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Keynote: Tracy Hadden Loh

TRACY HADDEN LOH
Fellow – Brookings Metro, 
Anne T. and Robert M. Bass Center 
for Transformative Placemaking



Why downtowns matter
VIBRANT, INCLUSIVE, CONNECTED

Tracy Hadden Loh
2022 State of Downtown Durham

June 15, 2022



Our Mission:
The Anne T. and Robert M. Bass Center for 

Transformative Placemaking inspires public, 

private, and civic sector leaders to make 

transformative place investments that generate 
widespread social and economic benefits.  



New technologies, demographic trends, and economic shifts are 
altering needs and demands for place

These trends have yielded positive impacts but are failing to 
benefit many people and places

Communities need to invest in transformative, place-based 
solutions

Why transformative placemaking?



NEW TECHNOLOGIES, DEMOGRAPHIC 
TRENDS, AND ECONOMIC SHIFTS ARE 
ALTERING NEEDS AND DEMANDS FOR 
PLACE



The relationship between place and economy is constantly evolving



Concentration

Multiple forces combine to create emergent patterns

Dispersion Segregation

Source: Brookings, “Metro areas are still racially 
segregated,” Jenny Schuetz, 2017



Collaborative Online Flexible

The digital revolution is impacting growth and development 



Collaborative Flexible

Expected vs. actual change in job 
density around jobs in 

information sector, 2004 - 2018

Online

Source: Brookings analysis of Census LEHD Origin-Destination 
Employment Statistics 

24%

88%

EXPECTED ACTUAL

The digital revolution is impacting growth and development 
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The digital revolution is impacting growth and development 

Source: Brookings analysis of U.S. BLS Data via FRED

E-commerce retail sales as a 
percent of total sales, 1999 - 2020



The digital revolution is impacting growth and development 

Collaborative FlexibleOnline

Expected vs. actual change in job 
density around jobs in 

information sector, 2004 - 2018

Share of professionals who 
prefer WFH or a hybrid work 

model, 2021

Source: The Harvard Gazette, Is ‘business as usual’ gone for good?
Source: Brookings analysis of Census LEHD Origin-Destination 
Employment Statistics Source: Brookings analysis of U.S. BLS Data via FRED

E-commerce retail sales as a 
percent of total sales, 1999 - 2020

24%

88%

EXPECTED ACTUAL

81%



Our demographic revolution is driving 
new demands for where people live, work and play
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Our demographic revolution is driving 
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THESE TRENDS ARE YIELDING POSITIVE 
IMPACTS… BUT ARE FAILING TO BENEFIT 
MANY PEOPLE AND PLACES



Durham has been a leader in concentrating job growth downtown
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Demand for density is increasing

The information sector, 
particularly, is demanding 
density and proximity

Source: Brookings analysis of Census LEHD Origin-Destination Employment Statistics
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Job density = Better economic performance
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Source:  Brookings, “Hidden in plain sight: The oversized impact of downtown universities,” Scott Andes, 2017

Dense location = Greater innovation

$1,125

$350 

Downtown Non-Downtown

Gross licensing income per student, 
2013-2015

Downtown universities:
• disclose 123% more inventions

• create 71% more startups



Source: George Washington University, “Foot Traffic Ahead,” 2019

Walkability = Rent premiums (and social, health, environmental benefits)

61%

121%

105%

Multi-family rental

Retail

Office



The knowledge economy is rewarding large places

Source: Brookings, “The case for growth centers: How to spread tech innovation across America,” 2019

Since 2005, just 5 
“superstar” metro areas

accounted for 90% of all US 
job growth in innovation

sector 



But not necessarily their cores

Source: Brookings, “Big city downtowns are booming, but can their momentum outlast the coronavirus?,” 2020.

In metros across the country, 
growth is concentrating 

downtown

But big city downtowns on the 
coasts (and select downtowns 
in the Midwest and South) are 
experiencing the most growth.

Downtown population growth, 1980 to 2018, 100 metropolitan areas   

18 Downtowns 11 Downtowns 34 Downtowns 37 Downtowns

Decreased 1980 – 2000
Decreased 2000 – 2018

Increased 1980 – 2000
Decreased 2000 – 2018

Decreased 1980 – 2000
Increased 2000 – 2018

Increased 1980 – 2000
Increased 2000 – 2018



Economic development 
often lacks a focus on 
place, placemaking, and 
(far too often) racial 
equity.

Land use planning 
often lacks a focus on racial 

equity, economic, 
and community 

development.

Community 
development
often lacks a focus on 
economic development.

Traditional 
placemaking 

is limited in scope 
and scale.

‘Place’ 
challenges 

OUR CURRENT SYSTEMS ARE TOO SILOED TO ADDRESS KEY 
CHALLENGES



COMMUNITIES NEED TO INVEST IN 
TRANSFORMATIVE, PLACE-BASED 
SOLUTIONS



Transformative placemaking requires new …

Knowledge Practices
& tools

Policies &
investment
strategies



• MEASURES OF STRENGTH: JOB MARKET SHARE TRENDS; 
PROPERTY VALUATIONS/FISCAL PRODUCTIVITY.

• Measures of inclusion: Demographics of ownership of residential 
and commercial property downtown; Demographics of downtown 
population relative to the city as a whole; Land use mix; Price-points 
for rent and amenities downtown relative to city as a whole; Access 
shed to downtown by walking, biking, transit, and car; and 
governance structures downtown

What does transformative placemaking mean downtown?



What does transformative placemaking mean downtown?



Meeting

Coworking

Eating

Innovating

Creating

Networking
Learning

Working

Playing

Colliding

Engaging

Biking

Socializing



Tracy Hadden Loh
Fellow
Brookings Metropolitan Policy Program
@lohplaces



What Does Downtown Mean to You?
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Ryan Moeller Photography, 2018

What Does Downtown Mean to You?



Best of the Bull

What Does Downtown Mean to You?



Merchants

237 Shops, Restaurants, Bars, Services

25 Last Year

16 In the Pipeline

260k Sq. Ft. In the Pipeline



Merchants: New



Question…

Which of these merchants wasn’t around in 2017?

• Carolina Soul
• Durty Bull 
• Goorsha
• Hi-Wire Brewing
• Zen Succulent



Merchants: Coming Soon

Confidential

The Quickie

The Refinery

Seraphine

Zweli’s Ekhaya



Merchants: The Map



Cultural Vibrancy: Major Attractions

2017
2.1m

2018
2.4m

2019
1.3m

2020
391k

2021
1.6m



Cultural Vibrancy: Visits to Downtown

2017
10.4m

2018
11m

2019
10.5m

2020
4.4m

2021
8m



Cultural Vibrancy



Cultural Vibrancy



Residential

214 Last Year

4,355 In the Pipeline

4,521 To Date



Residential: Affordable

508 In the Pipeline

877 To Date



Residential: Completed
Atlas



Residential: Completed
City Port



Residential: Under Construction

• *300 E. Main
• 120 Broadway Street
• 608 Mangum
• Array Durham
• Beckon
• Camden Durham
• Corporation Street Townhomes
• Elliott Square
• The Firefly

• GeerHouse
• The Grove
• The Novus
• The Ramsey
• The Rigsbee
• The Roxboro at Venable Center Apartments
• The Terraces at Morehead Hill
• The Vega

*Affordable Housing



Residential: Announced

• *500 E. Main
• 710 Rigsbee Ave.
• American Tobacco Campus (Phase III)
• *Ashton Place
• Broadway Mews
• The Callista
• *Elizabeth Street Apartments
• The George

• The James
• *JJ Henderson Senior Apartments
• Kress Condominiums
• The Pullman Building
• Washington Street Mixed-Use
• Yancey Street Condos
• YMCA Redevelopment

*Affordable Housing



Residential: In the Pipeline



Question…

How many people lived downtown in 2017?

• 1,800
• 2,200
• 2,500
• 2,800
• 3,000



Residential: Downtown Population

9.2K

Current 
Residents

18.1K

Future 
Residents



Office

4.6 Million 
Sq. Ft.

202k Last Year

829k In the Pipeline



Office: Occupancy

85% Occupancy



Office: Completed
The Roxboro at Venable Center



Question…

How many square feet of lab space existed in 2017?

• 82k
• 122k
• 172k
• 202k
• 262k



Office: Lab Space

694K
Existing

414K
Announced



Summary

214 Residential Units

202k Square Feet 25 Shops, Restaurants & 
Service Businesses

$ 201m Private/Public Investment



The SODD Report



Why It Matters






