats
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By Michelle Jarboe, The Plain Dealer

CLEVELAND -- A longtime industrial corridor and

onetime entertainment district, Cleveland's Flats

could be repopulated with entrepreneurs, residents,

cyclists, gamblers, rowers and aquarium-goers

during the next decade.

More than $2 billion in development is planned or

under way in downtown Cleveland and near the

banks of the Cuyahoga River.

The Wolstein Group and Fairmount Properties are

building an office tower on the east bank, at the

seam of the Warehouse District and the Flats.

Across the river, Jacobs Entertainment plans to

break ground Wednesday for an aquarium.

On the Columbus Road Peninsula, an emerging

recreation hub could include a rowing facility and a skateboarding park. And as developers plan a casino

expected to touch Public Square and the Flats, workers are building Cleveland's new convention center and

medical mart less than a mile away.

Amid all the bustle, politicians, nonprofit groups and property owners are mulling the future of the Flats. They hope to

capture the momentum and revive the place where Cleveland started, marrying steel mills and ships with new

businesses, homes and entertainment venues.

Framed by massive investments including the Flats East Bank project and the new Inner

Belt Bridge, the river might have reached a critical juncture - a chance to define what

the Flats should be and to tackle infrastructure problems and development opportunities

before the large projects are finished.

"We're between the past's greatness and the future's greatness, and this is the means

for us to get there," said Cleveland City Councilman Joe Cimperman, who is putting
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together an advisory group to discuss hurdles and opportunities in the Flats. "There is

enough common opportunity, borne of frustration, in an environment of dynamic change

... that if we don't look at a way to do things differently here, we've got a problem."

Cimperman has invited more than 30 representatives from businesses, nonprofit groups and the city of Cleveland to a

Monday meeting about the Flats. And he is planning a Feb. 22 meeting to launch a public process, with $20,000 from

the Cleveland and Gund foundations.

The goal: Finding a way to support and connect major developments, to balance the often-conflicting interests of

stakeholders and to give the Flats a louder voice to attract private investment and public support.

"I think there are phenomenal opportunities in the

Flats that we haven't taken advantage of," said

Albert Ratner, co-chairman of Forest City

Enterprises Inc., a prominent real estate company

that owns a large, barren part of Scranton

Peninsula. "The Wolstein project kickstarts it again,

and the other projects that are taking place will

help bring more people downtown.

"We have to work on the connectivity, but if you

looked at the various areas of downtown, the area that has the greatest opportunity for mixed-use development that

will appeal to the kind of people we need to attract to this city is the Flats. Water is very important, and we haven't

taken advantage of it."

An economic engine

Each year, the Cuyahoga River and Lake Erie contribute to $1.8 billion in economic activity, according to a study

conducted last year for the city and the Cleveland-Cuyahoga County Port Authority. Yet land along the waterfront, in

the heart of downtown Cleveland, remains undeveloped or inaccessible to the people who live here.

The Flats are rife with aging infrastructure, from cracked streets to collapsing bulkheads to the crumbling hill in the

Irishtown Bend area behind West 25th Street - a problem that begs for federal intervention and might cost anywhere

from $80 million to $200 million to fix.

But this industrial landscape also appears ripe with possibilities. Construction has started on the long-delayed $275

million first phase of the Flats East Bank, including an office building, a hotel, a gym, a public park and a boardwalk.

The project's developers already are planning for their second phase, which could include residences and retail.

Accountants and lawyers who work in the new Ernst & Young tower will have views of a crushed-limestone operation,

pleasure boaters on the lake and families wandering into the Greater Cleveland Aquarium on the west bank.

Managing these uses - maritime, industrial, recreational, residential and entertainment - is a formidable task. But
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that hodgepodge is what lures people to the Flats, creating a potential magnet for residents and businesses even in a

region struggling with population loss and a changing economy.

"The combination of folks living down there, eating down there and having outdoor recreation in conjunction with

barges going up and down the river and trucks executing their functions, that's all part of the unique fabric that makes

this a very special place," said Adam Fishman, a principal with Fairmount Properties.

In 2019, Cleveland will mark the 50th anniversary of a river fire that dogged the city for decades. By then, city

officials envision making Cleveland a national model for sustainability, becoming what Cimperman describes as "a

green city on a blue lake in a verdant valley."

The Flats are central to that effort. Within the next eight years, the city hopes to shore up Irishtown Bend, fix

infrastructure problems and connect people to the water through development along the river and north and east of

Browns Stadium.

"It's pretty clear-cut what the infrastructure priorities are," said Chris Warren, the mayor's chief of regional

development.

'Big-bang projects'

Other possibilities, from building more homes to reviving the water taxi that once ferried people across the river, are

less defined. That, developers say, is why property owners in the Flats need to band together and work out a

strategy.

After tabling construction in the Flats during the housing-market collapse, the K&D Group once again is toying with

building more apartments to complement its rentals and condos at the Stonebridge community. Doug Price, the

company's chief executive, is part of Cimperman's Flats advisory group and plans to talk to Jacobs Entertainment

about a master plan for the west bank of the Flats.

"We believe that when these big-bang projects happen, there are going to be a lot of people in the city who want to

live in the city," Price said. "My goal is to get a plan. We need the Towpath to the lake. We need infrastructure

money. And we're going to need help from the city for construction. We need to figure out what development tools we

can put together for the Flats."

The Towpath Trail is a 101-mile bike and pedestrian pathway, intended to follow the original Ohio & Erie Canal route

from Tuscarawas County to Canal Basin Park, a planned 21-acre park in the Flats. After decades of land assembly

and development, much of the trail is complete. Planners hope to reach Canal Basin Park within the next five years -

the same proposed timeline for a Lake Link Trail that would connect to the Towpath at Scranton Peninsula and run

north to Wendy Park.

The trail has hit difficult terrain in Cuyahoga County, where rail lines, steel mills, truck traffic and contaminated land

make for a difficult slog. Flats Oxbow Association, a longtime community development group with many industrial

members, has expressed concerns about safety. At times, Flats Oxbow's board members have voiced outright
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opposition to projects that would bring more cyclists, runners and walkers into the Flats.

"I don't think we can become a city that doesn't have any industry, where we're going to have parks and we're going

to have recreation and we aren't going to have any business," said Tom Newman, executive director of Flats Oxbow.

"I don't feel that there's a nefarious plot to get rid of industry, but I'm not sure we always respect it and encourage it

as much as we ought to."

Jim Catanese, co-owner of Catanese Classic Seafood in the Flats, hopes the planned casino will attract more

infrastructure money, attention from public officials and a surge of growth to both riverbanks. A $600 million gaming

facility could open along Huron Road in 2013 - when the first part of the Flats East Bank and the medical mart and

convention center also are slated for completion. Rock Ohio Caesars LLC is expected to open an early version of the

casino in the Higbee Building at the Tower City complex.

There's no assurance that everything on the drawing board will happen. But Cimperman believes that bringing

property owners and the public together to chart a path for the Flats will give Cleveland a better shot at creating a

thriving, complete neighborhood that reconnects the city to its roots.

David Steele bet on the potential of the Flats when he and a partner bought the century-old Flat Iron Cafe three years

ago. Despite a slow economy and bridge closures that are hampering foot traffic, Steele is enthusiastic about the

future.

"This place would go from being a desolate ghost town to one of the busiest centers of downtown Cleveland, if all of

the things they're talking about come through."
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