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RENTON DOWNTOWN CIVIC CORE VISION AND 

ACTION PLAN: STAKEHOLDER MEETING SUMMARY 

1. Introduction 

On January 26 and 27, 2017, the City of Renton and MIG, with Leland Consulting Group 
and Strategic Planning Concepts International LLC (planning team), held a series of 
interviews and focus groups with City of Renton staff and members of the community to 
help inform the Renton Downtown Civic Core Vision and Action Plan. The discussions 
allowed the planning team to gain perspectives from stakeholders with a specific interest 
in or understanding of the Civic Core and Downtown Business District. The City of 
Renton coordinated invitations and scheduling for the five meetings, held at the Renton 
Pavilion Event Center and at City Hall. Agendas for each of the meetings are attached at 
the end of this summary. 

The planning team organized the discussions around a similar set of questions intended 
to understand challenges, opportunities and desired outcomes for the future of the Civic 
Core. The planning team will use findings from this summary, along with input gathered 
from future public workshops and surveys, to inform vision development. Included with 
this memo are individual meeting summaries and photos of the graphically recorded 
notes taken at each of the meetings.  

Focus Groups 

MIG, Inc. facilitated five focus groups to understand how the Civic Core and Downtown 
Business District public spaces function, and what the opportunities and constraints are 
related to the economic, civic, public space, and development conditions facing the 
Civic Core and Downtown Business District. Participants represented public and private 
entities with interests in Renton and the broader region. Focus groups included: 

 Business and property owners 
 Renton Chamber of Commerce and Renton Downtown Partnership 
 Downtown civic activities – non-profit and program administrators 
 Downtown civic activities - city staff 
 Commercial and residential brokers 
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The planning team also interviewed several developers who are either developing or 
redeveloping property in the Downtown Business District, who have contacted the City 
about potential development opportunities or larger regional developers. These 
individual interviews were used to understand the Civic Core and the Downtown 
Business District’s opportunities and challenges.  

2. Key Findings 

The following key findings emerged from the focus group and individual discussions. 

 The Civic Core and Downtown Business District has many assets. Participants 
noted the potential of both the Civic Core and other public spaces as fun, vibrant 
places that are accessible and attractive to people of all ages. Renton is still 
relatively affordable compared to other places in the region and is easily 
accessible to major job centers.  

 The Civic Core is accessible and conveniently located. Renton is generally a 
transit-oriented location with good connections around the region. Transit 
improvements connect residents to employment opportunities throughout the 
metro area and connect visitors to the Civic Core. Many participants said that 
parking is plentiful Downtown, though greater efficiency is possible.  

 The Civic Core has a variety of public spaces. Both indoor and outdoor spaces 
are present such as the Renton Library, the Piazza and Pavilion, although the lack 
of flexibility of those spaces to house multiple types of events was identified as an 
issue. Several participants identified area parks as key destinations, but better 
connections are needed between park facilities and the trail system. Some 
participants also stated that they felt unsafe in the Piazza and Gateway Park. 

 Historic buildings are a draw, but many people do not even know about the 
Downtown area. There are many businesses downtown, some well-established 
and some newly opened. While some buildings have been, or are in the process 
of being renovated, many buildings are in a state of disrepair that makes it 
challenging to attract new businesses and detracts from the overall environment 
of the Civic Core and Downtown Business District.  

 Downtown has several large landowners, some of whom are not maintaining 
their buildings. Stakeholders suggested that the reason why several buildings 
are not maintained is because they are owned by just a few individuals that are 
not maintaining any of their buildings.  

 Homelessness and loitering are perceived as problems. Several stakeholders 
suggested that one of the reasons the Civic Core and Downtown are not 
attracting more visitors are because of the number of homeless people and those 
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standing around, making the area feel unsafe. This was particularly evident near 
the transit station. 

 The Downtown Business District is a destination for eating. Almost universally, 
stakeholders identified the Downtown Business District as a place for eating, with 
several local restaurants that attract people from outside the area. There may be 
opportunities to brand streets or other areas around food. Some stakeholders 
thought that there is opportunity to expand food options, either through existing 
restaurant expansion or low cost offerings such as food cart pods in existing 
parking lots. 

 The Civic Core is affordable. Housing and commercial leases are affordable 
relative to the rest of the region. Participants noted that low cost rents result in a 
reluctance to invest because of low returns, but also provide opportunities for 
small-scale office and flex space that create a unique character and atmosphere. 
There have been several recent projects Downtown and adjacent to the Civic 
Core where existing buildings have been renovated. 

 Downtown is surrounded by neighborhoods. A combination of single-family 
homes and apartments close to Downtown is unique and gives the area a small 
town feel even though it is part of a major metropolitan area. While some of 
these areas are zoned for higher intensity uses, the diversity of housing is 
attractive for many of those interviewed. 

 Renton’s population is diverse and growing. New residents are expected to 
move near Downtown as more development occurs, creating more energy in the 
area and supporting new businesses. Denser residential development will require 
a more walkable, convenient neighborhood. Participants recommended more 
events and programs that highlight the city’s cultural assets and activate the Civic 
Core and Downtown. 

 There are many existing and new events on the horizon. Stakeholders and City 
employees identified several existing and potential programs in the Civic Core 
and Downtown Business District, but many said that it is challenging to 
understand the permitting process and what is necessary to create an event.  

 Development, programs and events require more coordination between 
public agencies, private entities and residents. Per participants, this is true not 
only for addressing funding challenges, but also for facilitating a well-maintained, 
vibrant area that links activities and events with placemaking and access 
elements. Organizations such as the Chamber of Commerce and the Renton 
Downtown Partnership have assisted to some degree, but many participants felt 
more was needed. From the City’s standpoint, there are several departments that 
have some role in function and upkeep for the Civic Core and Downtown 
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Business District, but it also appeared that additional coordination is needed 
between the various departments. 

 The Transit Center and Parking Garage is a barrier. The Transit Center 
provides great transit access to the Civic Core and Downtown Business District, 
but bus layovers and idling make the area uninviting for non-transit riders. There 
are also several floors of the Parking Garage that sit unused. Stakeholders said 
that better use of the garage, better signage to access the garage, lighting and 
general upkeep are all needed. 

 Negative perceptions of the Civic Core and Downtown are a barrier 
particularly west of Burnett Avenue South. Participants in all groups discussed 
issues of safety and comfort as concerns. There is a perception that the Civic Core 
and Downtown are unsafe, especially for families with children. Lighting and 
cleanliness were specifically noted, as well as the lack of bathrooms and 
wayfinding issues. The area can provide amenities and activities for families with 
children while addressing safety barriers. However, some participants questioned 
whether the perceptions match reality. 

 Wayfinding is lacking. The consensus from participants is that unless you know 
where you are going, it is hard to get to Downtown and especially difficult to find 
the Civic Core. Wayfinding, starting on I-405 and down to the local street 
network, is essential. Making clear connections between key attractions, such as 
the Library and Cedar River, City Hall and the Piazza are all important 
considerations. The wayfinding elements should be branded and consistent with 
other branding in the city. 

 Branding can help reshape perceptions of the Civic Core and Downtown. 
Participants identified the Civic Core as a gritty, undiscovered place with the 
potential to become a destination, a place for fun and new kinds of shopping and 
dining experiences. Signage and wayfinding were noted as ways to improve foot 
traffic and create character. Participants like Downtown as a gritty, urban 
destination, but want parents to feel safe bringing their kids to the area. 

 Improvements are needed to zoning and site design standards. Participants 
identified challenges to development such as parcelization and irregular parcel 
shapes. Zoning needs to be simultaneously flexible but also cohesive, while being 
intentional about the character and environment it creates. Recent development 
of one block was challenging because of high streets standards on all edges of 
the building instead of focusing on key streets where a strong pedestrian 
environment is desired. 

 Infrastructure is a challenge. Developers stated that existing infrastructure 
Downtown is a challenge for development. Costly improvements to utilities make 
projects difficult. Several developers said that improvements could quickly attract 
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development. Soils and other issues also make development costlier. For 
example, one developer for a recent project Downtown said that they had to drill 
multiple pilings into bedrock to provide a stable foundation. 

 There is a lack of consistent urban design and ground floor activation. Façade 
improvements are needed on multiple structures and some vacant buildings have 
broken windows and doors. At the same time, some participants felt that 
downtown standards are too uniform, suggesting a need for flexibility. The 
Facade Improvement Program was identified as a quality but underutilized 
program. Several participants also said that an organizing body is needed to help 
coordinate storefront improvements and other Downtown efforts. 
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3. Meeting Notes 

This section summarizes the main points addressed in each meeting, with topic headings 
that reflect the questions asked or the themes emphasized by participants. Notes were 
recorded on maps, flipcharts and wallgraphics. The separate meetings for the Business 
and Property Owners and the Renton Chamber of Commerce/Renton Downtown 
Partnership were recorded on a single wallgraphic and are summarized jointly. Meeting 
summaries are presented chronologically. 

Downtown Civic Activities - City Staff 

January 26, 2017, 2:15 p.m. – 3:15 p.m. (Renton City Hall) 

Attendees 
Nearly 20 participants from the City of Renton attended this meeting, representing City 
departments in charge of Downtown activities, along with staff covering these areas: City 
commissions and advisory boards, parks, arts, the library, the historical society and other 
local entities. 

Notes 
 Role of City in Civic Core/Downtown: City staff are involved in community 

services, economic development, planning, facilities and police/enforcement. 
 Vision / reason to be ‘here’:  

o Festival street 
o Families 
o “Open” 
o Placemaking 
o Diverse businesses 
o Economically vibrant 
o Walkable streets 
o Linked spaces 
o Residential density 
o River access 

 Wants and needs: 
o Grants 
o City Center Plan (action matrix, enforcement, responsibilities) 
o Coordination (maintenance, appearance) 
o Trails/parks system plan (multi-use spaces) 
o Restored theaters 
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o Greenspace 
 Concerns and Issues:  

o Lack of bathrooms 
o Cleanliness 
o Missing ped/bike links 
o Neighborhood connections / walkability 
o Lack of investment from property owners 
o Safety / attracting families 
o Few pedestrians  
o Wayfinding issues 
o Dark - need lighting 
o Parking garage is not well-used 
o Attracting development is a challenge 

 Programs and Events: existing and desired programs, events and opportunities: 
o Outdoor movies 
o Arts walk  
o Street closures for events like car shows, parades, farmers markets, etc. 
o Interactive water feature 
o Partnerships, sponsorships, a BID and marketing opportunities 
o Better utilization of parks, the Piazza, Pavilion, the library, Civic Theater 

and IKEA PAC (pop up events, public stage for music, etc.) 
o Continued programs / events like River Days and holiday lighting 



http://rentonciviccore.com/
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Business and Property Owners 

January 27, 2017, 8:00 a.m. –9:00 a.m. (Renton Pavilion Event Center) 

 Attendees 
Nearly 20 participants attended this meeting, primarily representing businesses and 
some property owners in Downtown Renton. 

Renton Chamber of Commerce/Renton Downtown Partnership 

January 27, 2017, 9:30 a.m. – 10:30 a.m. (Renton Pavilion Event Center) 

 Attendees 
Seven participants attended this meeting, representing the two organizations invited. 

 Combined Notes for Business/Property Owners and Chamber of Commerce/ 
Downtown Partnership 

 Why downtown?  
 Good access 
 Boeing (mix of drivers, carpoolers and people using transit) 
 Convenient (proximity, SEATAC) 
 Affordable leases 
 No competition 
 New housing means more people coming soon 

 Issues and Opportunities 
o Less activity but more local people (fewer dept stores, fewer destinations, 

need more foot traffic) 
o Poor sidewalk activity facade conditions (smoking, weather protection) 
o Lots of loyalty for long-term businesses 
o Safety (perception vs. reality, crime/drugs, broken windows and doors, 

lighting/alleys, homelessness and loitering) 
o Transit center 
o Bad landlords 
o Signage and wayfinding is missing 
o Public spaces (specific needs include benches and awnings) 

 Implementation:  
o Advertising and marketing (map of key locations, etc.) 
o Branded events 
o Downtown partnership (social media, volunteering) 
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o Need good transit access 
o Kids/family (things to do for younger kids, family friendly businesses, 

activities, special events, perceptions of parking and safety) 
o Needs: bakery, bookstore, retail, enforcement, eyes on the street 
o Existing buildings not attracting new businesses 

 The story of Renton - branding:  
o Target new residents 
o Identify the potential for the next 5-10 years 
o More shopping experiences (restaurants, destinations, etc.) 
o Better relationships with businesses 
o Intentional zoning choices 
o Increase the variety of uses and types of employers 
o It’s undiscovered, fun, gritty 

 Models of Success: destinations, services/restaurants, events, fun, historic, family 
friendly 

o Georgetown 
o Kent 
o Auburn 
o Downtown Issaquah 
o Columbia City 



http://rentonciviccore.com/


http://rentonciviccore.com/
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Downtown Civic Activities – Non-Profit and Event Organizers 

January 27, 2017, 11:00 p.m. – 12:00 p.m. (Renton Pavilion Event Center) 

 Attendees 
More than 15 members representing local non-profit groups, program organizers, and 
other active community groups attended this meeting.  

 Notes 

 Existing, former and planned activities:  
o Farmers market 
o Christmas tree event 
o River Days 
o Parade 
o Pop up downtown 
o Car show 
o History museum events 
o Oktoberfest 
o Outdoor concert 
o Christmas bazaar 
o Old fashioned trick or treating 
o Blue & Brews 
o Jazz/art walk 
o Spring/fall festival 
o Arts Antique Walk  
o Film festival  
o Small Business Saturday 

 Challenges:  
o It’s tough to program things for Downtown 
o Too many quiet spaces 
o There is a general lack of activation 
o For some events, existing spaces are too small. Others said that was a rare 

issue 
o Many spaces are for private events only and are hard to secure 
o Too much traffic 
o The Civic Core and Downtown Business District are hard to find 
o Empty storefronts and limited signage make it unattractive 

 Opportunities:  
o Provide more flexible open space 
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o Provide both indoor/outdoor spaces 
o Take advantage of areas that are already livelier with activity (near river) 
o Address parking 
o The Piazza is good for the Farmers Market, but some wanted changes to 

3rd. 
o Build upon the diversity of the community 

 Needs:  
o People/champions (arts groups, civic groups, the City, school district, 

college, etc.) 
o Wayfinding (focused, city-wide, parking garage access) 
o Be more family friendly 
o Increase flexibility in street design 
o Add amphitheater 
o Improve urban form 
o Need an iconic draw 
o More multicultural events 
o Make it more attractive (address vacant storefronts) 



http://rentonciviccore.com/
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Commercial and Residential Brokers 

January 27, 2017, 1:30 p.m. – 2:30 p.m. (Renton Pavilion Event Center) 

 Attendees 
This group included half a dozen participants representing local and regional 
development interests. 

 Notes 

 Issues and concerns: 
o High traffic corridors like Grady and Rainier make it tough for pedestrians 
o Long-term building owners are not maintaining their buildings  
o Safety (real and perceived) 
o Difficult sized parcels (corners with unusual angles, etc.) 

 Assets and opportunities: 
o Family friendly 
o Need a new building at transit center, maybe for groceries 
o Healthcare space 
o Incubator spaces 
o “Friendliest city staff” 
o Take advantage of the restaurants as a regional draw 
o What about a commercial kitchen? 

 Needs: 
o More people 
o Storefront improvements 
o Marketing for downtown businesses 
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Individual Meetings with Developers 

January 27, 2017, 3:00 p.m. – 5:00 p.m. (Renton Pavilion Event Center), additional 
interviews conducted by phone 

 Attendees 
This group included seven participants representing local and regional development 
interests. Some developers have developed or redeveloped buildings in the Downtown 
Business District, evaluated potential development options on specific parcels, or are 
interested in potentially developing property in the Downtown Business District. 

 Notes 

 Market drivers: 
o The area is affordable relative to the wider metro region 
o Historic buildings provide unique opportunities for financial incentives 
o Strong employment sector (in Renton and the surrounding region, but not 

downtown) 
o Accessible location (to transportation, employment, etc.) 
o Demographics: Renton – families, young professionals; wider metro – 

wealthy, educated, young.  
o Inevitability: as part of the wider metro region, Renton will come around in 

time. 
 Why Renton:  

o Affordable – home values are low (about half Bellevue’s), which draws 
people to Renton. 

o Has good “bones” (i.e. streets, history, walkability) but little commercial 
activity 

o Historic buildings – potential financial benefits and a regional draw 
o Distinct history, downtown experience, and storefront atmosphere  
o Renton is generally a transit-oriented location 
o Family-friendly; good (and improving) schools 

 Challenges: 
o High water table and the soils are very sandy, so the liquefaction risk is 

present  
o City inspectors, bonding requirements are high. 
o Current height limits: the market only supports wood framed buildings. 

High rise buildings not currently feasible.  
o Achievable rents are lower than elsewhere and developers follow the 

money.  
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 What’s working now? What could work better?  
o Independent retail stores are good for the character of downtown. 

Additional tenants like a coffee shop, brewery, etc. would be well 
received.  

o Store Façade Improvement Program is a good program and should be 
more utilized. 

o Plentiful parking in the downtown area, but it needs to be more efficient, 
and on-site parking ratio for new development is too high. 

o Airport is a unique asset – preserve it. 
o Zoning should set the bulk and the scale, but shouldn’t define the uses. 

 Needs: 
o Anchor tenant(s), especially west of 3rd and Burnett – city should 

incentivize. 
o Downtown brand/identity 
o Increased density of all types (up zone Downtown) 
o Increased employment, not just bedrooms 
o Transparent and well-designed facades to activate street  
o More affordable small-scale office/flex space. 
o Focus on the redevelopment of smaller buildings 
o More townhouses and small lot zoning 
o Renton is currently affordable relative to the region but as the metro 

continues to increase prices there will be a need for affordable housing. 
The city has impact fee waivers but needs to do more to incentivize 
affordable developments. 

o Walkability: Prioritize pedestrian and trail connections (especially for the 
elderly, disabled, and children), including improvements to lighting and 
sidewalks. This is a selling point for housing. Neighborhood bike ways are 
desired, especially off busy streets. 

 Where do you think Downtown and Civic Core is going from the market 
perspective? What are the barriers to that? (Residential) 

o New residential development will catalyze more projects, especially if they 
achieve higher rents 

o Increased density requires major infrastructure improvements. Addressing 
the infrastructure problem will immediately attract development 

o Larger sites are required to support multifamily residential (minimum 200 
units, but condos can be built with fewer units) 

o The developer should decide parking; residential shouldn’t have parking 
requirements. 

 Where do you think Downtown and Civic Core is going from the market 
perspective? What are the barriers to that? (Commercial) 
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o Potential headquarters or satellite sites for companies like REI 
o A successful retail sector requires a bigger headcount downtown (increase 

residential density), which would also in turn improve safety, etc. 
o Suburban Renton firms (like Wizards of the Coast?) may move downtown if 

there is enough quality space, as downtowns are becoming increasingly 
popular.  

o Downtown Renton’s smaller spaces are primed for incubator space and 
co-working space to buy into the tech boom, especially. However, Renton 
is not attracting the tech economy – they don’t feel welcome. 

 Barriers: 
o Public Transit: requires better connections and more frequent service to 

more efficiently connect residents or employees to other centers in the 
metro. 

o Achievable rents: as rents are lower than elsewhere in the metro, there’s a 
reluctance to invest because of a low return-on-investment. There’s also 
been little in the way of new development to indicate what rents could be 
for higher quality commercial or housing stock.  

o Incentives: Renton will only waive fees for owned units, not rental units 
o Traffic (heavy—uses Renton as a bypass for I-405) – specifically on Houser 

and Rainier, the latter being a “speed street.” 
o Lack of quality improvements to downtown buildings: new businesses are 

generally not negotiating for tenant improvements, and therefore 
buildings become dated quickly, decreasing the collective attraction of 
downtown.  

o Mixed-use code: to have 75% of a mixed-use building’s frontage as retail 
is a challenge 

o PR problem: perception of crime and homelessness, but the city’s 
reputation is improving 

o Infrastructure improvements are needed 
o City has a “latecomers” payment program, where developers are asked to 

install infrastructure such as water mains that extend beyond their 
property’s frontage, and future adjacent development (if any) pays the 
original developer their share of the infrastructure cost. 

o Downtown standards are too uniform, i.e. minor streets are required to do 
the same as major streets. For example, requiring the 1st floor to be 15’ 
tall, and requiring every street light receives irrigation.  

 



Date: January 27, 2017 

Time: 1:30 pm-2:30 pm 

Location: Renton Pavilion Event Center, 233 Burnett Ave S. 

Meeting Objectives: Introduce the project, identify needs and desired outcomes from 

this project, discuss opportunities, constraints, and potential issues  

 

1:30 pm  I. Renton CCVAP project background  

 II. Why Downtown Renton? 

 III. Downtown development potential  

 IV.  Development trends: what are tenants 

looking for? 

2:20 pm V. Wrap up and next steps 

2:30 pm VI. Close 

 

Visit the project website for up to date information http://rentonciviccore.com/ 

http://rentonciviccore.com/
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