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Waterfront Park nears completion of its green revival after 10 years

Sheldon S. Shafer

January 2, 2009
A decade after the first phase of Louisville's Waterfront Park was dedicated, the end of the $100 million project is in sight.

And in the intervening 10 years, what was once a string of scrap yards and salt piles littering the riverfront has become a swath of green, recognized as one of America's great urban parks and an economic engine for downtown.

"The park helped kick-start downtown redevelopment," including lofts, multimillion dollar condos and even Slugger Field, said Mayor Jerry Abramson.

David Karem, executive director of the Waterfront Development Corp., which oversees the park and must approve the design of development near it, said that 20 years ago the Ohio River waterfront "was about the worst that someone could imagine for a front door of the city. … (it was) beyond unsightly."

"There were three separate scrap yards, two asphalt terminals, several abandoned warehouses, salt, sand and gravel storage piles, and a concrete plant," he said. "The river was almost totally inaccessible."

The state, city and county jointly created the Waterfront Development agency in 1986.

And Karem, who was a state senator at the time, became its executive director and president the next year.

Hard to get started

Karem says the biggest hurdle was convincing people that the waterfront could be changed.

In the early years, he said, he made hundreds of presentations about it to "anyone who would listen."

There also were the physical challenges of acquiring -- and cleaning up -- the riverfront land, raising the money and overseeing the development.

Waterfront officials also faced court battles over relocating a rail line and over ownership of the Big Four Bridge.

To help get the project started, David Jones, the co-founder of Humana Inc., and civic leaders Mary Bingham and Sally Brown each put up $150,000 to hire a consultant to develop a master plan for the park.

George Hargreaves, of Hargreaves & Associates of San Francisco, was hired as the park planner, completing the initial master plan in 1991.

Hargreaves, who has done similar master plans for about 20 cities' riverfronts, said that only the waterfront of Lisbon, Portugal, was in more dire straits than Louisville's when he started work.

But today, Louisville's park "is right up there near the top" among his waterfront projects, he said.

That meets the vision of Jones, whose family and Humana Foundation have contributed about $3 million toward the park, and his late business partner, Wendell Cherry.

Jones said he and Cherry believed that "it would be wonderful if Louisville could return to its waterfront roots."

Start of something big

Although its direct impact is hard to gauge, city and waterfront officials believe the park has been a factor in prompting about $1.3 billion in investment in the development along the river and along nearby Main and Market streets.

And downtown developers seem to agree.

Jim Host, chairman for the Louisville Arena Authority, said the redeveloped waterfront made a site between Main Street and River Road at Second Street "the perfect location" for the downtown arena.

Architect Henry Potter, a partner in nearby residential and office projects, said he isn't sure his group's $42 million investment in the Fleur-de-Lis condos and Preston Pointe, both near Slugger Field, would have been made without the park.

The park serves as the front yard of the 22-story Waterfront Park Place condo tower at Floyd and Witherspoon streets.

Jim Walter, an original partner and the architect of the tower, said the park has been "a major economic engine that propelled" much of the housing, restaurants and other development in the last decade along the river and Main and Market streets.

"None of these things probably would have happened," he said, "if the park hadn't gone in."

When the Waterfront Development Corp. was formed in 1986, only about 400 people were employed in the area along the river and Main in close proximity to the park area. The employment in that area is now more than 5,000, according to a corporation compilation.

Park on the right paths

The first phase of Waterfront Park, including the Great Lawn, the Festival Plaza, fountains, a harbor and a playground, was completed in late 1998 and cost about $60 million.

The second phase, which cost about $15 million and included the Adventure Playground splash park and an amphitheater, opened in sections, beginning in 2004.

Work on the third and final phase is in full swing. Extensive landscaping is in progress, and a memorial to Abraham Lincoln designed by artist Ed Hamilton will be dedicated June 4.

Construction of a ramp up to the Big Four Bridge is scheduled to begin by early spring.

The final project, the conversion of the former railroad bridge to a cross-river walkway, awaits the approval of federal officials. They have been asked to transfer $13 million from the Ohio River Bridges Project to convert the Big Four and to help build a connection to it on the Indiana shore.

Karem is optimistic that the funds will be authorized and that the Big Four work will completed, perhaps by late 2010.

Maggie Walker, spokeswoman for the waterfront agency, said that about $90 million spent on the park's development has included $32.9 million from private sources, $27 million from the state, $17.5 million from the city and most of the rest from the federal government
Waterfront Park plays host to large and small events, drawing approximately 1.5 million people last year. In 2006, it was named one of the top 10 urban parks in the country by the Urban Land Institute.

Although the park is nearing completion, the work of the Waterfront Development Corp. will continue. Besides developing a long-range plan for the Belle of Louisville riverboat, the agency will continue to review proposed development plans in the riverfront area.

"There is a great deal still on the table," Karem said.
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