Reimagining
Opelika, Alabama
A DesignPlace Report

Just a Word…

The ideas presented in this report are those of a design team brought together for a three-day
charrette process by invitation of Opelika leaders. The suggestions and recommendations herein are
based on our observations and experience, in combination with insights that local people shared with
us about the community in which they live, work and play. These have informed our thoughts and
we have assembled our best professional design recommendations for enhancing the unique sense
of place that is Opelika, Alabama. We look forward to seeing all the exciting things that may emerge
from our time in your community.
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Introduction

In 2016 DesignAlabama decided to create a program that would allow communities represented at the
DesignAlabama Mayors Design Summit with a “next step.” The idea was that mayors who had gained so much
knowledge about planning and design during their time at the Summit needed a chance to share that knowledge
with their community. The idea of the program is not to create a new place, but to enhance a community based on
the assets of their community. Community assets include the built environment, the natural environment and most
importantly, a community’s people.
Through a three-day charrette process, DesignAlabama brings in a team of design experts with experience in
architecture, landscape architecture, urban design, graphic design, interior design and planning, showing the
underlying success of community development when design arts are used.
Perhaps the greatest benefit is the stimulation and mobilization of the public. Citizen participation is absolutely
critical to the success of DesignPlace or any local design and planning initiative. A DesignPlace visit is not an end;
rather, a new beginning. A second and equally important benefit is the objective which a team of “outsiders” brings
to a community. Professional consultants are free to carefully examine strengths and weaknesses with “fresh eyes”
untainted by political ambition or economic self-interest. Further, for both design and non-design professionals on the

“Never doubt that a
small group of thoughtful
committed, citizens can
change the world”
- Margaret Mead

team, professional skills are sharpened. And for all participants, appreciation is deepened through citizen participation
in the design and planning process. Finally, DesignPlace is invaluable for illustrating the value of community design
and planning in Alabama. It stimulates awareness of design issues and dramatizes the impact design can have upon
a community’s vitality and the quality of life within its boundaries.
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The Team
Darrell Meyer
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FAICP

Brandon Bias

( Facilitator)

Brandon serves as a certified

Darrell Meyer is a retired Senior

Community and Regional Planner in

Vice President for Planning and

the Mobile office for Goodwyn Mills

Landscape Architecture Services

Cawood. His background includes

at KPS Group in Birmingham.

a wide range of experience in both

He joined KPS in 1997, upon

planning and design with proven

his retirement from Auburn University, where he was

expertise in master planning emphasizing community

Chairman of Auburn’s Graduate Program in Planning,

design, ecological processes, regional dynamics and

which he founded in 1978. His work at Auburn

smart growth principles. Prior to joining the firm, he

University and KPS Group earned several Alabama APA

served as the Planner in the Special Projects Division of

Awards. Darrell loves Alabama’s towns and cities and

the Community Development Department for the City of

specialized in dealing with their issues and opportunities

Birmingham, Alabama. In this role, he was responsible

for 40 years. He also has served as campus master

for management of the City’s CDBG and CDBR-DR funds

planning consultant to the University of North Alabama

and coordination with neighborhood stabilization intiatives.

and all three campuses of the University of Alabama.

Brandon is actively involved with several statewide

Darrell is committed to helping cities, neighborhoods

initiatives as a board member of DesignAlabama and Your

and university campuses plan, design and build

Town Alabama, as well as serving as the vice president

more sustainably. The American Institute of Certified

of the Alabama Communities of Excellence Board. He

Planners honored Darrell as a member of its College of

also currently serves on the executive committee for the

Fellows in 1999.

Alabama Chapter of the American Planning Association.

Mary Shell

David Hill

Mary Mason Shell has been

David Hill is an assistant professor

a preservation planner with

in the graduate program of

the Alabama Historical

landscape architecture at Auburn

Commission since 1991. She

University, as well as a principal

assists communities with

of Hillworks. Hill leads research

utilizing historic preservation

seminars and investigative design

programs to identify and protect historic buildings and

studios that unpack the complexity of the landscape

districts. As manager of the Certified Local Government

across the rich spectrum of urban and rural conditions

program, Shell assists towns with establishing local

and attempt to engage the regenerative potentials of

historic preservation commissions and identifying and

each site. As both an architect and landscape architect

designating local historic districts and landmarks for

(bachelor’s in architecture, Georgia Tech, and master’s

regulation and protection. A member of the State Scenic

of architecture and landscape architecture, University of

Byways Council, Alabama Communities of Excellence

Virginia), Hill’s research aggregates around the adaptation

Board and Your Town Alabama Board, she provides

and reuse of the built environment, as well as around

historic preservation expertise to these community

the dynamic performance of plants. Hill is not only able

development programs. After receiving her bachelor’s

to advance disciplinary research through academic

degree in history from Auburn University in 1986, Shell

investigation, but also through the trenches of actual

attended the master’s program in historic preservation

project development. As a principal of Hillworks studio, he

at Middle Tennessee State University. In 1988, she

helps unearth postindustrial landscapes and has managed

was hired to work with the National Register of Historic

various regenerative projects such as Urban Outfitters

Places program at the Alabama Historical Commission.

headquarters in the Philadelphia Navy Yard, Voelcker Park

In 1989, she relocated to Salem, Ore., to work with the

in San Antonio, the Historic Pabst Brewery in Milwaukee

state historic preservation agency until moving back to

and the Holy Cross Project in New Orleans.

Alabama in 1991.
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Angela Stiff

Steve Stone, AIA

Angela Stiff is the Managing

Steve Stone is the Owner and

Partner and Creative Director

Principal at dakinstreet architects

of Copperwing Design, located

located in midtown Mobile,

in Montgomery, Alabama.

Alabama. Steve graduated from

Angela succeeded in growing

Illinois Institute of Technology with

Copperwing into one of

a Bachelors of Architecture in 1995

Alabama’s leading communications firms during the

and has over 22 years of experience in the field. He is

first decade of the company’s existence. She founded

currently licensed in Alabama, Florida and Illinois, as well

the firm with brand management as its cornerstone,

as NCARB Certified. Steve sits on the City of Mobile’s

recognizing its critical role in creating breakthrough

Architectural Review Board and is a past board member of

communications with long-term relevance. She

DesignAlabama and a past president of the local chapter

continues to lead with the same out-front thinking as

of the AIA. While employed with others here in Mobile

she sets the vision for the firm. She has successfully led

as well as various firms in Chicago, Steve has provided

branding initiatives for clients with regional and national

Design, Project Architect and Project Manager services

reach. Her creative work has been recognized with

to a wide range of projects from single-family homes and

numerous industry awards. Angela is a proud graduate

commercial renovations of all sizes to multi-million dollar

of Auburn University, where she earned a BFA in

dormitories and condo developments.

visual communications.
Angela is a member of the Auburn University College of
Architecture, Design and Construction Executive Board.
She serves as member and Communications Co-chair
to the DesignAlabama Board of Directors. She has
served as past member of the Troy University College
of Communication and Fine Arts Advisory Council. She
has also served as past board member to AGAPE for
Children, for whom she still advocates.
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Who is Opelika?
Opelika first appears on maps in 1733. The Creek or

The town nearly doubled in size between 1870 and 1900,

Muskogee Indians were there when the first white settlers

and gained a reputation as wild and lawless. Opelika’s

arrived in the late 1830s and established a community

charter was revoked several times and remained under

called Lebanon. After Indian removal in 1836-37, the

military rule for 16 years until 1899.

area became known as “Opelika,” Muskogean for
“large swamp.”

In 1900, local investors founded the Opelika Cotton

Settlement was sporadic until 1848 when the Montgomery

Manufacturing Co.’s mill in 1925. Between 1930

& West Point Railroad extended a line from Montgomery to

and 1970, industrial growth turned Opelika into a

Opelika and then to West Point, Ga., connecting Opelika

regional economic powerhouse. In the late 1990s,

with Atlanta. The only direct rail between New Orleans and

Opelika developed the 2,200-acre Northeast Opelika

the Eastern Seaboard, it became a primary trade route for

Industrial Park, recognized as one of the “South’s Best

shipments of raw cotton to the North. When joined by rail

Automotive Assembly Plant Sites” by Southern Business

connections to Columbus, Ga., in 1855 and Birmingham

& Development.

in 1869, Opelika became a regional hub for commerce.

Mill as the city’s first textile plant followed by Pepperell

Opelika also has experienced a boom in retail
To manage this rapid growth, Opelika was incorporated in

development. Tiger Town, a 130-acre mixed-use

1854. During the Civil War, local cotton warehouses were

development, is east Alabama’s largest retail center with

converted to Confederate supply depots. Soon after the

more than a million square feet of retail space and a new

war, the state legislature created a new county out of parts

theatre complex nearby. Following major renovations, the

of Macon, Russell, Chambers and Tallapoosa counties,

historic downtown is enjoying a return to the center of life

naming it after Gen. Robert E. Lee. Opelika became the

in Opelika. The shopping and restaurant district has been

county seat.

improved withturn-of-the-20th-century flair. Opelika is filled
with a variety of specialty shops, galleries, antique stores
and restaurants.
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How did
we get here?
In 2015 Mayor Gary Fuller of Opelika participated in
the 10th Annual Mayors Design Summit. Mayor Fuller
looked at the redevelopment of the historic Carver-Jeter
neighborhoods during his time at the summit and walked
away with many ideas that have helped to generate
change and redevelopment in these neighborhoods. With
the success of the mayor’s time at the summit, the city
along with the Opelika Chamber of Commerce applied to
participate in the DesignPlace program in March 2016.
They application was successful and the community was
notified that we would be visiting their community in July
to work.The team arrived in Opelika on Thursday July 27th
and began their time in Opelika with a brief meeting with
the mayor and then a walking tour of downtown with Pam
Powers-Smith. Throughout the tour, the team noted that
Opelika is certainly moving in the right direction, noting
Work from Mayors’ Summit 2015

that Opelika is already a well-planned community. With
that said, the team worked through a SWOT process,
individually drawing on their time in Opelika. Following are
the team’s thoughts.
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Strengths

Weaknesses

»» Downtown storefronts are mostly full, with construction

»» Most of downtown buildings are owned by individuals-

happening in many which are not currently occupied
»» A great core of stakeholders (mainly downtown business
owners), the relative proximity to an enormous young
pool of consumers (Auburn) and a local government
willing to listen to new ideas
»» The core, or downtown and its immediate surroundings,
is the strongest asset of Opelika. Its strong sense of
place is the result of distinctive buildings of comparable
proportion and scale, a mix of uses and activities along
traditional streetscapes in generally excellent condition,
all defined by clear edges.
»» The corridors leading toward downtown and its
immediate surroundings are clear and direct, mostly
current or former state routes, from every direction.

city owns no downtown property
»» Lack of housing
»» Lack of consistent community identity for
community departments
»» Weaknesses are very similar to many towns of this
size. A decimated core due to new construction being
pushed further and further outside the downtown…
Old time landowners that own key properties and sit on
them instead of selling them to interested parties.
»» Persons passing through Opelika, especially first-time

»» While the entrance corridors are clear, they are mostly
lacking any sense of invitation or anticipation of
arrival. Each of these corridors passes by, adjacent to
downtown rather than leading one into the center; it is
easy for the first-time visitor to miss the full experience
of the city’s heart.
»» Connections between downtown and Interstate-85
»» Gateways to Downtown
»» Underutilized property
»» Few rental housing options

visitors, may easily miss the entrances to the core for
lack of clear definition and wayfinding cues other than a
few signs at intersections (but otherwise unannounced).

They are easy to follow and lead one to, rather than into,
the heart of the city.
»» History
»» Active and engaged community
»» Proximity to Auburn University
»» Located along Interstate-85 and US Highways-280/431
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Opportunities

Threats

“The focus of the charrette is primarily

»» Lots of new city staff

»» Threats to development & progress are only as potent

the core…the downtown plus a bit here

»» Opportunities were plentiful, especially in the downtown
and surrounding historic neighborhoods. Developing
the old Pepperell Mill into a multi-function music/
festival/food facility could take advantage of its halfway
point between downtown Opelika and the University. A

as the leaders and stakeholders allow them to get.
With the proper vision, resources, & implementation
strategies to revitalize and broaden Opelika’s reach,
the energy is there.
»» The images are mixed, but the results of poor design

longer-term study to try to connect Opelika with Auburn

and poor maintenance along Opelika’s gateway image

with a continuous bike trail is a key to introduce a

corridors are apparent. And the results offend most

consumer conduit.

everyone to some degree, for there is no choice but

»» Each of the several image/gateway corridors leading
to the heart of Opelika provides what could be
considered an additive experience—each composes
a complex first impression and has an opportunity to
present positive images overall—to local people and to
visitors, guests and potential investors. The character
of the whole—how the impression of each corridor
fits together and leads people to the heart of the
city—should be of primary consideration in judging the
quality and considering improvements to each image/
gateway corridor.
»» Vacant buildings downtown for infill development
»» Strong schools
»» Desire to live in the community
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to look at the visual pollution. Continuing to tolerate

and there…and especially the image
corridors from core to key city gateways
and the gateways themselves…for
these are the most public parts of the
city…and the parts that the residents
likely feel belong to all of them…our
intent should be to upgrade the quality

or ignore those conditions is a demonstration of low

of the experience of getting there and of

expectations to local citizens, to guests and visitors,

living/working/being there…using urban

and to potential investors.
»» Railroad bisecting downtown
»» Very little alternative transportation – only automobiles

and landscape design and suggesting
supporting projects.” - Darrell Meyer

Concept Plans
The team, working through all that they had observed, felt
like there were five distinct areas that needed to be focused
on during their time in Opelika. Those five areas were housing
opportunities; gateways & corridors; redevelopment of mill
areas; downtown; and creating a community identity.

1

Housing

According to the website planning.org, the following are

»» What is the proximity between various places in the

some general guidelines for creating great neighborhoods

neighborhood? Are these places within walking or

that can be used in creating ideal neighborhoods in

biking distances? Does walking or bicycling within

Neighborhood Character and Personality

Opelika. This should also be used in helping to identify

the neighborhood serve multiple purposes? Describe

»» What makes the neighborhood stand out? What makes

already existing neighborhoods, such as Carver, Jeter,

(access to transit, parks, public spaces, shopping,

it extraordinary or memorable? What elements, features,

downtown, etc.

schools, etc.). How are pedestrians and bicyclists

and details reflect the community’s local character and

Neighborhood Form and Composition

accommodated (sidewalks, paths or trails, designated

set the neighborhood apart from other neighborhoods?

»» Does the neighborhood have an easily discernable
locale? What are its borders?
»» How is the neighborhood fitted to its natural setting and
the surrounding environs?

bike lanes, share-the-road signage, etc.).
»» How does the neighborhood foster social interaction
and promote human contact? How is a sense of
community and neighborliness created?
»» Does the neighborhood promote security from crime,
and is it perceived as safe? How are streets made
safe for children and other users (e.g., traffic calming,
other measures)?
»» Is there consistency of scale between buildings

»» Does the neighborhood provide interesting visual
experiences, vistas, natural features, or other qualities?
»» How does the architecture of houses and other
buildings create visual interest? Are the houses and
buildings designed and scaled for pedestrians?
»» How is local history retained, interpreted, and used to
help create a sense of place?
»» How has the neighborhood adapted to change? Include
specific examples.

(i.e., are buildings proportional to one another)?
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In addition to endorsing these
general guidelines our team
proposes the following ideas:
Update Zoning and Subdivision Regulations
»» Allow infill development/historically appropriate
Images Created During Charrette of Neighborhood Opportunity
Developments Near Downtown-using a Street Trail System as a connector

»» Create useful open space in new neighborhoods

Encourage Residential Downtown
through Incentives
»» Streamlined permitting

Street Trails

»» Purchasing and Sale of Property

Over the past several decades, Opelika has

and the Sportsplex in northeast Opelika to

developed a robust connection of roads and streets

Covington Park, East Alabama Medical Center,

dedicated primarily to automobile traffic. As Opelika

and Tiger Town to the southwest. Other

evolves, there are significant limits to expanding

connections can also be made to Bandy Park,

the roads and streets for additional automobiles.

Jeter Elementary from Samford Avenue and Floral

Coupled with that is the desire within the community

Park, Monkey Park and Opelika Middle School

to grow a network of dedicated places to ride

from downtown. Starting at Pepperell Mill, there

bicycles and connect important places. Using the

is also the opportunity to develop a greenway

existing street network, this bicycle trail system

along Pepperell Branch Creek that will lead to

can connect Opelika High School, Southern Union,

the Duck Pond.

Residential Health and Safety Inspection
Target housing improvements in
neighborhoods through federal and
state grants
Create pre-approved housing plans
or templates
Connect neighborhoods to downtown
Use historic assets to develop neighborhood
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2

Gateways & Corridors
Each of the several image/gateway corridors leading to

Positive corridors are:

the heart of Opelika provides what could be considered

Physically

an additive experience-each composes a complex first

»» Clean/orderly

»» Dangerous

impression and each should elicit positive responses

»» Coherent

»» Disorderly

overall-to local people and to visitors, guests and potential

»» Attractive

»» Dirty

investors. The character of the whole-how the impression

Visually

»» Cluttered

of each corridor fits together-should be of primary

»» Orderly

»» Distracting

consideration in judging the quality of a gateway image

»» Safe

Negative corridors are:
»» Confusing

corridor. Opelika has several of these; but two stand out
as most amenable to improvement:
»» Pepperell/Second Avenue/Samford Avenue has the
highest traffic volume and is the gateway from the west
and north (generally Auburn and Birmingham).
»» From Interstate 85, the city advertises Exit 60 and
Geneva Street as the path to Downtown Opelika.

The images are mixed, but the results of poor design and
poor maintenance along Opelika’s gateway image corridors
is apparent. And the results offend most everyone to some
degree, for there is no choice but to look at the visual
pollution. Continuing to tolerate or ignore those conditions is a
demonstration of low expectations to local citizens, to guests
and visitors, and to potential investors.

Both corridors exhibit a combination of the positive and
negative characteristics outlined below, meaning both
could use a little to a lot of tender, loving care, in some
areas more than others. Both corridors generally lack
sidewalks, and so most visitors arrive by car. A drive
each way along each corridor presents the facts to any
interested observer; the physical and visual needs of each
are readily apparent, and listed on the next pages.
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Good design is good business. The best results come

Owner Responsibility

from investment of local time/money and it starts with

»» Curbs

local commitment to a quality living environment. And it

»» Buildings

means not waiting around for a grant from an agency that

»» Site lighting

will delay the improvements we all know we deserve and

»» Premise signs

add costs to the project and make us subject to someone

»» Private parking

else’s ideas of what the first impression of our community
should look and feel like. So Opelika should take the
issue into its own municipal hands. Generally, the city
is responsible for the area within the street right-of-way
and property owners are responsible for what is visible
alongside the roadway. Each has responsibilities, with

Public Responsibility

Shared Responsibility

»» Traffic controls

»» Directional cues

»» Street lighting

»» Driveways

»» Directional signs

»» Planting

»» Public parking

perhaps some overlap, and so getting the image corridors

Each of the city’s gateway corridors—from one end

to portray the the right image will require a cooperative

to another—should display a strong, positive sense

effort. Each corridor is unique, and thus warrants special

of place—just as strong and positive as that of the

attention overall in the form of a comprehensive corridor

destination: Downtown Opelika. As in downtown,

plan and landscape and development plan to cover and

buildings along the corridor should be distinctive, but not

assign responsibility for the following:

draw too much attention as individuals. Corridor lighting
should be consistent in height, spacing and color. Major
trees should be set at appropriate distances along and
adjacent to the roadway to help identify each corridor as a
primary entrance to the heart of the city. Traffic geometry
and controls should assure smooth traffic flow, with little
of the dangers associated with stop-and-go conditions.
Improvements such as a roundabout at Five Points should
be considered.
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Access to and from gateway corridor roadways should
be managed carefully so that parking lot entrances and
exits are clearly defined. Parking areas should be screened
lightly from the street for safety and to enhance the
visibility of adjacent land uses. Commercial signage should
be sufficient to announce the presence of each business,
yet not overwhelm the view and make it difficult to pick out
one’s destination. Infill development should be encouraged
along each corridor in accord with the city’s GC-S District
standards. Distinctiveness and attractiveness should be
promoted, protected and celebrated, yet not distract from
what is special about the corridor as a whole.
How to encourage the desired forms of development?
Set local aspirations through a public planning process,
advertise the results widely, and make development
approval decisions predictable, fair and cost-effective,
using rules that support good corridor development.
Once the vision and the rules for development are set:
»» Provide expedited service for development that
fits the vision.
»» Make it difficult if not impossible for developers to do
anything else.
»» Consider incentives only when and if all else fails.
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ISSUES AND OPPORTUNITIES:
GENEVA STREET
What about the underwhelming??
»» Neglect of premises
»» Neglect of buildings
»» Vacant / open / undeveloped parcels
»» Excessive / redundant / ineffective signage
»» Overgrown property
»» Open / exposed parking lots
What are the opportunities?
»» Clean up / fix up / paint up
»» Weed abatement ordinance enforcement
»» Cut / remove the dead weeds on the RR embankment
»» Commercial infill at Granny’s and Reynolds
»» Comprehensive gateway corridor landscape concept /
design / installation
»» Interim landscape treatment of the McCoy intersection
»» Development of the McCoy intersection parcels
»» McCoy/Geneva intersection redesign and
landscape treatment
»» Guide infill per the GC-S district
»» Add anti-neglect provisions to the GC-S district
»» Police Department property landscape
and planting treatment
»» Historic Downtown Opelika signs at McCoy intersection
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ISSUES AND OPPORTUNITIES:
PEPPERELL / 2ND / SAMFORD CORRIDOR
What about the underwhelming and distracting?

What are the opportunities?

»» Neglect of premises generally

»» Clean up / fix up / paint up

»» Neglect of building(s)

»» Weed abatement ordinance enforcement

»» Vacant/open/undeveloped parcels

»» Comprehensive gateway corridor landscape concept /

»» Excessive signage

design / installation

»» Overgrown property

»» Guide infill per the GC-S district

»» Open/exposed parking lots

»» Add anti-neglect provisions to the GC-S district
»» Intersection / island vertical element(s):

What about the dangerous?
»» Median / island lack of edge definition
»» Intersection – lack of edge definition
»» Direct access parking (backing / exit hazard)
»» Direct access parking at intersections

3rd/18th; 2nd/16th
»» Intersection planting: 16th St, 16th Pl, Simmons
»» Downtown intersection landscape upgrades: 3rd
through 11th
»» Five Points roundabout and landscape concept
»» Historic Downtown Opelika signs on 280 N/S at
Pepperell Pkwy
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Road Dieting
A road diet, also called a lane reduction or road
rechannelization, is a technique in transportation
planning whereby the number of travel lanes and/or
effective width of the road is reduced in order to achieve
systemic improvements.
A typical road diet technique is to reduce the number

v

of lanes on a roadway cross-section. One of the most
common applications of a road diet is to improve safety

If properly designed, traffic does not divert to other

or provide space for other modes of travel. For example,

streets after a road diet, because the road previously

a two-way, four lane road might be reduced to one travel

provided excessive capacity. In other scenarios,

lane in each direction. The freed-up space is then used

reduction of traffic (either local traffic or overall traffic)

to provide or enhance some of the following features:

is intended in the scheme. Examples include replacing

»» Adding or widening of footpaths/sidewalks
»» Adding or widening of boulevards (landscaping strips)

signals with roundabouts, traffic calming on parallel
streets to discourage traffic from diverting away from
the main road, and other means to keep traffic moving

»» Adding cycle lanes on one or both sides of the road

smoothly and uniformly.

»» Adding reserved tramtracks, usually in the middle of

- From Project for Public Spaces

the road
»» Widening remaining traffic lanes (if previously unsafely
narrow to allow four lanes)
»» Adding a center turn lane / flush traffic median for
turning traffic
»» Adding a reversible center lane
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3

Redevelopment
of Mill Sites
History of Mills
Before Opelika was ‘a railroad town’ it was a cotton town
with gins and warehouses along the two rail lines and a
compress to ‘squeeze’ the bales down for export. In the
early 1900s, two large cotton textile mills were built turning
Opelika into a regional industrial center.

Mill Reuse
Evaluating a mill’s reuse potential begins with the
structure(s), the site, and the site’s relationship to adjacent
features such as parks, open spaces, neighborhoods, and

»» Creation of a valuable cultural asset.
»» An economic boost to the entire community.
»» Redevelopment of mill buildings accomplishes multiple

waterways. The site needs to be assessed from planning,

smart growth goals at once:

environmental, and engineering perspectives. Location,

» Reuse of existing structures

physical condition, and previous uses will all play a critical
role in the assessment.
The history of uses on the site and the potential for
existing environmental contamination within the building
or in the subsurface soils will require consideration for

» Compact, infill development
» Environmental restoration
» Increase in housing and job opportunities
»» Mill buildings can help to bolster stocks of high-density

any redevelopment effort. Contaminated sites, known

housing within a community that could also be included

as brownfields, can present unique redevelopment

in a local Subsidized Housing Inventory (SHI). Artist loft

challenges but can also provide tremendous opportunity

space, high-end condominiums, or standard affordable

for leveraging environmental benefits through significant

condominiums have all shown tremendous success in

economic gains. Among those gains:

mill redevelopments.
Continued on page 21
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Pepperell Mill
In 1925, the Pepperell Manufacturing Company, textile
company based in Biddeford, Maine, built its first
cotton mill in the South in Opelika. With cheap labor,
proximity to cotton, railroad connections, and resistance
to unionization, many northern companies built textile
operations in the South during the early 20th century.
Pepperell Mill had a significant impact on Opelika,
sparking population increases, commercial growth, and
additional industrial development. By 1950, Opelika had
more than 12,000 residents, nearly double the population
in 1930. The mill began as a brick factory building, an
opener room, and a warehouse and continued to expand

into the decades after World War II. Like many textile
companies in Alabama and throughout the south, the
company built a mill village adjacent to the plant to provide
housing, community buildings and recreational facilities for
workers. Initially comprised of 100 dwellings, by 1946 it

a great deal of control over

included approximately 240 houses. Houses for workers

workers’ lives. The company-

were one-story, frame dwellings with between two and

sponsored recreational activities

four rooms, while houses for supervisors and department

provided fun and a sense of

heads had between five and six rooms. They all had

community, but also promoted loyalty to the company

running water and electricity, conveniences not widely

which helped retain employees and discourage

available in Alabama in the 1920s and 1930s. Living in

unionization. In 1965, Pepperell Manufacturing Company

the mill village provided many amenities for Pepperell

merged with the WestPoint Manufacturing Company

employees, including schools, health care, store credit,

of West Point, Georgia. By the 1970s, increasing

recreation and modern utilities. But living in the village

competition began to erode profits in U.S. textile plants

also meant that mill owners and managers exercised

leading to more consolidation in the industry. In 1993 the
company merged with the J.P. Stevens Company to form
WestPoint Stevens. Then years later, the company filed
for bankruptcy and closed all of it US plants within a few
years. Pepperell Mill closed in in 2006. The mill facility
was destroyed by a fire in 2013.
-From the Pepperell Mill and Mill Village Historic District
National Register nomination, 2014.

20 DesignPlace Opelika

Continued from page 19

Depending on the types of contaminants present in the
buildings and the soils, certain levels of remediation are
more feasible than others from a scientific and economic
perspective. The feasibility of remediation will play a critical
role in determining the “highest and best use” for the
site. Where contamination issues are easily managed, for
example, a full mix of residential and commercial uses can
be considered. Where existing contamination cannot be
cleaned to suitable standards, more transient uses such
as parks, parking lots, or warehouses may be appropriate.
The characteristics of the actual mill buildings can provide
both challenges and opportunities to redevelopment. In
terms of challenges, the size, age, and condition of mill
buildings will play an important role in determining the
level of effort associated with rehabilitation. In addition,
structural upgrades to bring the buildings up to code
are often required and the removal of large quantities
of lead and asbestos can be a major concern. Existing
windows and brickwork may be attractive, but can also
pose serious energy efficiency issues when assessing the
overall “livability” of a structure. New uses will generally
Continued on page 23

Housing at Pepperell
The Pepperell Company built the Pepperell Mill and
Mill Village Historic District from 1925 until 1960.
The mill was sited adjacent to the Seaboard Coast
Line Railroad with a large relatively open block to
separate the plant from the housing to the north
of mill plant. An office building, warehouse and
water tower were added later to the open blocks.
The original neighborhood layout was based on a
grid street system but became a curvilinear plan

Development Standards to encourage protection
of the character of the neighborhood in 1998.
These standards require new structures follow the
same general scale and massing of the historic
houses while allowing for additions. Extending the

during an expansion beginning in 1929 reflecting

boundaries of the Village District Development

Company began selling the houses and land in

North and 2nd Avenue North would allow the

changing design preferences. In 1958 the Pepperell Standards to the open blocks between 1st Avenue
the mill village, one of the last company-owned
mill villages in Alabama. The city annexed the mill
village in the 1960s. Opelika’s city council and
planning commission approved the Village District

neighborhood to grow and still preserve the
special character of the mill village. Rowhouses or
townhomes may also be desirable in this area or
south of 1st Avenue North on the west side of mill
site. The historic value of this neighborhood and mill
site to the City of Opelika deserves protection as a
special place and also to provide affordable housing
to this growing community.
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Leshner Mill
In 1900 local businessmen and investors organized a

1978. Plans to renovate the old building and convert it

company to build and operate the Opelika Cotton Mill

into upscale apartments and condominiums were put on

as the town’s first textile manufacturing facility. The

hold because of the 2008 recession and never resumed

original facility began operations on March 1, 1901, and

as the building continued to depreciate. A fire in 2016

initially provided employment for 125 workers. Added

destroyed the mill structure and only an elevator shaft

onto in the late ‘30s and early ‘40s, the mill operated

remains on the site today.

under the name Opelika Manufacturing Company. At its

- The Opelika Observer, April 3, 2015,

heyday the mill employed 1,000 people. The facility went
into decline and, in 1985, Opelika Manufacturing filed
for bankruptcy. The Leshner Corporation then bought
the mill and modernized extensively. In 1998 Pillowtex
Corporation bought the mill when Leshner retired and
almost immediately gave termination notices to the then640 employees. One or two employees were retained to
oversee the removal of equipment and the facility was
finally abandoned in 2004. The classic movie, “Norma
Rae,” was filmed at the mill and surrounding area in
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Fred Woods, editor

The Regional Market:

Continued from page 21

require reconfiguration of large spaces and potentially

In addition to the mill buildings, the overall site needs to

Market factors need to be carefully examined to determine

enormous investments in upgrades to utility systems.

be examined to determine opportunities for community

what uses will be sustained at what costs. Old mill sites

In terms of unique opportunities posed by mill structures,

revitalization and restoration of natural areas. Adequate

may be suitable for several reuse options including

traffic circulation and parking, enhanced eco-friendly

industrial, commercial, retail, educational, cultural, and

landscapes, improved river access, and upgrades to

residential uses. Not only will the location and flexibility of

sidewalks and pedestrian plazas are just some of the

the space matter, but demand for uses will play a critical

amenities that can be developed on a neighborhood-

role as well.

wide scale. As mill sites often abut rivers and streams,

Reuse options will depend on a combination of market

important building characteristics include the historical
façade, enormous windows, exposed brick face, large
wooden beams, granite or limestone accents, clock
towers, and decorative stair cases. The wide expanses
of interior space can also present opportunities for
innovation including the installation of smart technologies
that are energy efficient, conserve water, and mitigate
pollution. Where building have remained structurally

revitalization of these areas can leverage tangible water
quality improvements through the installation of updated
storm water management practices and the restoration of

sound, advanced retrofits such as green roofs, geothermal

buffer zones.

heating and cooling, and photovoltaic technologies may

The Local Community:

be easily integrated into the overall structure.

The values of the local community and its commitment to
revitalization are critical to achieve effective public-private
partnerships and ultimately, a successful redevelopment
project. In this type of joint venture, the community
can offer assistance with master planning, implement
flexible zoning techniques, seek grants for environmental

demand and the suitability of the structure and site.
A market demand study that addresses absorption
capacity, vacancy rates, proposed projects, and costbenefit assessments for different reuse options should be
considered. While a market demand study would be a
prerequisite for any proposed development, communities
might choose to be proactive and undertake a preliminary
assessment to better understand the redevelopment
potential of the site. These studies can help in marketing
the site.
- From www.mass.gov

upgrades, and provide tax breaks as well as Tax Increment
Financing (TIF) agreements.

DesignPlace Opelika 23

4

Downtown
Focus on further developing the tight downtown core can
occur through strategic projects in key areas. Long empty
or underutilized properties hinder desirable expansion and
connectivity between stretches of Railroad Avenue and the
surrounding arteries.
The warehouse on North Railroad Avenue, between
9th and 10th Streets is a visual anchor of the area and
currently sits underutilized. Repurposing of this facility into
a retail/commercial/restaurant function would extend the
usage of the northern half of Railroad Avenue towards
the underpass, helping to achieve the longer term goal
of linking the Depot with the remainder of the Railroad
Avenue commercial experience.
The lot at the northeast corner of North Railroad
Avenue and 8th Street current sits empty and could be
repurposed as either a small public gathering space or a
retail corner anchor.
The small lot adjacent to the History Museum could find
a new purpose as perhaps a loose gathering place and
work to connect that stretch of 9th Street with the busier
Railroad and Courthouse areas.
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“As with so many other places, the
typical tourist/traveler never really
sees the bests part of downtown.
They miss 8th Street, South Railroad,
Avenue A, each having wonderful
character, scale and variety of
uses. Personally, 8th Street through
downtown has some of the best
character and proportions of any
downtown in Alabama, plus provide
vistas looking toward the railroad
when a train passes by, or back up
the street to the First Baptist steeple.”
- Brandon Bias
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5

Branding

Key Stories
The following stories were identified as important in
differentiating Opelika.
»» Education success: Higher graduation rate and
more senior scholarships than other area schools

One Voice

»» Beginnings: Hard work of mill and railroad workers

Opelika’s branding has great potential. The key is telling the core story with “one

led to the strong economic foundation Opelika

voice”. This means adopting brand language that helps define the Opelika experience

enjoys today

and is used by all community entities for marketing across every medium whether
traditional or digital — not always in verbatim form but definitely in spirit. A brand
story written for that purpose is included here. The story was crafted from the
experiences shared by residents and stakeholders during our charrette.

Visual Identity
The Opelika brand identity suffers from brand confusion
currently. There are various forms of the logo and
logotype in use. The lack of consistency in visual elements
representing Opelika can cause a disjointed first impression.
An organized branding system would help manage
perceptions and strengthen tourism marketing, economic
development, wayfinding and other communication efforts.

Robust Media Platform
There are modern commucation platforms that Opelika could take advantage of in its
marketing efforts. An integrated campaign to funnel audiences from traditional media
such as print, outdoor and radio to website landing pages should be considered.
Digital marketing and retargeting campaigns would support this effort and offer an
abundance of data analytics for future targeted marketing.
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Community Challenges
The following challenges should be considered in
future messaging and marketing plans.
»» A disconnect exists among neighborhoods
»» There is a misconception that Opelika schools
come in second when in competition with Auburn
school system
»» Neighborhood development and new housing
opportunities are not keeping pace with growth
»» Some safety and crime concerns exist
»» Involvement from community in civic initiatives
could be stronger

Core Attributes
»» Open atmosphere encouraging a real experience
»» A positive sense of community

Campaign Thoughts
The “O” in Opelika could be used a unique identifier. It could capture the interest of the community and spur
lots of creativity. Words begining with or simply including the letter “O” in a way that emphasizes it could be a
fun way to signal that this is Opelika. Residents who participated in the charrette seemed intrigued by this idea
and one person began brainstorming about what their “O” would be or look like.

Other Ideas
O p e l i k a

I n s p i r a t i o n

B o a r d

Focus on filling the void of restaurant boredom and

p wer up

#helloOpelika

offering a new and unique shopping experience to
day-trippers. Specifically target nearby cities and
towns (see listing below) by placing small space ads

gr w

in local publications.
Consider targeting:

sh p

supp

f

st

rt

ut

odie

»» Montgomery
»» Prattville
»» Columbus
»» LaGrange
»» Alexander City

r am

History is very sacred to this city. Residents seem
eager to tell the stories of the past and how they
affect the present day. Consider a walking history

expl re

tour where local senior residents are posted at
historic places to tell stories of critical events,
people, architectural structures and culture.
There appears to be a gap in the type of businesses
present in Opelika — small shops and large
corporate are more common to the area — midsized
companies could be recruited to fill the gap and
increase revenue.
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Opelika’s Brand Story
Opelika. A town that endears itself to you. Charming

draw tourists near and far. And our railroad and the

Opelika’s Tiger Town, the Opelika Sportsplex and

and gracious, the people here are full of passion and

whistle of the train signal to locals that they are home.

Aquatics Center and RTJ Grand National Golf Course

ideas to preserve history and build upon it. It’s where our

The tracks that travel through Opelika’s Historic

are just a portion of the evidence of a city on the rise.

established leaders meet today’s movers and shakers;

Downtown have become a lively, bustling place for our

We’re home to industry that’s one-of-a-kind and we

out of that, a little piece of magic is born.

diverse community to gather. It’s home to entrepreneurs

are prepared for further development in the years to

Opelika’s growth was once fueled by the mill and

and their thriving businesses. Restaurants, a brewery,

come. Our world-class telecommunications service,

a distillery, stylish boutiques and others proudly source

OPSOne, is a powerful convenience bringing the

local goods to craft their offerings. Our downtown space

GIG fiber network directly to homes, schools and

honored. This prosperity built parks, funded schools and

is a true destination – a culture in itself.

businesses all over town.

supported our athletic teams. Our mill industry made

We enjoy the things we do together like our Victorian

Opelika is full of surprises. Of course, we always want

many things possible such as accessible healthcare

Christmas, Garden in the Park, the Azalea Trails and

to remain authentic. We only want to be Opelika. We

facilities and the recruitment of healthcare professionals.

spending time at the baseball fields. Our cozy, laid-

will stay true to who we are, where we come from

Woven together like the very fabric we once produced,

back atmosphere is full of friendly hellos and neighbors

and to pay tribute to our history. Opelika will continue

our history is full of shared experiences and fond

who know each other well. And, it doesn’t take long for

to grow and transform. And, we will do it together

memories that are being passed down from generation

newcomers to feel welcome. A true sense of community.

with a spirit of inclusiveness and respect for all that

to generation.

That’s Opelika.

call Opelika home.

Today, our city is a destination for those who treasure

The City of Opelika also looks to the future. Our state-of-

Opelika. More than expected. Nothing less

history, dream of easy living and crave authentic

the-art school system prepares our children for work in a

than genuine.

entertainment venues and unique food experiences.

competitive global society. The city boasts amenities for

Landmarks such as our historic Lee County Courthouse

large events and is a prime location for business startups

manufacturing industries. This helped foster a culture
where work ethic is still respected and tradition is

as well as established industries looking to expand.
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New Branding System
A new mark is proposed. Many residents reflected on the railroad referring to it as integral to the town’s growth, as a recognizable icon, and one person remarked that
the train whistle is a signal of “home”. It is a unifying and incorporated into the “O” signifies the progress of Opelika. It doesn’t represent one area of town - it is the past,
present and future woven together. Sub Brands could be used in red/gray or could be color coded by area/communities to help with wayfinding.

OPELIKA

ALABAMA

The Mill District

OPELIKA

ALABAMA

The Mill District

CITY OF
OPELIKA

ALABAMA

More than expected

ALABAMA

Railroad Park
OPELIKA

ALABAMA

TigerTown

OPELIKA

ALABAMA

Railroad Park
OPELIKA

ALABAMA

TigerTown
DesignPlace Opelika 29

Wayfinding
Signage could be inspired by the feel and
look of the railroad that intersects the city.
Visual elements that are warm and rustic
reflect a welcoming but strong, timehonored heritage.

Sidewalk signage could be a helpful
addition for walking tours.

“I see the marketing/branding/wayfinding focus of
Downtown Opelika to be a two-tiered approach.
There are so many directions that travelers
are approaching that I can see one outer ring
of broader identification, sort of announcing
the coming denser core. It would put people
in a mindset that something is coming up and
providing a bit of time to make a decision on
whether to explore it rather than say, “oh, we
missed it…I don’t feel like turning around”. The
marking of gateways could be done at any scale,
but I can see them being large…pylons, maybe.
Something to brand the core.” - Steve Stone
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Communities and Motivators for Engagement
The following groups of people or “communities” were identified as ones who engage or should be
engaged in messaging. Additionally, the likely motivating factors that draw them to Opelika are considered.

Current Residents

Tourists

Businesses

»» Auburn Transplants

»» Day-trippers

»» Industry

MOTIVATION: Seeking quiet living and realness
»» Retirees

MOTIVATION: Foodies, experience seekers
»» Auburn Football Traffic

MOTIVATION: To share their stories and their

MOTIVATION: Looking to avoid crowds, make the

experience of place, history and culture

most of their experience

»» Young Families
MOTIVATION: Raising family, education children
»» Young Adults w/o Children
MOTIVATION: Realness, options, a feeling
of community
»» Mature Families
MOTIVATION: Community involvement

»» Auburn Parents
MOTIVATION: Space to move around, eat and shop
»» History and Train Enthusiasts
MOTIVATION: New experience focused on their hobby
»» Corporate Guests
MOTIVATION: Comfort and convenience

MOTIVATION: Workforce, quality of life and
ease of operating
»» Local Shop Owners
MOTIVATION: Protecting livelihood,
profitability and independence
»» Downtown Shop Owners
MOTIVATION: Unique experience and identity
»» Large Retail
MOTIVATION: Active engagement and business
friendly environment

»» Tournament/Major Event Participants
MOTIVATION: To feel welcomed, easy navigation

Relocating Families

around city

»» Young Families
MOTIVATION: Schools, affordable living and safety
»» Millennials
MOTIVATION: Realness and to participate in “local”
as a cause
»» Retired Military
MOTIVATION: Comfortable living, to put down roots
and also entertainment
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Lighter, Quicker, Cheaper
The quality of a public space has always been best
defined by the people who use it. The growing success
of “Lighter, Quicker, Cheaper” (LQC) projects all over the
world is proof that expensive and labor-intensive initiatives
are not the only, or even the most effective, ways to bring
energy and life into a community’s public space.
United under the core principles of community vision,
cost-effectiveness, collaboration, and citizen-led change,
this exciting movement goes by many names—actionplanning, guerilla urbanism, pop-up projects, city repair,
D.I.Y. Urbanism, and Tactical Urbanism. We see each of
these efforts as important tools and catalysts for larger
community-based Placemaking processes.
“Lighter, Quicker, Cheaper” is a phrase borrowed from Eric
Reynolds to describe the simple, short-term, and lowcost solutions that are having remarkable impacts on the
shaping of neighborhoods and cities.
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Why Lighter, Quicker, Cheaper?
One of the greatest advantages of LQC is the ability to
create and test a project immediately and with direct
community involvement. Initial LQC projects are often
temporary—relatively inexpensive alterations to a public
space that take place while more long-range projects
grind through the lengthy development pipeline. Bringing
multiple and wide-ranging benefits to communities, the
early implementation of LQC projects can help:
»» Bring life and amenities to previously lifeless
public spaces
»» Break down resistance to change, while empowering

»» Encourage community buy-in (by demonstrating, for
example, how a new street design would impact traffic
flows not only for cars, but also for pedestrians, cyclists,
and public transit)
»» Bring together diverse stakeholders in generating
solutions and a collective vision
»» Foster a community’s sense of pride in, and ownership
of, their public spaces
Although a Lighter, Quicker, Cheaper approach is not
for every situation (it may not be the right solution, for
example, for large infrastructural projects like building a
bridge—though that would surely be interesting!), it can

vulnerable or overlooked communities who may have

be a creative, locally-powered alternative to the kind of

lost faith even in the possibility of change

capital-heavy and top-down planning processes that so

»» Generate the interest of potential investors, both public
and private
»» Establish (or re-establish) a neighborhood or region’s
sense of community

often yield end results that are completely detached from
the needs and desires of the communities they are meant
to serve.
- From Project for Public Spaces

»» Inform best practices for later planning efforts
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NEXT STEPS

The Who-WhatWhere-Why-When-How
of Getting Plans
Implemented

Effective implementation of plans for improvement of

Conveying the vision for community improvement

Opelika requires continuation of its proven, comprehensive

(and thereby economic development) is critical to plan

approach, assembled in such a way that every action

implementation. People are likely to resist anything

and every effort continues to be mutually reinforcing. That

they do not understand, regardless of the merits. As

means the strategy for carrying out Opelika’s vision must

many people as possible should participate in the plan-

continue to include opportunity for cooperation effort

making process so the results may become conventional

among both public and private sectors – and for non-profit

wisdom for everyone – residents, government, public

organizations to get involved. After all, none of these has

and private employees, and potential investors alike.

all the money or all the power to accomplish everything

To achieve this, the vision for the city’s core, immediate

outlined in Opelika’s plans.

surroundings and gateway/image corridors must be built

There are many tools available for managing physical
improvements and thereby further stimulate the climate
and image for investment in Opelika. For convenience,
these tools are grouped below into four categories,
but it is essential to incorporate all of them for

with, respected by, referred to and relied upon by elected
and appointed officials at all levels: people will have
reasonable expectations that things will continue to unfold
generally as the city’s plans describe, and they will tend to
respond accordingly.

maximum advantage.

City government should set the example, supporting

»» Advice/persuasion/influence – setting a good example

and investing in good design, quality construction and

»» Strategic planning and budgeting – taking direct action
»» Regulation – shaping the activities of others
»» Incentives – creating inducements for others to act

reasonable levels of maintenance of all public property:
make it a point to model good development, actions
and behavior.
The getting and spending of tax dollars should be seen
by citizens as a direct action of government in support
of implementing public policy. Local government budget
processes should include an annual review and prioritizing
of local improvement plan recommendations, which
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should be followed by allocation of funds toward achieving

For example, coordinated, active participation of city

organize any and all tools at its disposal, then assign

plan recommendations, and working to see that other

government in the development process could be used

authority and responsibility for their use. The city should

agencies and levels of government are in place to support

to help stimulate private investment. However, used

exert pressure on other levels of government to do their

implementation of local public policy.

piecemeal, public investments can have just the opposite

part. The city should use every power at its disposal

effect. Witness rampant extension in other cities of purely

to make development approval easy for those who

residential areas and strip commercial development, poorly

demonstrate cooperation with achievement of the public

served by inadequate highways and lacking pedestrian

vision, and should also make it as difficult as possible to

accessibility, aided, in fact encouraged, by extension of

thwart efforts of those who would work against that vision.

public facilities before they are actually needed. On the

And, in recognition of the power of public opinion: the city

other hand, public investments, coordinated and linked to

should make it abundantly clear those who are helping

comprehensive plan implementation, can go a long way

carry out the city’s overall vision for the community and

toward getting the pattern and types of development into

those who are not.

City government has power to regulate many types of
individual and group actions as may be necessary to
protect and promote the public health, safety and welfare.
The use of such power delegated by the state to control
the use and management of land development includes
zoning. Typical state enabling legislation directs zoning
ordinances to consider the character of the community as
outlined in its various plans, and to consider the unique
suitability of lands and resources for particular uses. Since

the parts of the city where they are wanted and needed.
Images used in this report are for research and reference

such ordinances are meant to help carry out the city’s

In sum, it should be remembered that local government

only as it pertains to this project. They are not licensed for

plans, they (and the sum of all other public regulation)

plans for improvement are incomplete without an overall

publishing or public use.

should be framed, written and executed to do just that.

implementation strategy. The city must consider and

Especially in combination with one another, every power
and resource at the disposal of the City of Opelika should
be used creatively – including perhaps as incentives or
inducements – to help nudge people toward actions that
will support implementation of local improvement plans. In
fact, everyone involved in the greater Opelika community
should continually think and act creatively toward
achieving the visions of the city’s improvement plans.
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