
Commercial Center Categories: pg 6-3 to 6-12 Horizon 2020 

• Downtown Commercial Center  
The Downtown Commercial Center is the historic core of governmental, commercial, institutional, social 
and cultural activity. Transitions to adjacent neighborhoods are traditionally provided through alleyways 
or landscaping improvements rather than a change in use or density. The Downtown Commercial Center 
is restricted to the historic commercial core of Lawrence. The boundaries of Downtown Lawrence 
correspond with the boundaries outlined in the “Comprehensive Downtown Plan”, and are described as: 
starting at the Kansas River, south along Kentucky Street to just south of Vermont Towers, then east to 
Vermont Street, south along Vermont Street to North Park Street, east along North Park Street to Rhode 
Island Street, north along Rhode Island Street to 11th Street, west along 11th Street to the alley east of 
New Hampshire Street, north along the New Hampshire Street alley to 9th Street, east on 9th Street to 
Rhode Island Street, then north on Rhode Island Street to the Kansas River.  
 
The Downtown Commercial Center is the Regional Retail/Commercial/Office/Cultural Center for the 
community and is considered a destination driver that attracts and serves the area beyond that of the 
local community. The Downtown Commercial Center has an established development and 
architectural/urban design pattern. Unique among commercial centers in Lawrence, the Downtown 
Commercial Center combines a variety of land uses, including governmental, retail, office, public facilities, 
institutions, churches, and residential. Linear in design, the Downtown Commercial Center is focused 
along Massachusetts Street with New Hampshire and Vermont Streets serving as secondary activity 
areas. General building patterns are urban. Mixed-use, multi-story buildings are the most common 
building form and parking is provided on-street and through community parking lots and parking 
structures.  
 
Building designs and public improvements are focused on providing a pedestrian-oriented commercial 
experience. Massachusetts Street has a distinct streetscape with sawtooth parking and a focus on first 
floor (pedestrian oriented) retail use. Vermont and New Hampshire Streets provide the major vehicular 
movement patterns and provide access to the majority of the community parking areas. Alleyways, which 
provide service access, are one of the main character-defining elements that distinguish the Downtown 
Commercial Center from other commercial centers. To ensure there are a variety of commercial uses, the 
maximum footprint for an individual store is limited to approximately 25,000 gross square feet. One of 
the keys to the success of the Downtown Commercial Center is the ability to provide a wide range of 
leasable square footage that is both flexible and capable of being tailored to a specific use. Construction 
within the Downtown Commercial Center is regulated by a set of design guidelines administered through 
an Urban Conservation Overlay Zoning District.  
 
An important ingredient to ensuring the continued viability of Downtown is keeping it the center of the 
city’s social and institutional activities. To maintain downtown as the city and County’s hub of 
governmental functions; uses and buildings such as City Hall, the County Courthouse, Municipal Library, 
Douglas County Senior Center, Fire/Medical Department’s Main Office, Police and Sheriff Offices, the 
Municipal Pool and the Municipal and District Courts shall remain located in Downtown.  
  



• Existing Strip Commercial Developments  
Existing strip commercial development areas are characterized by developments that do not meet current 
standards for lot dimensions and area, lot frontage, curb cut location(s), or the presence of internal 
frontage roads for cross access. These areas developed at a time when development standards permitted 
smaller lots, shallower lot depth, minimum spacing between curb cuts and multiple access points from a 
site to an arterial street; traffic studies were also not required prior to development at that time. These 
strip commercial development areas have become obsolete as a result of their inability to adjust to 
increased traffic volumes and congestion, current needs for site area and depth for redevelopment, and 
the changing patterns of shopping of the motoring public. As these strip areas become less desirable 
locations, the ability to redevelop individual lots becomes a matter of both property owner and 
community concern. The community concern is primarily with the creation of vacant, undeveloped or 
underdeveloped commercial areas that have the potential to blight the city’s gateways.  
 
A combination of innovative tools should be developed to assist owners of lots within the existing strip 
development areas to redevelop. These tools need to include regulations that provide accommodations 
for shallow lot depth, the combination of lots and access points, and the creation of cross access between 
lots to minimize the need for individual lot access to arterial streets. In addition, other tools of a policy 
nature which would be helpful to redevelopment need to be considered and, where appropriate, adopted 
by the appropriate governing bodies. These tools may include the ability for establishment of 
public/private partnerships, special overlay districts, modified development standards for redevelopment 
based on an adopted redevelopment plan, tools to assist in lot consolidation and purchase, adopted 
access management plans and access point relocations, special benefit districts for sidewalks and public 
transportation stops, assistance in acquiring cross access easements, and similar tools providing 
community benefit.  
 
Existing Strip Commercial Development areas shall not be permitted to expand or redevelop into the 
surrounding lower-intensity areas. Redevelopment within Strip Commercial Development areas shall be 
approved only when the redevelopment complies with any adopted redevelopment plan or access 
management plan for the area. Cross access easements and curb cut consolidation should be considered 
a standard element of any redevelopment plan, as shall a solid screen or buffer along all property lines 
that adjoin residentially zoned or developed areas. 
  



LAWRENCE - EXISTING COMMERCIAL AREAS (pg 6-12 6-19) 
Lawrence currently has a number of commercial and retail development areas:  
• Downtown Lawrence  
• N. 2nd Street and N. 3rd Street  
 
• Downtown Lawrence  
Throughout the development of this Plan, the need to preserve, improve and enhance Downtown 
Lawrence has been shown to have broad community support. Goals and policies in the Plan are written to 
ensure Downtown Lawrence remains competitive and viable as a Regional Retail Commercial Center. 
Downtown Lawrence shall remain the Regional Retail/Commercial/Office/Cultural Center because it is: 1) 
a physical and cultural symbol of the strength of the community; 2) a gathering point for many civic and 
cultural functions; 3) the "historic core" of the community which establishes a vital continuity between 
the past and the present community; and 4) the site of major public and private investment.  
 
The Comprehensive Downtown Plan reiterates the specific functions of a downtown. These functions 
include provisions for a retail core, office space, entertainment services, peripheral residential 
development, cultural facilities (including performing arts, museums and libraries) community social 
needs (including club and organizational meeting facilities), government offices and facilities, health 
services, convention and hotel facilities. The Comprehensive Downtown Plan also states this area should 
provide, "the economic, physical and aesthetic environment around which the populace can develop an 
intense pride in the community, a focal point for identification and drawing together for common 
interests, a meeting place where people can communicate and relax -- the heart of the city".  
 
To distinguish Downtown Lawrence from other commercial and retail areas, and to preserve and enhance 
its role in the community, Downtown Lawrence is designated as the Regional 
Retail/Commercial/Office/Cultural Center and shall be the only location within the planning area 
developed for such use. Gateways to Downtown Lawrence should be emphasized and enhanced to 
contribute to the "sense of place" of this unique area of the community.  
 
The distinction as the Regional Retail/Commercial/Office/Cultural Center, above and beyond other 
commercial areas within the community, is significant. Downtown Lawrence serves the greater needs of 
the community as a focal point for social, community and governmental activities. The Plan's goals and 
policies encourage the continued development of a broad mix of uses in downtown Lawrence with an 
emphasis on retail as a major land use. It is vital to the community's well-being that Downtown Lawrence 
remain the viable Regional Retail Commercial Center.  
 
For Downtown Lawrence to remain economically stable and vital there is a need to expand the 
boundaries beyond the current configuration illustrated in the adopted Comprehensive Downtown Plan. 
This anticipates the need to provide additional parking areas and locations for commercial and public-
related development in the future. At this time, the Comprehensive Plan does not recommend areas for 
downtown expansion, but opportunities for expansion and redevelopment do exist within the current 
boundaries of Downtown Lawrence. Action to expand Downtown Lawrence can only be reasonably 
undertaken following a comprehensive re-evaluation of downtown needs, assets, growth potentials, use 
mix, and preferred locations for conservation and development. Re-study of the Comprehensive 
Downtown Plan should explore the following options to improve Downtown Lawrence: development of a 
comprehensive parking plan and implementation schedule, evaluation of transportation options, 
improvement of access to downtown from the east, west and south, and inclusion of more uses along the 
river and integration of these developments into downtown.  
  



 
• N. 2nd Street and N. 3rd Street  
 
The Comprehensive Plan recommends that N. 2nd Street and N. 3rd Street play an enhanced role in the 
community as a commercial corridor, acting as an important entryway/gateway to Lawrence. This 
corridor is considered to be an Existing Strip Commercial area. The Comprehensive Plan identifies the 
intersection of the N. 3rd Street and I-70 as a possible location for an Auto-Related Commercial Center.  
 
Marginal, obsolete and underutilized sites and incompatible uses along this corridor should be 
redeveloped or reconstructed. For example, existing heavy industrial uses along the northern portion of 
the corridor should be relocated within the planning area and the sites redeveloped with compatible 
commercial, service or retail uses. New development and redevelopment shall include improved parking, 
signage and landscaping improvements that enhance the overall aesthetic and environmental conditions 
along the corridor. The city should encourage and work with land owners to undertake property 
improvement within the area. The city should consider special financing mechanisms, such as benefit 
districts or tax increment financing to assist in private and public improvement projects for the area.  
 
Historically, the North Lawrence area including the N. 2nd and N. 3rd Street corridor has had repeated 
floodwater and stormwater problems. The Comprehensive Plan recommends that a comprehensive 
drainage study be completed as soon as possible and before any additional new development occurs 
along the N. 2nd Street and N. 3rd Street corridor. The study shall be a joint project between the city and 
private property owners. The drainage study shall provide a plan for addressing existing flooding and 
stormwater problems, as well as devising a plan for dealing with additional runoff from future 
development in the area. 
  



 


