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Dear Downtown Stakeholders:

Downtown Louisville is the heart of Louisville, the center of the 
region, the economic engine of our state. While downtown has been 
hit hard by the pandemic and its aftermath – as have most 
downtowns across the country – downtown Louisville is resilient, 
and we can take comfort that we have built a strong base over the 
past few decades. That being said, we understand that downtown 
Louisville as we move forward needs to adapt to a new paradigm for 
downtown, and broaden its approach. We need more people coming 
downtown to live, to work, to play, to visit, to create and innovate. 

We need to think of downtown as a neighborhood – a unique 
neighborhood – with all of the attributes of great neighborhoods: 
great parks, open spaces, places to eat and drink, and enjoy the 
company of others. A place with comfortable and active streets and 
public spaces where everyone feels safe and welcome; a place 
people choose to be, rather than where they have to be.

Downtown Louisville can be – and will be – such a place, if we act 
both boldly and strategically. This Downtown Louisville Development 
Strategy provides the blueprint for downtown over the next decade, 
not through a series of wish-list items and pretty pictures, but 
through a thoughtful strategy of activating downtown, investing in 
the quality of its public spaces, and creating a critical mass of 
downtown housing – with increased availability of housing styles 
and affordability. Quality of place is especially critical in the post-
pandemic world; in fact, improving the quality of place is one of the 
four pillars in Louisville Metro’s recently released Growing Louisville 
Together economic development strategy.

This new approach to downtown Louisville demands that both the 
public and private sector work proactively to make things happen. 
Not merely to support and encourage projects and development, but 
to invest in downtown. We cannot expect others to invest in 
downtown if we don’t first do so ourselves. This Strategy lays out 
how such investments can be most impactful.

Downtown Louisville should be the most vibrant, authentic, unique, 
clean, green, safe, and creative neighborhood in our entire city. The 
public and private partners are committed to supporting and 
implementing this Strategy, in conjunction with our economic 
development plan, to ensure that downtown Louisville reaches its 
best potential. 

Foreword

Craig Greenberg Ja Hillebrand
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A NEW PARADIGM FOR DOWNTOWN LOUISVILLE

Introduction
Over the last few decades, significant growth and development have transformed downtown Louisville into 
a far more vibrant and engaging place to live, work, and visit. Popular attractions like Whiskey Row and 
Waterfront Park, cultural destinations like Muhammad Ali Center and the Louisville Slugger Museum & 
Factory, and entertainment venues like the KFC Yum! Center and Fourth Street Live! have all contributed 
to the vitality of downtown Louisville.

Many of these improvements emerged from previous strategic planning initiatives, where strategies 
focused on activating downtown Louisville on evenings and weekends in hopes of transforming the city 
from a 9-to-5, office-oriented workplace into a bustling center of activity 24/7. In recent years, the 
continued growth of bourbon-centric tourism has also fueled downtown’s identity as the centerpoint of 
Louisville’s Urban Bourbon experience.

These strategies were designed to complement downtown Louisville’s primary focus as the region’s most 
vital business hub, where a high percentage of daily office workers provide the core of downtown’s 
strength. While that focus remains true today, significant changes in the workplace as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic have impacted downtown Louisville - just as it has many downtowns across the 
country. The role of today’s office worker continues to evolve and, while fully remote work is tapering off, it 
is clear that hybrid work patterns will continue to a significant extent into the future.

The impact on downtown Louisville during “normal” work hours is clear and compelling - most evident by 
the significant downturn of street activity, especially during low tourism periods. Although this 
development may, in the long term, be less dire for Louisville than in many larger cities, it is clear that 
downtown Louisville must adapt in order to thrive. While strategies to encourage businesses to remain 
in or relocate to downtown and entice workers to return to regular in-office schedules are important, it is 
vital that Louisville create and provide a more diverse mix of uses and attractions throughout its 
downtown districts.

In short, prior initiatives to supplement downtown office space with other types of uses - especially 
residential - must evolve and expand if downtown Louisville is to remain active throughout the day and 
evenings.
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Waterfront Park West Main Street Whiskey Row

KFC Yum! Center Louisville Slugger Field Lynn Family Stadium

Muhammad Ali Center Louisville Slugger Museum Urban Bourbon
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Strategic Initiatives

A NEW PARADIGM FOR DOWNTOWN LOUISVILLE

A Vibrant Work Environment

The present outlook should not diminish the importance of thriving businesses and workers to the 
economic vitality of the city. Downtown Louisville must remain the commercial heart of the region and the 
focus of public and private strategies to support existing downtown businesses, to promote their 
expansion, and to proactively encourage new businesses to set down roots in the city. Recently, Louisville 
Metro has launched invaluable initiatives to provide financial assistance to businesses and/or property 
owners, enabling them to adapt their workspaces to meet the needs of the post-pandemic work 
landscape.

However, the ability to influence businesses on their approach to hybrid work schedules remains much 
more limited. These issues are not industry or city-specific; they reflect current and emerging trends 
regarding employee work patterns in many sectors across the nation. Post-pandemic employees also 
largely decide their work habits by the environments in which employers are located. It is important to 
promote a vibrant downtown environment that is preferable to other options, such as working from home 
or remotely in a neighborhood coffee shop. Louisville Metro and entities such as the Louisville Downtown 
Partnership (LDP) and Greater Louisville Inc. (GLI) must prioritize close working relationships with 
downtown businesses in order to understand the needs/demands of their employees, and act accordingly 
to provide a quality of place downtown that supports their needs.

A Compelling Social Infrastructure

Downtown strategists have long understood that one of the most significant factors for those choosing to 
live in downtown Louisville was their ability to walk to work. With far fewer workers coming to the office 
on a daily basis, however, this advantage has become considerably less significant. 

While this may reduce the attractiveness of downtown housing to some extent, other emerging trends 
offer new opportunities for Louisville. Today’s more mobile workers - commonly called “knowledge 
workers” - are leaving larger coastal cities in significant numbers in favor of smaller cities offering a 
package of amenities and quality of life advantages, even as they may continue to work remotely in these 
larger cities. Because Louisville can provide more affordable housing, parks, easy access across the 
metropolitan area, etc., it is well positioned to attract such workers. 

However, doing so depends greatly on the quality of its “social infrastructure.” This term can be defined in 
myriad ways, but it is most commonly considered to be the network of physical spaces and institutions that 
shape our interactions with each other, transforming mere collections of buildings and streets into a social 
gathering place that is comfortable, interactive, and engaging. Downtown Louisville is uniquely equipped to 
offer such a strong social infrastructure to its existing citizens and those seeking to relocate from 
elsewhere.

9
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A NEW PARADIGM FOR DOWNTOWN LOUISVILLE

As downtown Louisville prioritizes strategic actions over the next decade, those policies and initiatives 
that improve its social infrastructure are likely to catalyze downtown’s economic development, 
investment, vitality, and activity more than others. As one of the speakers at our Community Conversation 
stated:

Looking Ahead

Downtown Louisville’s long-term future is bright. Major improvements over the past quarter-century have 
established a solid foundation for growth and success, and many more are underway. A new and 
committed Louisville Metro administration is in place - one that understands the importance of building 
upon, strengthening, and expanding the city’s downtown sector. By crafting a blueprint that recognizes - 
and actively embraces - this new paradigm, downtown Louisville can position itself to become an even 
more dynamic, vibrant, and engaging place to live, work, visit, and create over the next decade.

“Today’s new paradigm is: capital follows people… people 
follow place… place needs investment.” James Lima
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The set of principles, initiatives, and actions that comprise this development strategy for downtown 
Louisville is designed to improve the public realm – its quality of place - and create places where people 
want to be, want to live, and want to invest in. The strategy strongly emphasizes investing - and 
reinvesting - in downtown’s pedestrian environment, which has been somewhat neglected in recent 
years. 

It is important to remember that the strategy outlined herein is a 10-year blueprint illustrating how 
downtown Louisville can position itself for continued - and accelerated - growth and vitality over the next 
decade. Many of these strategies, if implemented early, can achieve results in the first few years; in fact, 
some have already been initiated. There are, however, significant short-term issues that must be resolved 
to ensure long-term success. These primarily include issues of public safety, security, infrastructure 
maintenance, loss of confidence in downtown, and a shrinking downtown office workforce - but Louisville 
Metro, LDP, and others are working diligently to address these current challenges.

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought little positive impact to the city. Combined with lingering tensions 
from incidents of social protest and civil unrest, the challenges facing downtown Louisville may seem - at 
first glance - daunting. But an understanding of this “new paradigm for downtown Louisville” enables 
downtown Louisville’s stakeholders to reconsider right now downtown’s mix of uses, the quality of its 
space, and how it can best serve those who want to be here. These are issues that would have needed to 
be addressed at some point regardless of the pandemic. Even as the effects of the pandemic continue to 
evolve, a diverse and engaging downtown public realm is essential for ensuring that downtown Louisville 
is poised to embrace change and take advantage of emerging trends.
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A NEW PARADIGM FOR DOWNTOWN LOUISVILLE

Considerable discussion has taken place - both locally and nationally - about what downtowns will look 
like as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. Which conditions are only temporary, and which will lead to 
permanent change? How should downtowns deal with this uncertainty? What trends are emerging that 
will affect downtowns most significantly? Can downtowns recover and thrive?

A New Paradigm for Downtown Louisville

13



LOUISVILLE DOWNTOWN DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY

The Downtown Louisville Development Strategy process included a number of “Community 
Conversations” with national experts to better understand the above issues and how other cities - both 
large and small - are coping with them. Although nothing is absolutely certain, it is nevertheless clear 
that certain trends have emerged in the months and years following the pandemic - all of which have 
implications for downtown Louisville:

“We know that activating and leveraging the 
public realm is the key to creating an active and 
vibrant downtown environment, which offers a 
truly special place experience.”
David Downey President, International Downtown Association

“Housing is the new economic engine for downtowns.”
 
Laurie Volk, Zimmerman Volk Associates

“The pandemic has accelerated the rapid 
desire to increase people-focused urban 
solutions.”

Mallory Baches President, Congress of New Urbanism

“Today’s new paradigm is: 
capital follows people…people follow place…
place needs investment.” 
James Lima President, JLP + D

14
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A NEW PARADIGM FOR DOWNTOWN LOUISVILLE

A New Paradigm for Downtown Louisville

• Post-pandemic downtowns will no longer function as they did before the pandemic, particularly in the 
area of office work. To focus primarily on downtown office employment is now an outdated approach; 
cities that fail to realize this are guaranteed to fall behind. The goal of any downtown business strategy 
today must be the creation of a vibrant, mixed-use downtown community. To ensure their economic 
health and sustainability, post-pandemic downtowns must cultivate a strong mix of office workers, 
residents, and tourists.

• Downtown residents, as well as those living in neighborhoods at the edges of downtown, must become 
a more integrated part of the downtown experience. Housing is now a primary catalyst for any 
downtown’s vitality and strength - not just in stand-alone residential buildings, but through the 
creation of residential clusters that offer the same amenities and “sense of neighborhood” as any 
desirable urban place to live.

• Following the COVID-19 pandemic, people are now empowered to choose where they want to live and 
where and how they want to work. Downtown must be a place where they want to be, and downtowns 
must make that choice as compelling as possible. If people perceive no added value of traveling 
downtown on a regular basis for work or play, they will not come. Even businesses that choose to 
locate downtown will only do so if they believe their employees want to be there.

• A safe, engaging, attractive downtown environment - its public realm - is now a driving economic 
development force. Downtown leaders can no longer focus their efforts only on cleanliness and 
aesthetics. Businesses, workers, tourists, and residents will decide to be part of downtown only if the 
quality of place is exemplary and a destination for positivity and social interaction. This is a major 
consideration, in particular, for workers with greater mobility who currently work remotely in larger 
coastal cities but can now choose to live in smaller cities offering a package of amenities more to their 
liking. Thanks to affordable housing and its reputation for being a good place to raise a family - among 
other attributes - Louisville can make a strong case in attracting these types of workers, but only if its 
downtown environment is equally attractive and engaging.

These takeaways provide the basis for a new way of thinking about - and planning for - a thriving 
downtown. 

15
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1. Office space is still important, but downtowns 
must become truly mixed-use areas; thinking 
of downtown as simply the “central business 
district” of a city is a losing strategy. A vibrant 
mixed-use downtown must now be a major 
part of a business attraction strategy.

2. Reinforce Downtown as a Residential 
Neighborhood must be a major component of 
any thriving downtown now and in the future.

3. Downtowns need to be attractive and 
desirable for those who choose to be 
downtown; especially residents and visitors 
and workers who are empowered with choice.

4. The vibrant public realm is not merely a “nice 
amenity;” it is a driving economic 
development force.

Post-Pandemic
Takeaways

WHAT WE’VE HEARD

16
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A NEW PARADIGM FOR DOWNTOWN LOUISVILLE

Stakeholder Input
Despite concerns about some of the challenges currently facing downtown Louisville, a wide variety of 
stakeholders - individuals, businesses, and more - have demonstrated deep commitment and support of 
downtown. Many have expressed optimism and belief that taking a fresh view will ultimately lead to a 
more vibrant and flourishing downtown. Likewise, stakeholders have uniformly expressed the need to 
address today’s challenges with strong, substantive action - prerequisites for downtown’s longer-term 
economic health and sustainability.

Over the course of 70+ meetings with key stakeholders and the public, certain common themes emerged:
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• Safety; homelessness; lack of office workers, deferred maintenance

• Streets focused on cars, not pedestrians

• Need more residential; wider range of housing types

• Too many vacant lots (surface parking)

• Downtown not well connected to adjacent districts and neighborhoods

• Inconsistency; some great streets/districts; others unpleasant or empty

• Not bike friendly

• Need better connectivity; transit and pedestrian

• Downtown doesn’t connect well to waterfront

• Downtown public spaces forlorn and mostly empty

• Downtown vibrant primarily due to tourists

• Need more events/activities for locals



Stakeholder Input sessions
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Stakeholder Input (cont.)
Some stakeholders also expressed concerns that downtown Louisville’s growth and success in recent 
years has perhaps led many to become complacent about its development. While downtown Louisville is a 
far more active and vibrant place than it was, and certain parts of downtown have been thriving - partially 
driven by the surge in tourism - many believe that more could be done. While a common comment was 
“Downtown seemed to be thriving pre-pandemic, but now we’ve taken a big step backwards;” others 
responded by suggesting that “Maybe we weren’t doing as well as we thought.”

Nevertheless, all agree that there now exists an opportunity to revisit the city’s collective approach to 
downtown Louisville, and to begin the work of resetting its priorities.
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List of Stakeholder Meetings (partial)
• Metro Public Art Coordinator

• Urban Design Center

• Muhammad Ali Center

• Roots 101

• Slugger Museum 

• Mayor Greenberg

• University of Louisville

• UofL President Schatzel

• Envirome Institute

• Cabinet for Economic Development

• Metro Economic Development 

Strategy Team

• Louisville Public Works/Engineering

• Urban Design Studio 

• Louisville Housing Authority

• Downtown Property Owners 

• Major Employers

• Downtown Brokers

• Small Businesses and Restaurants

• Downtown Residents Association

• Downtown Developers

• Waterfront Development

• Louisville Tourism 

• Minority Entrepreneurs 

• Block By Block

• Coalition for the Homeless

• Louisville Central Community Center 

• Vision Russell

• LOUMED

• Transit Authority of River City

• Parking Authority of River City

• Downtown Bourbon Attractions

• Spalding University 

• Francis Parker School

• Jefferson Community 

& Technical College

• Simmons College of Kentucky

• Louisville Bar Association 

• The Kentucky Center 

• Bingham Fellows

• Churchill Downs

• Frazier Museum

• Louisville Orchestra

• Young Professionals

Association of Louisville
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Conclusions
Having identified which post-pandemic trends are likely to remain in place - and how downtowns must 
adapt to leverage those trends - stakeholders reached a fairly widespread and uniform consensus on the 
challenges and opportunities facing the city. From this consensus, a set of general conclusions about 
downtown Louisville and its blueprint for development over the next decade began to emerge:

• Downtown Louisville must be considered to be broader than the central business district. It needs to 
include - and connect seamlessly to - the surrounding neighborhoods and districts along its edge. 
Reducing barriers to this connectivity should be a priority.

• Downtown must offer a stronger and more diverse mix of uses, designed to encourage activity on a 
24/7 basis.

• It is imperative to significantly increase the number of people who reside in (and adjacent to) 
downtown Louisville. This effort must include the creation of true residential neighborhood clusters, 
with public spaces and amenities that residents expect in any strong urban neighborhood. Housing 
options must offer a wider range of unit types and affordability than currently exist.

• Downtown Louisville is not homogeneous; it is composed of a series of districts, each with their own 
unique identities - some more distinctive than others. Efforts must be made to generate greater 
activity within each of these districts in order to highlight what makes each one unique, and 
strengthen the connections between them.

• To foster an engaging public realm requires more than just improving aesthetics. Strong social 
infrastructure is a key element of downtown Louisville’s economic development strategy. It is also a 
major determinant of who ventures into downtown and - now more than ever - who chooses to live 
and work there.

• Office space and its users remain a vital element, but downtown Louisville must adapt to the new 
realities of a much broader downtown base that offers a diverse mix of uses and activity.

• Downtown streets must be prioritized for pedestrian use and redesigned to support a wider range of 
travel and mobility - not just as wide corridors for moving cars in and out of downtown as quickly as 
possible.

• Downtown Louisville’s open spaces must function together as a coordinated network of engaging 
places for people to seek out and enjoy.

• Attracting new economic development and investment to downtown Louisville is critical, but the 
businesses and institutions anchoring downtown today must not be taken for granted. The city should 
prioritize support for the reinvestment and expansion of the University of Louisville’s downtown 
campus, the Louisville Medical & Education District (LOUMED), and its many other cultural and 
educational institutions.

• Downtown Louisville must expand its offerings of attractions and activity generators to draw more 
diverse patrons throughout the week (days, evenings, and weekends). These attractions should also 
cater to the interests of patrons who might not otherwise be drawn to downtown.

• Downtown Louisville must be viewed as a welcoming place for all - a safe, inclusive destination that 
truly lives up to its reputation as “everyone’s neighborhood.”

• Public safety must be a high priority, with a greater police presence downtown (on foot, on bikes, on 
horseback), more downtown Ambassadors, and support for the creation of more transitional housing 
units for the unhoused population.
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A Place of Inclusion
Underlying all recommended actions is the need to establish downtown Louisville as a welcoming place 
for everyone - citizens and visitors alike. This is not merely a statement of general hospitality; it 
represents downtown’s commitment to celebrating diversity and inclusion.

Civil unrest at the height of the Breonna Taylor protests caused considerable damage to Louisville’s 
reputation as an inclusive and compassionate city, as well as raised concerns - some of which remain - 
about safety and hospitality for people of color in downtown Louisville. The importance of establishing 
downtown Louisville as welcoming and inclusive for everyone cannot be overstated.

Some ways to do this are already self-evident: a sensitive and inclusive redesign of Jefferson Square, 
support of the Roots 101 Museum, celebrating the rich heritage of the Old Walnut Street Corridor, 
assistance for minority businesses and creating a stronger pedestrian connection among and between 
these sites, as well as the Muhammad Ali Center.
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A NEW PARADIGM FOR DOWNTOWN LOUISVILLE

Short Term Challenges
The Downtown Louisville Development Strategy is designed to serve as a blueprint for guiding downtown 
Louisville’s growth and economic vitality over the next decade through a set of principles, initiatives, and 
strategic actions. While many of its recommendations can be initiated in the short term - and the fruits of 
those efforts realized sooner rather than later - others will take longer.

Nevertheless, there are current challenges where actions need to be taken as soon as possible. Although 
these primarily lie outside the scope of this Strategy, the ability of downtown Louisville to regain and 
enhance its health and vitality in the long run is greatly impacted by resolution of these current 
challenges.

Public Safety

Currently, the reduction in a visible police presence in downtown Louisville adds to the public’s perception 
- and, in some cases, reality - of safety concerns. Staff shortages in the Louisville Metro police 
department have understandably contributed to this reduced LMPD presence, as coverage must be 
managed across the entire Metro area. Downtown Louisville is also not covered by its own unique police 
division and it lacks highly visible police substations - a major shortcoming fueling the public perception 
that downtown safety is not a high priority.

Nonetheless, both the Mayor and the Police Chief have stated numerous times that public safety is the 
number one concern for the city and the number one concern for downtown. The relocation of the police 
headquarters to 6th and Chestnut Streets should certainly improve visibility, but it is essential to provide a 
more physical operational presence downtown, preferably through the establishment of a full downtown 
division, but at the very least an increased presence of officers on foot, on bicycles, and on horses. 
Louisville Metro and the private sector have each funded an expansion of the LDP Downtown 
Ambassadors. This program provides a welcoming degree of comfort for Downtown. It is an important 
element for Downtown’s safety and security and should continue at this level or at a higher level 
permanently. 

Homelessness Population

Homelessness continues to have a significant impact on the public’s perception of safety in downtown 
Louisville. Whether the homeless population is growing, as some assume, or its visibility is greater 
because there are fewer people downtown, it remains a serious concern.

Discussions with downtown Louisville’s stakeholders, the homeless services community, and Louisville 
Metro have all converged on a similar conclusion: efforts to reduce the number of people on the streets 
needing shelter and eliminating homeless encampments will not succeed until and unless more 
transitional housing units can be produced that can provide - if not permanent housing - longer stays 
than overnight accommodations in shelters, as well as needed social services and assistance in finding 
permanent housing. This is an initiative that downtown Louisville stakeholders should actively support.
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• Public Safety
• Homelessness
• Fewer Downtown Office Workers
• Maintenance of the Public Realm
• Reduced restaurant patronage
• Downtown activation

(outdoor dining, temporary uses, pop-ups programming, CitySpots)

SHORT TERM CHALLENGES
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Infrastructure Maintenance

The maintenance needs of downtown’s infrastructure - its streets, sidewalks, curbs, street lights, trash 
cans, etc. - are many. In recent years, deferred maintenance of this infrastructure has affected the overall 
quality of the downtown environment. A well maintained downtown infrastructure is crucial for many 
reasons: sidewalks need to accommodate accessibility, lighting is a major public safety determinant, etc. 
The conditions of a downtown's infrastructure provides the most evident sign of the condition of its health, 
safety, and well-being.

Simply put, it is difficult to entice private investment in downtown Louisville when public investment is 
visibly absent. The Mayor and City Council have recognized this and committed significant resources to the 
maintenance of downtown’s infrastructure in the new administration’s initial budget. Continued funding at 
an increased level needs to continue to bring the entire downtown infrastructure to working order.

Return to Work

Downtown Louisville must provide assistance in encouraging office workers to return to their workplaces 
on a daily basis. As previous sections have stated, these efforts are made difficult by the emergence of 
post-pandemic trends, but it is important to provide assistance to building owners and businesses who 
wish to relocate or remain downtown - especially considering the high costs needed to reconfigure 
existing workspaces to accommodate the type of environment that today's workplaces demand. To date, 
Louisville Metro has established an incentive fund designed to do just that. Such funding should remain in 
place as long as needs continue. 
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Guiding Principles
With a clearer understanding of how downtowns must reposition themselves and adapt for the future, and 
strong input from stakeholders regarding downtown Louisville’s own priorities - both short term and long 
term - consensus emerged around this set of conclusions to drive the Downtown Louisville Development 
Strategy.

The first step in responding to these conclusions is to agree upon and establish guiding principles that will 
serve as the mechanism for evaluating efforts to move downtown Louisville forward. Any proposed 
project, development, or initiative requiring the participation of the public sector or a public/private 
partnership should align with - and advance - one or more of these principles.

Why is this important? The Downtown Louisville Development Strategy is not a “master plan” detailing 
specific locations for specific projects. Those plans tend to be proscriptive and ineffective because 
financing conditions, markets, and other determinants change over time - often quickly. But as investment 
and development proposals, site-specific plans, and actions are crystalized, it is critical that their support 
and advancement is predicated on an adherence to downtown’s overriding principles. These principles 
provide the basis for such evaluation. The approach to maintaining the health and vitality of downtown 
Louisville should remain flexible and resilient as time goes on, but adherence to these principles should 
not, if downtown Louisville is to prosper.

In addition, these guiding principles should serve as a “report card” on how downtown Louisville is doing. 
If continued progress reflecting each of these principles can be demonstrated, confidence that downtown 
is moving in the right direction will build. If downtown begins to fall short, however, then appropriate 
corrections and adjustments can be made.
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Guiding Principles for Downtown Louisville
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A NEW PARADIGM FOR DOWNTOWN LOUISVILLE

Strategic Initiatives
The following sections detail the major initiatives that are recommended as action items over the next 
decade. Implementing these will ensure that downtown Louisville continues to thrive as the economic, 
cultural, and creative center of the region.
 
These 10 major initiatives of priorities, actions, and improvements are grouped in the following three 
categories:

Activate Downtown
Downtown Louisville has suffered a downturn in overall activity since 2020, for reasons described earlier. 
Certain sectors within the downtown economy - such as tourism - have rebounded and, in some cases, 
exceeded pre-pandemic levels. Some districts of downtown are thriving and growing, but this success is 
not evenly distributed throughout the entire downtown area. An increase in activity can be expected in 
downtown Louisville as time passes, but more proactive intervention is needed in order to spur 
development and catalyze a wider range of opportunities and uses throughout the greater downtown area.

Reinforce Downtown as a Residential Neighborhood
The overall economic health of downtown Louisville over the next 10 years greatly depends on the 
establishment of a strong residential sector. This cannot be overstated. The residential population of 
downtown will become a major driver of its economy. Although that population has grown in past years, it 
still remains well below critical mass. To attract more residents, downtown Louisville must provide a 
sense of neighborhood and community that exemplifies the same quality of place as any other desirable 
residential neighborhood in the city.

Enhance the Public Realm
Just as the residential sector is a critical economic factor for downtown Louisville, a high-quality and 
socially engaging public realm is also essential to its overall health and sustainability. No longer simply a 
“nice” amenity, the public realm must rise to meet the increasing needs and choices that people have 
regarding where they wish to work, live, visit, and play. While most of the necessary infrastructure 
elements are already in place, downtown Louisville’s attention to cultivating a quality of place has waned 
in recent years. Following these strategic initiatives will jumpstart efforts to expand, enhance, and 
celebrate that quality of place and infuse throughout downtown the very best that Louisville has to offer its 
citizens and visitors.
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Enhance the 
Public Realm

• Prioritize downtown’s streets 
for pedestrians

• Transform barriers into seams 
(Broadway; 9th Street; I-65)

• Activate and connect 
underutilized spaces

• Reimagine downtown’s open 
spaces

• Better connect Waterfront Park 
and downtown

• Encourage outdoor dining
STRATEGIC INITIATIVES

Reinforce Downtown 
as a Residential 
Neighborhood

• Create a series of residential 
neighborhoods in and at the edges of 
downtown

• Incentivize conversion of 
Class B and Class C office buildings 
into residential use

• Encourage residential infill of vacant 
parcels

• Expand the array of residential 
neighborhood amenities, including 
fresh food and grocery stores

STRATEGIC INITIATIVES

Activate
Downtown

STRATEGIC INITIATIVES

• Reinforce, recognize and 
support downtown’s districts 
and district anchors

• Celebrate the Old Walnut 
Street Corridor

• Support downtown anchors

• Expand downtown’s 
attractions

• Showcase Louisville’s 
creativity
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Activate 
Downtown

Downtown Louisville has suffered a downturn in 
overall activity since 2020, for reasons described 
earlier. Certain sectors within the downtown 
economy - such as tourism - have rebounded and, in 
some cases, exceeded pre-pandemic levels. Some 
districts of downtown are thriving and growing, but 
this success is not evenly distributed throughout the 
entire downtown area. An increase in activity can be 
expected in downtown Louisville as time passes, but 
more proactive intervention is needed in order to 
spur development and catalyze a wider range of 
opportunities and uses throughout the greater 
downtown area.
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Highlight Downtown’s Unique Districts
For over 100 years, downtown Louisville has been most commonly defined by its central business district 
(CBD) - the one-square mile area extending east to west from Hancock Street and 9th Street, and north to 
south from the Ohio River to York Street. But even under this narrow - and increasingly outdated - 
definition, it is clear that downtown Louisville is not homogenous in character, activity, and vitality.
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Activate Downtown

Downtown Map circa 1929

Current Downtown
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Main Street, for example, has a much different sense of place than Broadway, or 4th Street, or the 
government district. As downtown pivots from its primary focus on office space to a broader mix of uses 
and activities, it must be regarded as more than the central business district alone; rather, a series of 
unique districts each with their own distinctive personalities, activity, and branding. This definition would 
certainly include a central business district, but also extend out to districts and neighborhoods located 
along the edges of downtown.
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Activate Downtown

Downtown Districts



West Main Street

NuLu

A NEW PARADIGM FOR DOWNTOWN LOUISVILLE33

Activate Downtown

Many of these districts were thriving before the COVID-19 pandemic and remain active and vibrant today - 
West Main Street, Whiskey Row, NuLu, Waterfront Park, Butchertown. Each one clearly possesses a 
distinct identity, as people identify them by their district names rather than simply calling them 
“downtown.” These districts also are downtown’s most walkable, comfortable, and pedestrian-friendly 
environments, easily attracting visitors, workers, residents, - and investors - alike.



Activate Downtown

Butchertown

Waterfront Park
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West Downtown

A NEW PARADIGM FOR DOWNTOWN LOUISVILLE

Highlight Downtown’s Unique Districts (cont.)

Other districts - especially those in the western portion of downtown - are far less robust, however, in part 
because they do not have the same quality of place. They instead must rely heavily on large numbers of 
internally-generated office workers to maintain activity levels. 

These numbers have fallen, and will likely continue to fall, unless downtown Louisville: (1) strengthens 
and develops their identities; (2) adds activity-generating anchors; and (3) creates pleasant and walkable 
connections between them. To achieve this, each district must also engage the public realm and inspire 
investment in these efforts.
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