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Please answer questions in space provided. Answers to all questions should be typed or written directly on the forms. If the forms are not 
used and answers are typed on a separate page, each answer must be preceded by the question to which it responds, and the length of 
each answer should be limited to the area provided on the original form.

NOTE: This sheet and a selected image will be sent to the Committee in advance.

Project Name

Address City/State/ZIP

1. Give a brief overview of the project.

 

2. Why does the project merit the Rudy Bruner Award for Urban Excellence ? (You may wish to consider such factors as: effect on the       
  urban environment; innovative or unique approaches to any aspect of project development; new and creative approaches to urban       
  issues; design quality.)

PROJECT AT-A-GLANCE
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Louisville Waterfront Park

129 River Road Louisville, Kentucky 40202

In 1986, the Louisville Waterfront Development Corporation (WDC) was created as a government non-profit
corporation to oversee the development of Louisville's downtown riverfront. This area, made up of heavy industry,
sand & gravel companies and scrap yards, had been cut off from the city and public access for many years by an
elevated expressway, heavy industry, sand & gravel companies, and scrap yards that lined the banks of the Ohio
River.

WDC hosted a series of public forums to find out what the community wanted for its waterfront, and the
overwhelming answer was greenspace. A search was held for a designer, and in 1990, an up-and-coming
landscape architecture firm, Hargreaves Associates, was hired to develop the Waterfront Master Plan and design
for Waterfront Park. Plans for the 82-acre urban public space were approved in 1991. The Hargreaves park design
connected the city with the river that is its reason for existing, sloping the land under the interstate down to the river
to open up views, and pulling the park up under the interstate into the city grid to provide both visual and physical
connections between the river, the park, and the urban core.

Since that time, 99% of the project has been completed (it will be 100% complete by the end of December 2012)
and Waterfront Park has become a popular and well-used public space, hosting more than 1.5 million visitors each
year for festivals, concerts, fireworks shows, charity walks, and other special events, as well as daily park
enjoyment of the two playgrounds, picnic areas, walking and running trails, lawn areas, and tree groves. The park is
open -- and used -- 365 days per year, and has been adopted by all parts of the community as a central gathering
space.

By any measure, Louisville Waterfront Park is a resounding success. It has not only created a beautiful new front
door to our community from what was once an inaccessible eyesore, but also spurred hundreds of millions of dollars
in investment in the Waterfront District and surrounding neighborhoods. Immediately adjacent to the park,
Waterfront Park Place, a high-rise residential development, claims the Great Lawn at its own Front Lawn. Other
adjacent developments include Preston Pointe, a mixed-use residential and office building; the Yum! Center, a
22,000 seat sports and concert arena; and Louisville Slugger Field, a jewelbox minor league ballpark that renovated
an old train shed for its concourse. Just east of the park, RiverPark Place, a residential community, is under
construction, and residents will be moving into its first phase in early 2013. Immediately south of the park, Main and
Market Streets have seen a flurry of renovations that include new restaurants, clubs, galleries, shops and
loft/residential development. The commonly held and stated view is that the majority of these developments were a
direct result of riverfront redevelopment and Waterfront Park.

Another unique aspect of Louisville's waterfront project is the way the development effort was structured. It is an
unfortunate political reality that many projects of this magnitude fail because they can’t be accomplished within the
length of a term of office. As a long-term project (now in its 26th year), it was important to ensure that waterfront
development had the independence and flexibility to transcend any one political administration. To this end, WDC
was created across jurisdictional boundaries, as a partnership between three governmental bodies (city, county and
state), a creative and unheard of solution at the time. This structuring proved crucial to the success of this project.

Finally, the park has been embraced by all parts of the community as a central gathering space for events and
celebrations, both public and private. In addition to the 120+ organized events held in the park every year, the park
is enjoyed for weddings, reunions, family picnics, birthday parties and other gathering. The community feels a very
real ownership and pride in the park.
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PROJECT DESCRIPTION
Please answer questions in space provided. Answers to all questions should be typed or written directly on the forms. If the forms are not 
used and answers are typed on a separate page, each answer must be preceded by the question to which it responds, and the length of 
each answer should be limited to the area provided on the original form.

1.  Describe the underlying values and goals of the project. What, if any, signifcant trade-offs were required to implement the project?

2.  Briefly describe the project’s urban context. How has the project impacted the local community? Who does the project serve? How
     many people are served by the project?

13

Goal: Reconnect the city to the river, its very reason for being, and provide public access to the river that had been
steadily eroding since the early 1900s. In the early 1960s, the construction of an elevated highway along the river
added one more impermeable barrier between the city and her waterfront. By physically reconnecting the
community to her source, a reconnection was also made to our history.

Goal: Involve the community in planning the project and foster a feeling of ownership. Early in the project, a series
more than 10 public forums was held to find out what people wanted for their waterfront. The number one request
was for green space. Later, as the Master Plan was being developed, another series of forums was held to garner
feedback on park design. Finally, for a number of years, staff averaged more than 85 public presentations per year
to keep the community updated on construction. (We still average 30-40.) The public remained excited and
invested, which is often difficult for long-term projects that may scan decades in coming to fruition. By opening
sections of park as they were completed, establishing a tradition of popular annual events, and keeping the press
and public well-informed on the progress of the project, the public's excitement and interest remain high to this day.

Goal: Make sure that Waterfront Park is unique to Louisville and reflects our community's heritage. In visiting and
studying other waterfronts in preparation for developing a plan for Louisville, it was clear that many of them could
have been anywhere. Our park designers took the time to get to know Louisville and our history, and designed
Waterfront Park to reflect that history and sense of place.

Goal: Overcome the challenges of an elevated interstate and surface road running through the middle of the park
and to incorporate flood protection that didn't include a physical barrier such as a floodwall. By designing the urban
area of the park to slope down to the river, the upper lawn and plaza areas were high enough to provide flood
protection. By lowering the area under the expressway and relocating the surface road around the park, both visual
and physical access to the river were provided.

Trade-offs: Some design trade-offs were needed to balance inspiration with the reality of ongoing maintenance.

From the beginning, we knew that for Waterfront Park to be successful, it must be woven both visually and
physically into the fabric of the community. The park was designed to be a part of the city grid, easily accessible by
pedestrian and car, highly visible and highly maintained. As the first part of the city and state that people see when
they cross the river into Kentucky or fly over on the way to the airport, it serves as a front door to the community.

Waterfront Park provides a central gathering place for people from all parts of the community. Events are diverse -
concerts of all types, festivals, fundraisers and charity walks, picnics. Daily users include people of every ethnic and
social background, from every neighborhood or community in the city. The two playgrounds and waterplay area are
heavily used by families and school groups, and crowds of students on field trips are a frequent sight in the late
spring and early fall. The park is a frequent location for weddings, family reunions, corporate gatherings, and other
small group events. Groups often gather in the lawn areas for pickup games of football and soccer, and walkers and
joggers frequent the paths that wind through the park. The park enjoys more than 1.5 million visitors every year.

The park's effect on surrounding neighborhoods has been quite significant. Waterfront Park has had a ripple affect
in a constantly expanding circumference, with the rehabilitation of older buildings as well as new construction
hosting residential and office space, galleries, bars, and restaurants.

More than 1/3 of the funding for the park has come from private donations from foundations, corporations and
individuals. This steady and ongoing support has not only helped fund park projects and construction, but it has also
created an atmosphere of strong support and a feeling of ownership in the community.

The last portion of the Master Plan, the repurposing of an abandoned rail bridge into a pedestrian and bicycle
connection across the river to Indiana, will be completed and opened to the public by the end of December 2012.
The Big Four Bridge has been the most highly anticipated project in the park, and with its opening, the original
Master Plan will be completed. Meanwhile, on a parallel track, the constant demands of park operation,
maintenance and programming will continue unabated.



3.  Describe the key elements of the development process, including community participation where appropriate.

5.  Is the project unique and/or does it address significant urban issues? Is the model adaptable to other urban settings?

PROJECT DESCRIPTION (CONT’D)

4.  Describe the financing of the project. Please include all funding sources and square foot costs where applicable.
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- Creating an independent entity to guide planning and development for this long-term project.
- Garnering public input to determine the community's wishes for exactly what the project should be. This involved
a series of 13 public forums over a two-year period held in all different areas of the community.
- Developing the wish list into a program of components for the project, which was used by the designer in the
creation of the Waterfront Master Plan.
- Fund raising to acquire funding for the Master Plan and property acquisition.
- Acquiring the 85 acres of property needed for the development from numerous owners.
- Rezoning the project and surrounding areas into the Waterfront District and creating a design review process.
- Conducting a world-wide RFQ for the master planner/park designer.
- Working closely with the designer to ensure that the result would be not only spectacular but also maintainable.
- Continuing to garner feedback/inform the public through presentations scheduled throughout the project.
- Developing a park maintenance program to be phased in as portions of the park were opened to the public.
- Splitting construction into doable phases, with portions of each phase opening as they were completed.
- Scheduling public celebrations for groundbreakings and dedications to keep public support and interest high.
- Developing an event policy for park rental and booking a full schedule of public events, including two of the park's
own events that have become a popular tradition: the Waterfront Independence Festival every July 3&4 and the
Waterfront Wednesdays concert series that just finished its 11th season.

Project funding has come from a variety of sources, both public and private:

$ 33,500,000 Private donations from individuals, foundations, and corporations
$ 25,000,000 State funding for general construction
$ 10,500,000 City funding
$ 9,400,000 Federal funding
$ 12,000,000 State Transportation funding for renovation of Big Four Bridge
$ 2,000,000 State Funding for Lincoln Memorial
$ 2,300,000 Federal EPA Grant for River Bank Stabilization
___________
$ 94,700,000 TOTAL

While Waterfront Park is a unique reflection of Louisville's heritage and place, a number of aspects of our project
are definitely adaptable to other communities. Through the last 20 years, we have had an increasing number of
urban waterfront communities, both nationally and internationally, seek information about our project and advice on
setting up their own. We have found that they are very interested in our corporate structure and project funding,
but other beneficial lessons passed along include the importance of being an informed, involved, and strong client;
putting in place a public process that keeps the community involved, invested and informed; and the vital ability to
be able to analyze what will work and what won't in your own specific project and make adjustments accordingly.

Louisville's Waterfront is currently one of five cities featured in a year-long exhibit at the Smithsonian's Anacostia
Community Museum in Washington, DC. Communities that have consulted with us about reclaiming their
riverfronts and other projects include (but are not limited to) Detroit, Chattanooga, Memphis, Buffalo, Cincinnati,
Philadelphia, Davenport, Baton Rouge, Atlanta, Birmingham, Richmond, Tulsa, Owensboro and Paducah;
international delegations from Russia, Turkmenistan, Nepal, the Yangtze River Basin, and Wakayama; and college
architecture and design programs from Harvard, the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, Georgia Tech, Ball
State, LSU, and the University of Kentucky.
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3. Describe the project’s impact on your city. Please be as specific as possible.

4. Did this project result in new models of public/private partnerships? Are there aspects of this project that would be instructive to         
 agencies like yours in other cities?

   

5. What do you consider to be the most and least successful aspects of this project?

PUBLIC AGENCY PERSPECTIVE (CONT’D)

20

Waterfront Park has made a significant impact on Louisville. When WDC was first formed in 1986, approximately
400 jobs existed in the Waterfront District. The area included scrap metal and sand and gravel companies and
there was no public access to the river’s edge. Today, more than 6,000 jobs exist in the Waterfront District, an
increase of well over 1,000 percent!

Waterfront Park has become a destination in Louisville that is home to over 100 events every year, including
concerts, festivals, charity walks, picnics, reunions, weddings, and Thunder Over Louisville, a fireworks display that
attracts hundreds of thousands of people prior to the Kentucky Derby.

More than $1.3 billion have been invested in the Waterfront District and surrounding areas, nearly all of which can
be attributed to the announcement and construction of Louisville Waterfront Park. These investments include a new
downtown arena and numerous beautiful residential complexes culminating in an exciting, energized, and
revitalized downtown.

Public/private partnerships have been critical to making Waterfront Park a reality. A partnership between local and
state governments resulted in the creation of WDC and the birth of the project. Initial project funding resulted from
the support of citizens, foundations and corporations within the community, which provided leverage that resulted in
capital funding from state and local governments.

One key to gaining support from both public and private sectors was building legitimacy and credibility. By setting up
an independent non-profit corporation, WDC was able to successfully raise funds for a public project by giving
donors the comfort of giving to a specific cause rather than to "the government." Credibility was created by
instituting a public dialogue and providing a real opportunity for public input and feedback.

WDC has also developed partnerships with other waterfront communities that resulted in the sharing of knowledge
and experience. In the early days of the project, WDC representatives visited a number of other cities to study their
waterfronts and find out what worked and what didn't. As we learned, we began to share our findings with cities that
came to us. Memphis, Tennessse ended up creating a development organization for their riverfront that was an
exact replica of WDC’s corporate structure. As another example, WDC's “Request for Qualifications” that was
created to search for a project designer was included in a training manual organized by Girl Scouts of America to
show how to communicate needs and desires for large scale projects.

The most successful aspect of this project has been the accomplishment of exactly what was intended. Waterfront
Park has become a well-recognized and much-loved public amenity, and a destination for the entire community to
enjoy. Annually, over 1.5 million people of all shapes and sizes, ages and abilities visit Louisville Waterfront Park.
More than 100 organized events are hosted in the park each year, and that number continues to grow. Louisville
Waterfront Park stands as an icon for the city and a gateway to the state. It strengthens the urban fabric by linking
the city to the river. Finally, it enhances the urban experience by transforming the image of the city that surrounds it
and serving the needs of the community that gather within it.

[LEAST SUCCESSFUL???????]



2013
RUDY BRUNER AWARD

ARCHITECT
OR DESIGNER
PERSPECTIVE

27



ARCHITECT OR DESIGNER PERSPECTIVE
Please answer questions in space provided. Answers to all questions should be typed or written directly on the forms. If the forms are not 
used and answers are typed on a separate page, each answer must be preceded by the question to which it responds, and the length of 
each answer should be limited to the area provided on the original form.

This sheet is to be filled out by a design professional who worked as a consultant on the project, providing design, planning, or other services. 

Name Title

Organization Telephone   (          )

Address City/State/ZIP

Fax   (          ) E-mail

The undersigned grants the Bruner Foundation permission to use, reproduce, or make available for reproduction or use by others, for 
any purpose whatsoever, the materials submitted. The applicant warrants that the applicant has full power and authority to submit the 
application and all attached materials and to grant these rights and permissions.

Signature Date

1. Describe the design concept of this project, including urban design considerations, choice of materials, scale, etc.

2. Describe the most important social and programmatic functions of the design.

28

Gavin McMillan AILA Senior Principal, Vice President

Hargreaves Associates 617 661 0070

118 Magazine St Cambridge, MA 02139

617 661 0064 gmcmillan@hargreaves.com

The Waterfront Master Plan adopted in 1991 expressed Louisville’s hopes for 120 acres of
post-industrial land – potentially 85 acres of riverfront open space and 35 acres of redevelopment.
The Plan was driven by a fundamental belief that development and open space are codependent
which has proven to be true. The $95M civic investment in recreation, flood control and remediation
has turned into a renaissance returning over $1.2B in adjacent development, 5000 new jobs, a
riparian corridor and public green space that people love attracting over 17M visits since opening.

The unique “L” shape of the project allowed the riverfront site to hook into downtown, the city street
grid to reconnect to the riverfront, the extension of the City Wharf into the Festival Plaza and the
creation of the Great Lawn to provide a frontage for the adjacent redevelopment. The stem of the “L”
is a linear park of designed riparian ecologies, playgrounds, picnic groves, meadows, amphitheaters,
inlets and docks all linked together by a continuous public riverwalk.

The remarkable wholeness of the place that emerged out of the Master Plan over 21 years has
remained surprisingly resilient while allowing for flexibility in smaller scale programming adapted
according to phasing, evolving community wishes and funding.

As a waterfront, water-dependent and water-based activities were emphasized to reconnect people to
the river. The Wharf is the home port of the “Belle of Louisville” the last operational National Historic
Landmark riverboat (which the Park now operates), the docks and mooring edges provide space for
over 100 power boats and 2 kayak launches, the extended Boathouse is home for the Louisville
Rowing Club, overlooks were positioned to take advantage of river views to bridges and the passing
commercial barge traffic and finally a 800 foot long water feature was used to link the city to the river.

Secondly, it was recognized that the Park had to be a place that anyone in Louisville could use to
celebrate and enjoy. Over a quarter of the Park has programmable space and hosts over 120 events
a year - up to 150,000 people at a time - an amazing achievement for any facility serving a metro
population of 1.4M people let alone an outdoor facility. The early events were the hook that
reintroduced residents to their riverfront as a destination and so ensured the inevitability of future
phases.

Thirdly, places for families and particularly children to experience the outdoors were included in the
first phase but then expanded considerably in the second in response to the demand and the
recognition that exposure to nature and outdoor activity is important in children’s development and
health. From a play area to a 5 acre adventure playground to the simple joy of running up and rolling
down hills, the Park caters for kids wanting to have fun. The Friends of the Park has also developed
curriculum guides used by teachers and students visiting and learning from the Park.



3. Describe the major challenges of designing this project and any design trade-offs or compromises required to complete the project.

4.  Describe the ways in which the design relates to its urban context.

ARCHITECT OR DESIGNER PERSPECTIVE (CONT’D)

29

There were many challenges to the project but like the best creative endeavors they were turned into an
advantage that made the place unique.

The patchwork of post-industrial sites provided enough industrial-strength soils to fill a landfill. Rather
than haul off the material, it was remediated and reused in the dramatic landforms within the park. This
together with the use of bioengineering techniques for retention and water harvesting for irrigation have
made the Park extremely good value for the community at a fraction of the cost of its contemporaries.

The “spaghetti junction” of 3 interstate highways essentially dictated the “L” shape of the site. However,
with the relocation of an off-ramp and realignment of local streets, the opportunity was created for the
Park to slip under the highways towards downtown creating an address for the development parcels. To
bring this off, the public realm had to be strong and simple to compete against the infrastructure
overhead.

The grading under the elevated highways was carefully designed to create views to the river from the
streets while at the same time providing flood protection without resorting to flood walls and gates. The
Park is designed to be resilient to flooding and provided much needed breathing room for the Ohio River
to expand during flood stages.

Over 85 acres and 21 years there were only 3 design issues. The urban form and scale of the Park’s 2
largest concessions were left more to the market in order to secure revenue for the Park, the river inlets
were left as “wild” despite their untidy appearance, and the spiral ramp to the Big Four Bridge had to be
elevated rather than ground supported because of geotechnical reasons.

As in nature, urban development is subject to the same adaptive cycle of disturbance, reorganization and
growth and decline. In Louisville’s Waterfront case, it is a robust and resilient landscape that has cleaned
up the past but looks squarely to the future by mediating between nature, infrastructure and the city grid.

In doing so it provides an alternative to the urban design transect where nature fades out the closer it gets
to downtown. In Louisville both natural and cultural processes are alive and well and are conspiring to
make the urban core more livable through the diversity and richness of both the place and the
programming within the place.

The Louisville Waterfront has served as an inspiration for others to bring people back to their riverfronts,
to bring nature downtown and to revitalize urban development because they did it – from community
advocacy, steady leadership, good design, political will, fund raising, implementation and operation – they
did it in true American Spirit.



























Before picture of Louisville's waterfront, looking east with downtown in the foreground. This picture was taken before 1980,  
and shows the scrapyards and heavy industry that dominated the riverfront and allowed no public access to the river.  

The top bridge is the Big Four abandoned rail bridge ‐‐ the approaches were removed after the bridge closed in the 1960s.



Before looking toward downtown from the east (pre‐1980). This is the sight
that greeted those entering the community.



Louisville Waterfront Park in 2012. This picture was taken from
the Big Four Pedestrian/Bicycle Bridge, which will open in December 2012.



Waterfront Park in the fall.



Charles O. Perry's Tetra on the Festival Plaza at Waterfront Park. This sculpture was donated to the park by the children and  
grandchildren of Sally Brown, one of the three funders of the Waterfront Master Plan and long‐time Waterfront benefactor.



Gracehoper by sculptor Tony Smith, on the Overlook in Waterfront Park.



Gracehoper framed by park trees on a beautiful fall day.



Walkway by the harbor in the Great Lawn. There are walkers and joggers in the park 365 days per year,  
in the blazing heat of summer and on the coldest winter days.



The original playground opened in 1997. It was one of the first parts of the park completed and opened to the public.



More than 6 miles of walking paths wind through Waterfront Park.



Lincoln by Ed Hamilton in the Lincoln Memorial at Waterfront Park. It was on Louisville's waterfront that Lincoln watched
slaves being loaded on to barges and riverboats. He would write later that the sight tormented him throughout his life.



Kids love to sit in Lincoln's lap. This picture was sent to us by a proud grandmother.



The Lincoln Memorial with the Big Four Pedestrian/Bicycle Bridge in the background.



Waterplay area in the Adventure Playground. This playground was an addition to the second phase of the Master Plan
after the playground in the first phase proved to be highly popular and heavily used.



The Tumbleweed boat docks (above) and the docks in the Great Lawn Harbor  
offer free docking to the public, first come, first served.



View of Waterfront Park from the ramp to the Big Four Bridge. The ramp  
is an unusual feat of engineering, curving back upon itself to spiral up to the bridge.



View of the spiral ramp and the Big Four Bridge under construction.   
The ramp is handicapped accessible, as is the rest of the park.



Waterfront Park officials are working with designers on an LED lighting plan for decorative lighting on the Big Four Bridge. The old  
decommissioned rail bridge across the Ohio River will open as a new pedestrian/bicycle bridge by the end of December 2012.



Waterfront Park is pet‐friendly and welcomes dogs on leashes (and their owners!). This event,  
called HappyTail Hour, was a happy hour event complete with a cash bar, pet adoptions, and frisbee.



Flags 4 Vets hosts a Memorial Day vigil on the Great Lawn. Every year,  
25,000 flags are placed to form the letters "USA."  



Waterfront Wednesday on the Harbor Lawn. WFPK Waterfront Wednesdays, a popular series of free concerts
on the last Wednesday of every month from April through September, is now in its 12th year.



Waterfront Wednesday on the Big Four Lawn. The concerts average 4,000 to 5,000 attendees, though some have drawn 10,000‐12,000.  
The park partners with Louisville's public radio station, WFPK, to book local, regional and national artists to perform.



Waterfront Independence Festival is an annual 2‐day event held each July 3rd & 4th, with a fireworks show both evenings.  
Traditionally, the 3rd is Country Night and the 4th features urban, rock and jazz. The festival averages 125,000 attendees each year.



Waterfront Independence Festival with the city in the background.



A wide variety of events are held in Waterfront Park, including sporting events like  
the Ironman Triathlon and this national volleyball tournament.



Waterfront Park has hosted the Ironman Triathlon every year since 2007. The swimming portion of the race starts at
the Tumbleweed Docks and ends at the Great Lawn, where racers begin the biking portion of the race.



Waterfront Park officials are working with designers on an LED lighting plan for decorative lighting on the Big Four Bridge. The old  
decommissioned rail bridge across the Ohio River will open as a new pedestrian/bicycle bridge by the end of December 2012.



Fall 2007

Once upon a time ... this great waterfront park was only an 
idea -- a very fragile idea. Our heartfelt gratitude to those 
whose encouragement and generosity turned the dream 
into this wonderful reality.

the impact of
Louisville’s Waterfront Park

Fall 2011
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Much like the park it overlooks, the Waterfront 

Development Corporation’s headquarters at 129 

River Road has had its space converted to new 

uses in response to the changing face of water-

front life. Originally meant as a replacement office 

building for the Ohio River Sand Company, whose 

right-of-way was overrun by the construction of 

the then brand new Interstate 64, the building 

has become a quirky downtown Louisville 

landmark.

Built by the architectural firm of Hartstern, Louis 

and Henry, the building was intended to be “a 

showcase for the raw materials Ohio River Sand 

furnishes the building industry.” Over the years it 

has certainly performed its intended function, as 

millions of motorists and tourists every year get to 

see the odd cantilevered office perched precari-

ously at the water’s edge.

The building’s broad windowed floors extend 

13 feet over the sidewalk side and 19 over the 

wharf side, shadowing the spot that once held 

tables for weighing the trucks that carried sand to 

and from the ORSC’s yards. Support the slab 

concrete overhang are two-foot-thick beams of 

reinforced concrete that almost entirely wrap the 

office floors. 

The third floor of the building, where Waterfront 

keeps its offices, has several odd features, most 

notably the heavy steel vault that serves now as 

WDC’s file room, but once held thousands of 

dollars safely inside on heavy business days for 

ORSC’s cash-only establishment.

“I can testify to the tremendous value that waterfront 

development has brought to Louisville Metro, and to our 

many waterfront associates and the people of Kentucky.”

                                                    - Jerry Abramson, Former 

WDC’s Headquarters

History

The staff at the Waterfront Development Corporation conducted an 
informal study of the economic growth of the surrounding area of 
Louisville’s waterfront district. There have been numerous requests to 
update the existing economic report with additional information about 
housing and more detailed account of employment within the Waterfront 
District, especially since completion of many new establishments in down-
town Louisville.

Established in 1986 the Waterfront Development Corporation (WDC) was 
created to help coordinate and implement strategies to revive the Louisville 
waterfront area.  Before the creation of the WDC, Louisville’s downtown area 
(from the Ohio River to the North side of Market including Main Street and 
between the Clark Memorial and Kennedy Bridge) was filled with aban-
doned and underutilized land and buildings. The waterfront area was one of 
the most unattractive parts of the city. 

The Waterfront Development Corporation was formed as a non-profit 
agency by an agreement between Jefferson County, City of Louisville 
(Louisville Metro), and the state of Kentucky. The WDC was to oversee the 
redevelopment of Louisville’s waterfront from a blighted and underutilized 
area into a vibrant and active area in downtown Louisville. The intention 
was to have a park that the community appreciated, but at the same time 
serve the purpose of improving the quality of life in downtown Louisville.  

Before the existence of the Waterfront Development Corporation, Louisville’s waterfront was home to 
heavy industry, warehouses, sand and gravel companies, and scrap yards. What was once inaccessible to 
the public is now a beautiful 85-acre public park.



The development of Waterfront Park would be a catalyst for businesses 
and residential living to expand in an area that was once seen as forbid-
den.  

The Waterfront Development Corporation relies heavily on private and 
public donations to fund construction of Waterfront Park. Government 
funding supports day-to-day operations and park maintenance. Event 
income and lease space helps defray some expenses.

Today, the Waterfront Park is made up of three phases and totals 85 
acres. The Waterfront Development Corporation's role has evolved into a 
three-part mission: park planning and construction; park maintenance; 
and event production and coordination. Over the years, the main goal of 
uniting Louisville’s waterfront areas with the surrounding city has 
definitely been accomplished as the Waterfront Development Corporation 
enters their 25th anniversary. 

History

1986 WDC created/First Board 
Meeting 

1987 Funds are donated to acquire 
WDC’s current office

1988 Public forums determine 
community wants/needs for 
Waterfront Park

1990 Hargreaves Associates 
selected as master plan 
designer

1992 Private fundraising campaign 
begins for Phase I 

1994 Ground broken on Water-
front Park Phase I

1995  Mass excavation completed

1996  Wharf completed

1997 Waterfront Park hosts its first 
concert series at the Wharf/ 
Plans announced for 
Louisville Slugger Field in the 
Waterfront District/ Joes Crab 
Shack opens/ Linear Park and 
Children’s Play Area open

1998 October 18 – Great Lawn 
dedicated 

1999  July 4 –Phase I dedicated 

2000  Docks are installed/ Harbor 
Lawn Opens/ Widening of 
River Road completed

2004  June 10 – Phase II opens 

2005  Waterfront Independence 
Festival draws over 150,000

2006  Riverview Park announced/ 
Poe Development and WDC 
announce RiverPark Place

2007  Construction on Phase III 
begins

2009  June 3 – Lincoln Memorial 
complete

2010  Big Four Lawn opens/ Ramp 
completed 

2011  April 20 – U of L Rowing 
Facility open

 July 6 – Kick off to construc-
tion on Big Four Bridge

WDC Timeline

The Adventure Playground, completed in Phase II, is one of the most popular destinations in Waterfront 
Park. A well-used feature of the playground is a wet-play area that includes sprinklers and misters. Kids 
of all ages love the Adventure Playground, especially on hot summer days.



festivals, charity walks, sporting events and concerts.  The 
two large scale productions that the Waterfront Develop-
ment Corporation is responsibility for producing are the 
Waterfront Impendence Festival and WFPK Waterfront 
Wednesdays.  The Waterfront Independence Festival is a 
two-day music festival that takes place on the Great Lawn 
with over 150,000 people in attendance. The WFPK 
Waterfront Wednesday is a highly anticipated monthly 
concert series that takes place at the new Big Four Lawn 
and is seen by Louisvillians as one of the most popular 
events of the summer. 

In 2005, the Waterfront Development Corporation took 
over the responsibility of overseeing the operation and 
management of the Belle of Louisville. The Belle has 
become a priceless icon of the city. The Belle of Louisville 
was designated a National Historic Landmark in 1989 and 
is listed on the National Register of Historic Places. She 
will celebrate her 100th birthday in 2014.

The original purpose of the Waterfront Development 
Corporation was to manage the riverfront development. 
There was an ambition to create a place where the river’s 
edge and the city come together in a way that provides a 
unique atmosphere for public recreation. This develop-
ment was seen as an opportunity to respect the history 
and character of Louisville.

Today, Waterfront Development Corporation’s purpose 
has expanded and evolved to meet the changing needs 
of the park and city.  A very large and ongoing task is the 
daily maintenance of the 85 acre park.  Due to the attrac-
tiveness and visibility of Waterfront Park, the on-site 
facilities staff keeps the park’s grounds at high level 
conditions. 

Another major responsibility of the Waterfront Devel-
opment Corporation is scheduling public and private 
events. With over 120 events a year, Waterfront allows 
individuals and corporations to host weddings, picnics, 

Purpose

Riverview Park
Riverview Park is a park in Southwest Jefferson County where unique 

solutions have been found to address the location of a dynamic park on 

the river’s edge in an area vulnerable to flooding and bisected by a levee. 

WDC oversees design and construction for the redevelopment of 

Riverview Park.  The master plan for the park was developed by the 

landscape architectural firm John L. Carman & Associates and De Leon & 

Primmer Architecture Workshop. 

The first phase of the park, which was completed in 2011, includes a 

new playground with waterplay, a new restroom facility, and redesigned 

parking that allow easier access to the boat ramp.  Future phases will 

include multiuse play fields and a walking track on the dry side of the 

levee and a number of nature paths that will meander through the 85-acre 

site.

Riverview Park is a spectacular site that will be a landmark park for the 

community.   



+/-400

The Employment section contains 
updated data within the Waterfront 
district (from the Ohio River to the 
North side of Market including Main 
Street and between the Clark Memorial 
and Kennedy Bridge). Even without 
empathetic presentation, the difference 
in job creation is clear between 1986 
and the present day as well as the 
investment that has gone into the 
Waterfront area since the park’s 
completion. This Economic Report has 
not been updated since 2007 and now 
in 2011, with completion of numerous 
downtown developments, the current 
data was quickly outdated. A few 
unresponsive businesses have been 
given appropriate averages based on 
the type of business they do and size of 
their location.

Employment

Employment in 1986

“Over the past seven or eight years, with the opening of Waterfront Park 
and Slugger Field, the face of the neighborhood has changed from 
shuttered warehouses to one which contains a lot of individual activity.”

                                             - Henry Potter, Potter and Associates Architects

** Included in miscellaneous

Arctic Ice **
Belle of Louisville 40
Brinly-Hardy Co. (warehouse) **
Burwinkle-Hendershot Co. (warehouse) 7
Fetzer Company 21
Harshfield Brothers **
Kurfees Paint Co. 80
Louisville Scrap Metal 25
Marine Electric Co. 18
Martin Marietta Aggregates 3
Power Lite Electrical Supplies **
Schoch Heating Supply 4
Seaboard Systems Railroad **
Thrifty Dollar Store (warehouse) **
Tommy Borders Restaurant Service 105
Miscellaneous +/- 100

Total jobs in 1986: 

+/- 400



Investment

LEO Weekly 21
Metro Dental Group 12
Louisville Ballet 50
Old National Bank 19
Blue Equity 10
Merit Health System 8
User Friendly Phone Book 15
Grisanti Inc. 8
BF Capital 4
Capital South Partners 10
Atlas Brown 19
Potter & Associates 7
Commercial Kentucky 18

**Miscellaneous/Other +/-200

Bank Shot Billiards 4
Domino Partners 3
More Than A Uniform 2
Cobalt Ventures 6
Mozz Restaurant 31
Nulu East Market Lounge 9
AAA 7

400-300 East Market

Whiskey Row Lofts TBD
Trolls Pub TBD
Marine Electric **
Logicwebb **
Main Street Lounge 18
DeVino’s Deli 10
Prime Lounge 30
Impellizeri’s 60
O’Sheas Irish Pub 54
Big City Styles 10
Doc Crows 42
Sol Aztecas 20
Bearno’s Pizza 40

100-200 West Main

Yum! Center TBD
Courtyard Marriott **
LG&E 497
Bluegrass Brewing Company 35

200-300 West Main

Belle of Louisville 66
Waterfront Development Corporation 17
Joe’s Crab Shack 140
Wheel Fun Rentals 4
Tumbleweed Southwest Grill 140
Stop Lite Liquors 6
Subway 5
Presbyterian Church USA 640
Presbyterian Publishing 26

River Road & Witherspoon

Adhawks Advertising 5
Hospital Hospitality House 4
Fetzer Company 10
Ice House TBD
Stevie Rays 20
SHW Supply 70

200-100 East Main

300-200 East Main

Against the Grain 50
Louisville Slugger Field 245
Home Plate Café 5

400-300 East Main

Bike Courier 5
Subway 8
Saffron’s 12
Action Loans 10

100-200 West Market

Connections 40
Cooperative Distributing 2
PT’s Show Club 40
Marcus Paint Company 17
White Castle 21
Hillbilly Tea 18
Central Electric Office Machines 3
State Farm Insurance 3
Interactive Media Lab 17
bCatalyst LLC 12

200-100 East Market

Jimmy Johns 50
Mercantile Gallery Lofts **
Louisville Gold Club **
Derby City Espresso **
Marriott Residence Inn 50

300-200 East Market Community @ E-main 3
U of L Cressman Center 4
Humana Waterside 4000
Bank America Mortgage 10
Finelight 15
Murphy Elevator Company **
Main Street Realty 7
Bravura 10

100 East Main

6689
TOTAL Waterfront District employment



“Louisville’s redeveloped waterfront is the perfect location for us. 
Connections between all of the hubs of riverfront activity -- the Arena, 
Waterfront Park, Muhammad Ali Center -- will provide the community 
with fun and exciting new experiences and a whole new level of 
access to the river.”

         - Jim Host, Chairman, Louisville Arena Authority 

Investment

Investment Table

$1,384,080,000

Project Investment Status
 (millions) 

bCatalyst Corner (r) 0.80 Completed

Clock Tower Building (r) 5.70 Completed

Cressman Center 1.00 Completed

Cobalt 301 East Main Building (r) 3.00 Completed

Cobalt Marketplace (r) 4.00 Completed

First and Main Garage 8.90 Completed

First and Main Redevelopment 19.20 Completed

Fleur-de-Lis LLC Redevelopment 22.50 Completed

Haymarket Project 300.00 Underway

Humana Waterside Garage 8.50 Completed

Icehouse 10.00 Underway

Joe’s Crab Shack 1.70 Completed

Louisville Ballet 2.30 Completed

Louisville Extreme Park 2.50 Completed

Louisville RiverWalk 3.50 Completed

Louisville Slugger Field 26.30 Completed

Louisville Wharf 1.40 Completed

Mariott Residence Inn 13.50 Completed

Park Place Lofts 5.00 Completed

Petrus Restaurant and Nightclub 1.00 Completed

Preston Pointe 11.10 Completed

River Park Place 200.00 Underway

Romano L. Mazzoli Belvedere Connector 5.30 Completed

Sea Ray of Louisville 0.80 Completed

The Hub Apartments 3.50 Announced

Mercantile Lofts 7.00 Completed

Tumbleweed Southwest Grill 2.00 Completed

U of L Rowing Center 2.65 Completed

Waterfront Infrastructure 17.43 Completed

Waterfront Park (Phase I) 58.00 Completed

Waterfront Park (Phase II) 15.00 Completed

Waterfront Park (Phase III) 22.00 Completed

Waterfront Park Big Four Bridge & Ramp 18.00 Underway

Waterfront Park Place  48.00 Completed

Waterside Building 28.00 Completed

Whiskey Row Lofts 20.00 Underway

YUM! Center 450.00 Completed

total Waterfront investment:



Bike Couriers        environmental entrepreneurship                           Case Studies

“Louisville was made for bicycles.”
- Jackie Green

getting to know Jackie Green
Jackie Green has been a car-free cyclist in 

Louisville since 1999. Born in Louisiana, Green 
grew up in Brazil before returning home to 
attend school at Louisiana College, where he 
received degrees in English and Speech. In the 
fall of 2003, he founded Bike Couriers at 107 W 
Market, and in 2006, expanded with the opening 

of the Bike Couriers Bike Shop next door.
In addition to his duties at the Bike Couriers, 

Jackie is extremely active in the local commu-
nity, where he advocates bikers’ rights and 
encourages people to become less dependent 
on the existing infrastructure of automobiles and 
other polluting vehicles. With these goal in mind, 

he helps to spearhead two main advocacy 
groups: Safe Streets Louisville and The Greening 
of Louisville. Green ran for mayor in 2010, 
drawing attention to bike safety and responsible 
environmental sustainability in the process.

WDC: Why invest your business efforts 
in downtown Louisville?

Jackie Green: The answer to that 
question begins with 
social/environmental entrepreneurship. 
Cindy and I are S/E entrepreneurs. We 
opened the Bike Couriers, we bought a 
125 year old building, and we then 
opened the Bike Couriers Bike Shop 
because transportation choices have 
tremendous environmental and social 
consequences. Downtown Louisville 
presents great opportunities for S/E 
entrepreneurs.

Our business strategy, like nature, 
abhors a vacuum. In 2002, Louisville 
business had no earth-friendly, energy-
intelligent courier service, so we opened 
the Bike Couriers. In 2003, there was no 
business occupying 107 West Market, so 
we bought the building and moved the 
business. In 2006, there was no urban 
bike shop in downtown Louisville, so we 
opened the Bike Couriers Bike Shop.

Transportation that is energy-
intelligent, earth-friendly, and socially-
responsible focuses on smaller geogra-
phies. Downtown Louisville is compact 
and easily accessed from its first ring of 
suburbs. That makes Louisville perfect 
for bicycles. Downtown Louisville is 
comprised of three major elements: the 
Central Business District, the Medical 
Center, and the growing urban residen-
tial component. Those three elements, 
together with the first ring of suburbs 
and U of L, form the core of the business 
for Bike Couriers and the Bike Couriers 
Bike Shop. Those elements all come 
together downtown. Downtown 
Louisville was made for bicycles.



PurposeLouisville Bats                        a diamond in the rough                              Case Studies

Employment in 1986

Built on 3 former industrial properties, Louisville Slugger Field was 
one of the first projects to capitalize on the presence of Waterfront Park. 
Since ground was broken in November of 1998, Slugger Field and Water-
front Park have had a unique and symbiotic relationship. In fact, during 
the site’s cleanup and construction, the WDC had significant input in 
helping to remove lead paint and toxins left behind by the industrial 
enterprises that once called the property home. WDC also had input in the 
design of the field itself, helping to create a good neighbor and compan-
ion to Waterfront Park.

In baseball’s Minor Leagues, team makeups can change overnight, 
making it difficult to market and build loyalty in a fanbase around a lineup 
of specific players. Instead, minor league clubs have to work creatively, 
using promotions to attract fans, and if the club is lucky, an attractive park 
that fans enjoy being in. This is where the Bats shine. “Clearly, having the 
waterfront next to the baseball stadium is a great thing for the fans, and 
vice versa,” says Gary Ulmer, president of the Bats. “People say that this 
parkis a great place, there’s plenty of street level parking and it’s easy to 
get in and out of town. It’s really the best of all worlds, a downtown facility 
that’s close to the waterfront but not in the middle of the grind.”

Fans have shown their approval by turning out to games in droves 
throughout the history of the Louisville Bats in downtown. The Bats have 
consistently ranked at the top of the attendance charts in the Interna-
tional League, and in 2008, the International League chose Louisville as 
the site for the International League All-Star Game. As Ulmer told the 
Courier-Journal, “Louisville is a premier minor league market. We have one 
of the best ballparks there is in Triple-A. Most importantly, it’s for our fans. 
Fans ask me about the All-Star Game constantly. I’ll bet not a week goes 
by that some fan doesn’t ask, ‘When can we host an All-Star Game?’ The 
fans deserve it. They want it, and we’re pleased to be able to bring it.” It 
doesn’t hurt, either, that the Bats seem to consistently turn out a good 
on-field side, winning a share of the 2001 International League champion-
ship and always fighting for a top spot in their division.

“Has Slugger Field met our expectations? I think it 
has greatly exceeded them. Our eighth season 
equaled our first seven, and some of the credit for 
that definitely has to go to site location. Being near 
the waterfront is a big advantage.”

                          - Gary Ulmer, President, Louisville Bats

As of 2007, Slugger Field never dropped below 
second in average attendance. Louisville has 
shown remarkable consistency in a league where 
attendance at most clubs can vary by hundreds of 
thousands from season to season. 

Bats



Purpose

key information for                          The DRA

Downtown Residents Association           Case Studies

Official Name: Louisville Downtown Residents 
Association

Address: 401 S. Fourth St., Suite 555

Phone: 502.583.1671

Website: www.ldra.org

Seeking Members: The LDRA is seeking more 
members to join its growing organization. Corporate 
members as well as families are welcome to attend 
monthly meetings, which feature speakers on 
downtown issues.

More information: info@ldra.org 

For many years, the concept of a 
Downtown Resident’s Association 
seemed oxymoronic, a thought not 
considered because the downtown area 
had so few residents, and for good 
reason. Downtown was unattractive, 
possessed few draws, and didn’t offer 
the conveniences necessary to sustain 
urban living. 

This all began to change in the last 
two decades. In early 2004, the Louis-
ville Downtown Resident’s Association 
(DRA) was resurrected. According to the 
DRA’s president, Michael Gabhart, its 
purpose is to “create a voice for the 
downtown community, because 
obviously, we’re a lot stronger together 
than on our own and downtown issues 
need to be addressed.” The DRA started 
as a couple of families, and has grown 
steadily, from about 55 in its first year 
and growing to over 80+ people over 
the years.

Gabhart notes that many of those 
living downtown are single, young 
professionals or empty nesters, but 
increasingly many folks are finding you 
don’t have to lose a neighborhood to 
move downtown. According to Michael, 
being downtown will stimulate a latent 
sense of community. “You have your 
development as your neighborhood, 
and developers go out their way to help 
provide a community feel by channeling 
people into spots where they are more 
likely to run other people from their 
building.”

An added benefit is that you no 
longer have to endure a future of sweaty 
Sundays cutting grass. The well mani-
cured lawns at Waterfront Park provide 
more enjoyment for less work than any 
suburban front yard could.  

a study prepared by Louisville Central 
Area Incorporated. 

With the construction and renovations 
of several existing spaces completed, and 
several new major developments immi-
nent including RiverPark Place, Ice House, 
and Whiskey Row Lofts, services and 
shopping opportunities will continue to 
increase dramatically. Waterfront Park will 
be well positioned to be at the continuing 
housing boom. 

Not to mention, a front yard can 
hardly provide the array of activities, 
views, and friends to be enjoyed in 
Waterfront Park.

Clearly, many people share this view, 
as downtown living has been gaining 
momentum and now more people are 
living downtown than ever before. The 
residential population of the Louisville 
Central Business District has grown to 
over 5,000 people in 2010, according to 



PurposeTumbleweed                     reinventing riverside dining                             Case Studies

“When we’ve got the doors opened up and a breeze is 
blowing, I’ve even had guests say that they ‘feel like they 
are on vacation in Florida.’ It really is an amazing venue 
and we’re proud to provide that type of experience to 
our guests.”

                - Terry Smith, CEO, Tumbleweed Southwest Grill

Founded in 1975, Tumbleweed 
Southwest Grill opened its first location 
in New Albany, Indiana. From those 
humble beginnings, the chain expanded 
throughout the Louisville area, quickly 
becoming a well known favorite of local 
diners, and smoothly growing to 60 
locations in the Louisville area.

By the late 90s, however, Tumbleweed 
was in trouble. Sales were stagnant, 
pulled down by a few unprofitable 
locations, and Tumbleweed wanted to 
expand its clientele and raise its image 
in the public eye. Faced with a choice 
between innovating or possibly falling 
behind key competitors, Tumbleweed, 
under the fresh guidance of Terry Smith, 
reinvented their menu, interiors, and 
floor plans, culminating the construc-
tion of a new flagship Tumbleweed in 
Phase II of Waterfront Park, completed in 
July 2005. 

The flagship features folding glass 
walls and open floor plan, allowing 
diners to feel the river’s breeze while 
eating. “Our design team worked very 
hard to develop an open air restaurant 
which took advantage of the incredible 
river views and Louisville skyline,” says 
Smith. The flagship has been a solid 
success, quickly becoming the chain’s 
highest volume location, and the first 
location to break 3 million dollars in 
annual sales in 2004. 

As with the Bats, some of the credit 
for Tumbleweed’s success must go to 
location, as the park provides a unique 
backdrop that really makes 
Tumbleweed’s open terraces and 
exceptional place to eat. Similarity, the 
Tumbleweed relationship is symbiotic 
for the WDC, as the restaurant brings 
visitors and energy to an area of the 

park that would feel secluded and lonely 
at times without it. As Smith puts it: “The 
chance to develop on Tumbleweed in 
Waterfront Park was a challenging but 
unparalleled opportunity to provide 
riverfront dining to our loyal guests in 
Louisville and to the many visitors who 
make the journey to Waterfront Park.” 
Taking that chance has helped fuel a 

revival for Tumbleweed, spurring them to 
begin expanding again to new markets 
and pushing their revenues to $64.3 
million and creating 140 jobs in the 
Waterfront area. This is another example 
of economic and quality of life enhance-
ment built on the foundation laid by the 
Waterfront Development Corporation in 
1986. 
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