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City of Independence, Ohio

Letter from Mayor Kurtz
In the fall of 2014, we began a process to envision the future of five key districts within 
our community. Together, we analyzed trends, made honest assessments of the existing 
conditions, and developed a clear set of recommendations to help move Independence 
forward. We did this work because we have a responsibility to future generations. We wish to 
pass along an even stronger city that maintains its role as a leader within our region.

Our future success is by no means guaranteed. This region’s communities stand at a 
crossroad where inaction will certainly result in decline. The world is moving too quickly to 
adopt a “hold-don’t move forward” strategy. The plans are bold precisely because they must 
be. We must embrace small changes that can help our community prosper, while maintaining 
the values that have shaped and formed Independence into what it is today.

By taking the time to consider our next steps, our investments become more strategic and 
have greater leverage. They are grounded within a shared vision for our future. The Area 
Plans, then, are an act of stewardship. They help to identify and preserve the strengths 
of Independence for future generations, while also recognizing key deficits that, over the 
decades, may have a negative effect.

The Area Plans introduce a new, more progressive era of development for two of the city’s 
most important districts, Downtown and Rockside Road. For these areas, recommendations 
have been made to remake portions of the districts in a more traditional and competitive 
form. We do this not because it’s fashionable, but because it will improve the lives of our 
current and future residents. 

As the plans move from the page to the pavement, we’ll continue to work together and ensure 
our values are captured and our community remains strong. I thank the Planning Committee 
for their hard work, and all those who gave up their time to help develop this agenda for 
action. 

Regards,

Gregory P. Kurtz  
Mayor, The City of Independence
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Area Plans Overview

Purpose Statement 

The Area Planning process for the City of Independence was 
initiated as a key action of the Economic Development Strategic Plan 
completed in 2013. The Strategic Plan called for area plans, design 
improvements, and market analysis for the major non-residential 
areas of Independence, including Downtown, Rockside Road Corridor, 
Community Campus, Cloverleaf, and East Pleasant Valley Road. The 
plans are a method for achieving the community’s goals through 
deliberate action. The documents identify physical and market 
conditions, expose development constraints, and propose high-level 
recommendations for long-term improvement.

Through the area plans, we will...
Enhance the quality of life for 
current and future residents. 
The area plans were initialized 
to improve the lives of current 
and future citizens of the City 
of Independence through 
careful analysis and strategic 
recommendations. 

Provide long-term fiscal 
strength. The city has enjoyed 
decades of fiscal stability 
thanks in large part to the 
success of its commercial 
districts. The competitive 
advantage of Independence 
is strong, but not guaranteed. 
The plans assess the condition 
of each area, and recommend 
actions to ensure each will 
improve its fiscal contribution.   

Create environments that 
attract high-paying jobs. 
Market demands in Northeast 
Ohio are changing. Dense, 
mixed-use districts have 
successfully attracted tenants 
who are looking for dynamic 
environments for their 
employees. 

Address the demand for 
housing options. If the city 
is to maintain its role as a 
premier location to live, work, 
and raise a family, it must 
provide housing options that 
are attractive to individuals 
and families in all stages of 
life. 

Diversify the tax base with 
new opportunities. Taking 
advantage of growth sectors 
within the new economy 
may require the city to 
think outside of its current 
collection of businesses 
and uses. To be sure growth 
industries have a place in 
Independence, the plans 
have examined trends in the 
regional economy to pinpoint 
new opportunities and place 
them in the appropriate area. 
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City of Independence, Ohio

Regional Context 
Independence is part of the Cleveland 
Metropolitan area, a former center for 
American manufacturing. With the decline 
in this sector’s employment, the region’s 
economy diversified. This diversification led 
to large gains in health care and professional 
services bolstering the demand for high-
quality office space, especially in suburban 
contexts. More recently, however, the 
suburban office market has slowed, and 
demand has shifted back toward downtown 
Cleveland or other dense, vibrant corporate 
centers. 

INDEPENDENCE, OHIO

Location a driving force for development. The city’s 
proximity to downtown Cleveland, and Cleveland 
Hopkins International Airport, along with its centrality 
within the region, combine to generate significant 
development demand from businesses. At the 
crossroads of two major interstates, the city allows 
businesses access to the full metropolitan area 
workforce without some of the costs associated with 
an urban office location.

Slow but steady growth in population and developed 
area. Covering just over 6,700 acres, much of 
Independence has developed as single family homes. 
The five non-residential areas being studied comprise 
1,783 acres which represents 26% of the city. The city 
has just over 7,000 residents.

Few remaining areas for new development. Similar to 
other inner-ring suburbs in the region, Independence 
is surrounded by other jurisdictions. Because land 
resources are finite, development decisions are 
increasingly important. Very few prime development 
sites remain within the city. 

A local economy driven by professional services and 
health care. Between 2000 and 2011 professional 
services and health care each added hundreds of 
new jobs within the city. The area has a competitive 
advantage as a location for administrative services 
and has an increasingly higher share of these 
professions as a result. 

THE ROLE OF THE AREA PLANS

The Area Plans are a vision for the future of 
the city’s planning areas. Each document 
identifies an action agenda intended to 
strengthen each area long-term and improve 
the quality of life for current and future 
residents. The Area Plans will: 

Inform policy. The plans provide a 
framework for decision making, but lasting 
change will come through policy decisions 
and changes to the development regulations. 

Direct resources. The plans provide 
strategic recommendations to address 
vulnerabilities or opportunities within each 
planning area, while providing a playbook for 
a range of community actors (public, private, 
non-profit).

Provide a vision for future development 
or redevelopment. Development concepts 
were created for key districts like Rockside 
Road and Downtown.

Strengthen the five planning areas. As 
market demands shift, the city must cultivate 
environments that are competitive within the 
new model. 

Improve the quality of life for current and 
future residents. Ultimately the area plans 
were developed to improve the overall 
livability of the city and improve the lives of 
its residents. 
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Area Plans Overview

INTRODUCING THE PLANNING AREAS

Rockside Road. The corridor is roughly 1,000 acres 
shared between the cities of Independence (800 
acres) and Seven Hills (190 acres). The area gained a 
regional identity in the 1980’s, 90’s and 00’s as a top 
office destination in the Cleveland Metropolitan area. 
Through this period, many office buildings, 12 hotels 
and over 20 restaurants were constructed, all with 
tremendous access to downtown Cleveland, Cleveland 
Hopkins International Airport, and Northeast Ohio. 
While still currently a productive regional employment 
node, the cities of Independence and Seven Hills 
initiated an area planning process to consider the 
future of Rockside Road.

Downtown. The planning area is centered around 
the intersection of Brecksville Road and Chestnut 
Road. The area’s character and history have made 
it the traditional center of the community. Recently, 
increasing vacancies and a disjointed development 
pattern have shifted the retail focus away from 
Downtown. The lack of downtown housing has 
diminished the captured market, resulting in 
further challenges for retailers. While Downtown 
has struggled recently, opportunities exist within a 
large collection of land that is currently owned by 
the city. This area could be the location for a new 
transformative downtown development.

Community Campus. The campus houses a majority 
of the community’s civic, educational, and recreational 
uses. In an area just over 160 acres, the area contains 
the High School and Middle School, City Hall, Civic 
Center, Fire Department, City Service Facility, Library, 
and a little more than a dozen playing fields, tennis 
courts and recreational spaces. This concentration 
of community spaces makes for a busy and vibrant 
district. Within the planning area are several 
large parcels with little or no development. These 
undeveloped areas represent the best opportunities 
for future civic development.

East Pleasant Valley Road Corridor. The corridor is 
an important working district for the city and is home 
to a number of key employers. With buildings set 
back from the road, the area includes a mix of large 
structures with warehousing, light manufacturing, 
and office uses. The combination of these uses and 
natural spaces make this district unique to the region. 
It’s proximity to the Cuyahoga Valley National Park is 
an additional asset that could be leveraged. In all, the 
corridor is healthy, but lacks a cohesive, recognizable 
identity for marketing and promotion. 

Cloverleaf. The area is a primarily an industrial and 
commercial area with good visibility from the highway 
network but poor identity as a cohesive district. It 
encompasses the northern portion of the city between 
I-480 and the Cuyahoga River. It is bisected by I-77 
into an eastern and western portion and the city’s 
corporate boundary defines the border to the east and 
west.

ROCKSIDE ROAD

CLOVERLEAF

DOWNTOWN

COMMUNITY 
CAMPUS

EAST PLEASANT 
VALLEY ROAD

5



City of Independence, Ohio

Planning Process 
The Area Planning process for the City 
of Independence took place over an 
eight-month period. The final results 
of the process represent a blending 
of conclusions drawn from technical 
research, and the intuition and expertise 
of local stakeholders and the community 
at-large. 

Determining the planning areas and boundaries. 
Working with city officials, the planning team 
determined the boundaries of the five planning 
areas. The planning areas are primarily the 
city’s non-residential areas, with the exception 
of Downtown. As the planning process evolved, 
some existing downtown residential areas were 
incorporated into the Downtown planning area. 

TECHNICAL RESEARCH

Analysis of existing conditions. The planning 
team gathered data for all of the planning areas 
from a wide range of sources. An analysis was 
then performed to determine the assets and 
opportunities existing within each planning area. 

Analysis of the office and retail markets. A 
market analysis was performed with two key areas 
of focus: the office market with special attention to 
Rockside Road, and a retail assessment targeting 
the Downtown area. These findings were used by 
the planning team to inform the process and help 
develop recommendations and strategies. 

Review of existing development regulations. The 
city’s code was reviewed to identify opportunities, but 
more importantly, key limitations that may preclude the 
implementation of critical elements of the plan. 

Review of existing planning material. Historic plans were 
gathered and reviewed to determine recommendations 
or information that may still be relevant and should 
be incorporated into the plans. The planning team 
also referenced past plans to determine the relative 
implementation success for each effort. 

Mapping environmental constraints. After physical data 
was gathered, detailed mapping analysis was conducted. 
Areas with steep slopes and wetland were identified, 
so the planning team had an understand of areas most 
appropriate for future development.

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

Results from two public planning workshops. The 
planning process included two rounds of community input 
where participants were able to review the findings and 
share their thoughts on the direction of the plans. The 
community process attracted hundreds of participants and 
generated extensive feedback which helped inform and 
direct the process. 

Work of the planning committee. A fourteen-member 
planning committee was created to provide feedback 
to city officials and the planning team. The committee 
represented a wide range of interests including land 
owners, business leadership, developers, and local 
residents. 

Stakeholder interviews. Dozens of interviews were 
conducted with key stakeholders for each of the five 
planning areas. 

Working with City Council. The planning team facilitated 
three work sessions with council at critical points in the 
process. 

WORKING WITH THE COMMUNITY  

The Area Planning process included large-scale 
public meetings where residents were encouraged 
to attend and share their ideas for the future of the 
planning areas. Between the two area workshops 
in September and the Open House in May, 
hundreds of participants were able to add their 
voice to the final plan. The process generated close 
to 1,000 comments and ideas. 

Downtown and Beyond 
Planning Workshop

Rockside Road Planning Workshop

Area Plan Open House
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KEY FINDINGS &                         
RECOMMENDATIONS
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City of Independence, Ohio

Context Map
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This section focuses 
on the Rockside Road 
planning area. Four 
additional planning 
areas were evaluated 
and are identified on 
this map. 
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Area Plans Overview

Rockside Today 

The Rockside Road Business Corridor is roughly 
1,000 acres shared between the cities of 
Independence (800 acres) and Seven Hills (190 
acres). The area gained a regional identity in the 
1980’s, 90’s and 00’s as a top office destination 
in the Cleveland Metropolitan area. Through 
this period, many office buildings, 12 hotels and 
over 20 restaurants were constructed, all with 
tremendous access to downtown Cleveland, 
Cleveland Hopkins International Airport, and 
Northeast Ohio. While still currently a productive 
planning area, the cities of Independence and 
Seven Hills initiated an Area Planning process to 
consider the future of Rockside Road.

KEY FINDINGS

The city swells each 
day by three times its 
resident population.

The entire corridor is 
approaching build out.

Buildings are nearing 30 
years old on average.

Developable land includes 
areas not limited by severe 

topographic or wetland 
limitations. Between the 

two cities the corridor is just 
over 1,000 acres in total.

Of the 4 million sq ft of office 
space within Independence and 
along the corridor, roughly 1.7 
million, or 43%, is defined as 

class “A”. As buildings age their 
class ratings typically decline.

The residential population of 
approximately 7,100 nearly 
triples during the day due 
to commuters and visitors 
to the community. Of the 
roughly 21,000 workers, 

fewer than 2,000 are 
residents of Independence. 

remaining 
developable land 

240
average year-built for  

multi-tenant office buildings

1987
daytime population

+21,000ac

ROCKSIDE ROAD
AREA PLAN SUMMARY
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City of Independence, Ohio

3  Consider rezoning the residential 
parcels along Brecksville Road 
north of Rockside Road
A zoning change in this area could result 
in an area with uses more consistent 
with the remainder of the Rockside 
Road corridor. This area also provides 
an opportunity for small businesses to 
possibly own property in the Rockside 
Road planning area.

4 Encourage redevelopment of 
aging office buildings to increase 
connectivity, promote walkability, 
and build a vertical mix of uses
As aging buildings reach the end of their 
useful lives, redevelopment should be 
consistent across the corridor and meet 
the emerging demand for walkable, 
mixed-use office districts.

5 Allow for the infill of parcels 
within existing development
Allowing for a greater intensity or 
utilization of a parcel may incentivize 
property owners to reconsider 
unproductive spaces on their land.

6 Create park and gathering space 
opportunities in the area  
The corridor has no public parks, 
open spaces, or gathering spaces. A 
suitable location should be identified 
in each quadrant to provide future 
opportunities.

7  Improve the overall aesthetics  
of the corridor
The identity and aesthetics of the 
Rockside Road corridor could be 
improved through strategic initiatives 
that add visual interest to the public 
realm.

8 Facilitate development of the 
parcels in the Development 
Priority Area of the planning area 
with a competitive product that 
maximizes the area’s potential
The Development Priority Area of the 
planning area contains approximately 70 
acres. This constitutes one of the largest 
amounts of developable land in the 
planning area.

9 Work with Seven Hills to create a 
mutually beneficial development 
program for the Rockside Road 
corridor
The City of Seven Hills worked in 
collaboration with Independence 
to develop its own Area Plan for 
undeveloped parcels along Rockside 
Road. The final development 
program will help improve the overall 
competitiveness of the Rockside Road 
corridor. In the long-term, the two cities 
should pursue an agreement to work 
together to improve the corridor. 

The Vision for Rockside 

The Rockside Road corridor should leverage its reputation 
as a premiere office location in metropolitan Cleveland 
to launch a new development concept that meets the 
emerging demand from businesses and their employees 
for a more walkable and mixed-use office district. This 
new pattern should be emphasized in future development 
projects and also encouraged when redevelopment occurs. 
The Brecksville Road corridor, north of Rockside Road, 
should be considered as an area for possible transition from 
residential to commercial uses. In the spirit of collaboration, 
Independence should consider cooperating with Seven Hills 
on initiatives of mutual benefit within the Rockside Road 
corridor.

Overall Recommendations
1 Improve connectivity for 

pedestrian and vehicular 
traffic
Connections across the 
planning area are key to 
improving the level of service 
for Rockside Road. Currently, 
there are limited east-west 
connections. 

2 Continue to market key 
development sites
A number of strategic 
development sites still exist 
throughout the corridor. These 
should be marketed creatively 
to maximize their potential.
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WORKING WITH NEIGHBORS

The City of Independence Rockside Plan Overview 
is shown here.  In addition, the City of Seven Hills 
worked with Independence to develop its own 
area plan for several undeveloped parcels along 
Rockside Road. The Seven Hills final development 
program includes residential, retail, office, and 

civic uses, and will help improve the overall 
competitiveness of the corridor, rather than 
directly compete with plans within Independence. 
Together, the Independence and Seven Hills plans 
enhance the overall viability of the corridor as a 
live-work destination. 

2

2

Rockside Plan Overview
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City of Independence, Ohio

Development Priority Area
The northwest quadrant of the planning 
area contains approximately 70 acres of 
undeveloped land. This constitutes one of 
the largest amounts of developable land in 
the planning area. In 2014, Independence 
purchased two parcels within the area 
comprising approximately 33 acres. A 
conceptual development framework has 
been developed for this area and the 
surrounding parcels. This concept includes a 
potential development yield for the area and 
aligns with the emerging market for walkable, 
mixed-use employment centers.

The Rockside 
Development 
Priority Area 
includes the 

parcels in the 
far northwest 

quadrant of the 
planning area.  

seven hills

brooklyn heights

independence

rockside road

i-480

i-77

~70 acre  
development priority area

DEVELOPMENT INTENT

1 Develop into a denser, 
mixed-use district 
with residential 
opportunities
The development pattern 
for Rockside will integrate 
uses into a walkable 
framework that creates a 
live, work, and play  
(24-hour) district.

2 Implement a 
transportation 
and pedestrian 
framework to improve 
connectivity
The future street 
framework will seek to 
improve connectivity. New 
connections will support 
on-street parking and 
create a safe, pleasurable 
experience for pedestrians.

3 Create a 24-hour 
district with a myriad 
of amenities for 
workers and residents
The Development Priority 
Area will be a destination 
for workers and residents 
alike. The district will 
include amenities such 
as restaurants, retail, and 
entertainment, along with 
residential options.

4 Dedicate green 
space for active and 
passive recreation and 
connect to existing 
natural areas
Green and open spaces 
will be a priority for future 
projects located within the 
Development Priority Area. 
These new spaces will 
connect to existing natural 
areas within the Rockside 
Road corridor.

5 Offer flexibility  
to accept a  
drop-in corporate 
headquarters campus
The new development 
pattern for will not preclude 
the incorporation of a 
large corporate “drop-
in” development. Recent 
regional examples prove 
this pattern is a more 
competitive model for such 
large-scale users.
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Area Plans Overview

CONCEPTUAL PLAN

The Priority Development Area, at just over 70 acres, 
represents the largest contiguous set of developable 
parcels within the Rockside Road corridor, and the 
entire city. In the conceptual plan, the area would 
transform into a vibrant, mixed-use district, with high-
quality office space supporting restaurants, retail, 
and new residential options for workers. The Priority 
Development Area can usher in a new direction for 
the Rockside Road corridor and meet the strong 
regional demand for mixed-use office centers rather 
than auto-centric office parks. 

DEVELOPMENT YIELD

The conceptual land use plan illustrates yield potential 
for the planning area. Although the current market 
would not support immediate absorption of the 
development program, phasing of the project over 
several years would spread out the demand over 
several cycles of the market. The plan includes: 

•	 Between 1.4 and 1.6 million square feet of mixed-
use employment space. This portion of the 
planning area would allow for a diversity of uses 
including office, retail, and dining. The concept 
can also accommodate a large drop-in corporate 
headquarters.

•	 There is an opportunity and market for mixed 
density residential options designed for employees 
within the Rockside Road corridor.

N

LEGEND

Parks and Open Space
Dedicated space for active 
and passive recreation

Mixed Density Residential
Mix of residential options at     
higher densities

Mixed-Use Employment Center
Mixed-use with retail or small office on 
the ground floor; office on upper floors

Building Footprints

Proposed building locations are schematic in nature and are 
representations of scale and form. As development takes place, 
different lot organizations may suit certain uses. Relationships 
and building density illustrate preferences in character and public 
spaces to inform future development.

P

P
P

PP

P

P

P
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City of Independence, Ohio

Street Framework: Looking Northwest The proposed street hierarchy is shown above. All streets in this area 
should balance pedestrian and vehicular movements, and provide 
ample on-street parking. Interior streets will be more narrow and 
serve as connections to surface and structured parking.
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Downtown Today 

The Downtown planning area for the City 
of Independence is centered around the 
intersection of Brecksville Road and Chestnut 
Road. The area’s character and history have 
made it the traditional center of the community. 
Recently, increasing vacancies and a disjointed 
development pattern have shifted the retail 
focus away from Downtown. The lack of 
housing has diminished the captured market. 
While Downtown has struggled recently, 
opportunities exist within a large collection of 
land that is currently owned by the city. This 
consolidation of ownership could allow for a 
new transformative development.

KEY FINDINGS

Brecksville Rd design 
does not match the area’s 

character

A few key property owners 
control the majority of 

downtown property

Vast space consumed 
by surface parking

Between the City of 
Independence and a few 

key churches, the majority 
of land in the planning area 
is controlled. Consolidation 
of this land can be used to 

develop the master plan for 
Downtown.

Surface parking lots cover a 
large amount of the Downtown 

planning area. These surface 
lots are generally placed on 
the frontage of Brecksville 

Road and imply a vast sense of 
space as you travel along the 

corridor.

The large roadway that 
cuts through Downtown 
Independence consists 
of four travel lanes, one 

central turning lane, and an 
apron that transitions back 
and forth between parking 
spaces and turning lanes. 

land currently 
owned by the city 
or a local church

55%
land covered by surface 

parking lots

9ac
width of 

brecksville road

67feet

DOWNTOWN
AREA PLAN SUMMARY
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This section focuses 
on the Downtown 
planning area. Four 
additional planning 
areas were evaluated 
and are identified on 
this map. 
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Area Plans Overview

The Vision for Downtown 

Downtown should emerge as a vibrant and competitive 
town center that attracts residents and visitors, and 
captures the spirit of the community. The district will 
consider the form of development just as closely as 
its function. Great care will be taken to ensure that 
new buildings meet the character of a traditional 
downtown and bolster the reputation of the district 
as the vibrant community center. Housing will play a 
critical role in this transformation. A range of options 
will be included, helping to build a captive market for 
retailers along Brecksville Road. Improvements to the 
streetscape will balance vehicular movements with the 
pedestrian experience. Commercial investment will 
seek to leverage proximate assets to the downtown, 
including the 20,000+ workers along Rockside Road 
and the Cuyahoga Valley National Park. In all, the 
Downtown area will transform into a walkable and 
vibrant town center that serves residents, and attracts 
visitors from the Cuyahoga Valley National Park.

Recommendations
1 Improve the streetscape along 

Brecksville Road
The width of Brecksville Road 
creates a challenging environment 
for pedestrians. By decreasing this 
curb-to-curb distance, Brecksville 
Road will begin to balance the need to 
accommodate vehicular traffic with the 
desire to improve pedestrian safety. 

2 Reserve opportunities for park 
space and trail connections
Small, centrally located park spaces 
should be reserved as the planning area 
is developed.

3 Institute regulatory controls to 
guide development
To achieve the goals of the Downtown 
development concept, changes to the 
city’s development regulations will be 
necessary. 

4 Develop a marketing concept for 
downtown Independence
Marketing Downtown is a basic 
component of successful examples 
from the region. A brand and 
communication tools will help 
regionally expose the area and 
incentivize  further investment while 
attracting visitors and residents. 

5 Encourage the location of a civic 
or community use
Currently, the vast majority of the 
city’s civic uses are located within the 
Community Campus. These facilities 
work well in a downtown setting as 
their constant foot traffic provides an 
attractive market for retailers.

6 Develop diverse, high-quality 
housing options
By allowing the development of more 
diverse housing options, the city can 
create a market in Downtown that 
provides a wider set of housing options 
for both current and future residents.

7 Implement the Downtown 
development concept
The development concept for 
Downtown Independence provides a 
framework for future investment. The 
concept was developed to capture 
the community’s vision for the area 
and provide a tool for the plan’s 
implementation.

17
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THE DEVELOPMENT CONCEPT

The development concept for Downtown 
Independence provides a framework for future 
investment. The concept was developed to capture 
the community’s vision for the area and provide a tool 
for the plan’s implementation. Different from a more 
rigid site plan, the concept visualizes a possible future 
for Downtown should the recommendations be fully 
realized. It is intended to inspire future development 
or redevelopment but is not the only preferred 
scenario. 

DEVELOPMENT INTENT

•	 Develop a mixed-use district to serve as the heart 
of the community

•	 Establish a street network to improve circulation

•	 Improve Brecksville Road for pedestrian 
interaction and traffic calming

•	 Offer a diverse set of new residential opportunities 
for future and existing residents of Independence

•	 Increase the Downtown housing base to support 
future retail

DEVELOPMENT MARKET

Between the Downtown character areas there is an 
opportunity to meet the current market demand of 
40,000 to 90,000 sq ft of additional retail space 
and housing marketed to empty nesters and young 
professionals. As market demand increases over time, 
the development concept provides opportunity for 
additional retail, office, and residential units within 
Downtown.

N

LEGEND

Traditional Neighborhood Character Area

Mixed Density Residential Character Area

Professional Home Office Character Area

Core (Downtown) Character Area open space

open  
space

Downtown Development Concept
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Area Plans Overview

A phased approach to the transformation of Downtown 
Independence would rely on strong development regulations 
and a slow aggregation of development phases. 

A LONG-TERM APPROACH

It is clear that the full realization of the vision 
for Downtown Independence will take place 
over a series of development phases. The scale 
of the project and the realities of the short-
term (five year) market demands insist on a 
phased approach to development. 

The image to the right illustrates two 
proposed initial phases to satiate the short 
term demands of market and initiate the 
development process. Beginning with the  
former middle school site, the rendering 
shows three new mixed-use buildings lining 
Brecksville Road. Further east, the mixed-
density residential neighborhood has been 
developed along with several surface parking 
lots. 

The phased approach to development relies 
heavily on strong development regulations 
which, through the zoning code, enforce 
a development pattern that matches the 
vision for Downtown. A gradual development 
approach allows a single developer or multiple 
developers to invest in the planning area.
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East Pleasant Valley Today 

The East Pleasant Valley Road Corridor is 
an important working district for the city 
and is home to a number of key employers. 
With buildings set back from the road, the 
area includes a mix of large structures which 
house warehousing, light manufacturing, and 
office uses. The combination of these uses 
and natural spaces makes this district unique 
to the region. It’s proximity to the Cuyahoga 
Valley National Park is an additional asset 
that could be leveraged. In all, the corridor is 
healthy, but lacks a cohesive, recognizable 
identity for marketing and promotion. 

KEY FINDINGS

Large building footprints 
throughout the area.

Large building 
footprints contribute 
to large amounts of 
impervious surfaces 

within the area.

average building 
square footage

93,934
Aging building stock.

As new tenants arrive to 
the area, existing facilities 
typically require updates 

and renovations. 

average year of 
building construction

1975

Distinct area created through 
similar zoning pattern.

Zoning throughout the 
area has led to a cohesive 
appearance with similar 
building type, setbacks, 

and intensity of uses.

percent of acreage zoned 
light manufacturing

91%

EAST PLEASANT VALLEY ROAD
AREA PLAN SUMMARY
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Context Map
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This section focuses 
on the East Pleasant 
Valley Road planning 
area. Four additional 
planning areas were 
evaluated and are 
identified on this map. 
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East Pleasant Valley Amenities
I400

Feet

N

Natural Scenic 
Streetscape

Kichler’s 
Public Cafe

Large Developable 
Parcels

Cuyahoga Valley 
National Park 

Adjacency
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The Vision for East Pleasant Valley Road 

The East Pleasant Valley Road corridor will be 
strengthened as a key center for business that 
improves the overall fiscal health of the city. Through 
enhancements to the area’s aesthetics and identity, 
the corridor can be effectively marketed to minimize 
vacancy and improve the environment for workers. 
There are great opportunities within the corridor to 
create new recreational uses such as trails and open 
space. These should be explored and strategically 
implemented. 

Overall Recommendations
1 Improve the streetscape and 

general aesthetics along East 
Pleasant Valley Road
Lighting, landscaping, and pedestrian 
amenities, along with strict code 
enforcement, can help to build a safer 
corridor for pedestrians and a more 
beautiful area for the city.

2 Review or develop creative 
incentives to fill existing or 
future vacancies
Financial incentive packages are 
a standard method for attracting 
new investment into vacant or 
underdeveloped areas of a city.

3 Market an industrial campus for 
remaining undeveloped parcels
While future opportunities for 
redevelopment may emerge, these sites 
are logical development options for the 
near-term.

4 Explore recreational and open 
space opportunities
To take advantage of its natural setting 
and proximity to the Cuyahoga Valley 
National Park, the city should consider 
strategies to strengthen the connection 
of the area to the park and regional  
trail system.

5 Develop a unique brand for the 
corridor reinforced through 
physical signage and marketing 
materials
The corridor should cultivate an identity 
based on the unique characteristics that 
distinguish it from other commercial 
areas within the city and throughout the 
region.
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I400
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1

1

East Pleasant Valley Road Plan Overview
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4

4

AREA WIDE

5 Develop Area Wide Brand
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Area Plans Overview

CloverleafCLOVERLEAF
AREA PLAN SUMMARY

Cloverleaf Today 

Cloverleaf is a primarily industrial and 
commercial area with good visibility but 
poor identity as a cohesive district. The 
area encompasses the northern portion of 
the city between I-480 and the Cuyahoga 
River. It is bisected by I-77 into an eastern 
and western portion and the city’s 
corporate boundary defines the border to 
the east and west.

With connection points 
to several surrounding 

communities, the couple 
hundred acres comprised 

in the study area are 
bounded by the Cuyahoga 
River and I-480, as well as 

a CSX railroad.

acres of land in the 
cloverleaf study area

289

The array of 
transportation options 

makes Cloverleaf a 
convenient location 

for industrial uses and 
warehouses.

zoned as either 
commercial or light 

industrial land

83%

The confluence of 
West Creek and the 

Cuyahoga River exists 
within the Cloverleaf 
planning area and is 
largely effected by 

significant storm events 
as both water courses 
swell to flood stages.

million gallons of 
storm water capacity 

during events

100

KEY FINDINGS
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Context Map
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Cloverleaf Amenities I500
Feet

West Creek 
Confluence Project
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Scenic Railway
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The Vision for Cloverleaf 

Cloverleaf will be strengthened as an industrial and 
manufacturing planning area through the maintenance 
and improvement of its infrastructure, the appropriate 
enhancement of its streetscape and aesthetics, and the 
cultivation of a unique brand for marketing purposes. 
Development and redevelopment will leverage the 
district’s unique visibility and greater access to the 
region. Finally, the West Creek Confluence Stream 
Restoration project will be supported and strengthened 
to enhance this unique amenity and to promote it as a 
regional recreational attraction. 

Overall Recommendations
1 Explore creative development and redevelopment 

opportunities
Creative redevelopment will be necessary to make use of transitional 
or vacant spaces over time.

2 Improve the streetscape and general aesthetics 
throughout the planning area
Stakeholders and business owners within the Cloverleaf planning 
area have expressed an interest in initiatives to beautify the area.

3 Develop a unique identity for the planning area
The Cloverleaf planning area should cultivate an identity based on 
the unique characteristics that distinguish it from other commercial/
manufacturing districts within the city, or throughout the region.

4 Evaluate existing infrastructure
To ensure the long-term viability of the planning area, the city should 
consider Cloverleaf as a special infrastructure zone.

5 Support the West Creek Conservancy
The city should recognize this project as an important new amenity, 
work with the West Creek Conservancy to streamline future projects, 
and identify programs or activities to help activate the new park.
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Community CampusCOMMUNITY CAMPUS
AREA PLAN SUMMARY

Community Campus Today 

The City of Independence’s Campus houses a 
majority of the community’s civic, educational, 
and recreational uses. In an area just over 160 
acres, the district contains the High School 
and Middle School, City Hall, Civic Center, 
Fire Department, City Service Facility, Library, 
and a little more than a dozen playing fields, 
tennis courts and recreational spaces. This 
concentration of community spaces makes for 
a busy and vibrant district. Within the planning 
area are several large parcels with little or 
no development. These undeveloped areas 
represent the best opportunities for the planning 
area to expand. 

Bounded by Brecksville 
Road and I-77, the area 
known as Community 
Campus plays host to 
the majority of civic 

institutions for the City 
of Independence.

acres of land included in the 
community campus study area

The city owns a large 
majority of the parcels 

in the study area. There 
are three privately 

held parcels within the 
boundary, one being 26 

acres alone.

properties owned by the 
city or school system

83%
Recreational amenities 

abound. In addition 
to the athletic fields 

there are tennis courts, 
a swimming pool, 

playgrounds, horseshoe 
pits, bocce courts, and 

a recreation hall.

athletic fields

10161ac

KEY FINDINGS
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Context Map
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on the Community 
Campus planning 
area. Four additional 
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evaluated and are 
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Community Campus Amenities I300
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The Vision for Community Campus 

The Community Campus will maintain its role as 
the activity center of the city by considering the 
incorporation of uses that compliment its existing 
civic character and strengthen its viability as a 
cohesive district. City leaders should consider the non-
conforming uses within the planning area and examine 
the cost/benefits of possible relocation. Additional 
parcels within the planning area, not currently 
owned by the city, should be considered for possible 
consolidation into the campus. City leaders should also 
consider the merits of exploring independent and/or 
assisted living facilities within the campus planning 
area. Greater accessibility into and out of the area 
will be a priority and include not only vehicular traffic, 
but pedestrian and cyclists as well. Streetscape and 
gateway improvements will improve the aesthetics 
and identity. Overall, the Community Campus will 
continue to serve as the center of activity for the city 
by supporting existing uses, considering the relocation 
of non-conforming facilities and the incorporation of 
new complementary uses.

Overall Recommendations
1 Evaluate acquisition 

opportunities for vacant or 
undeveloped land adjacent to 
the campus
Undeveloped parcels adjacent to the 
campus should be considered for 
purchase by the city when available to 
improve the land area and flexibility of 
the campus in the future.

2 Consider the relocation of  
the city’s service facility
Moving the city’s service facility to a 
more appropriate area of the city would 
remove any potential conflicts and also 
create an opportunity for re-purposing 
the site’s ten acres.

3 Connect the campus to local and 
regional all-purpose trails
A connection across the campus 
from the future Hemlock Creek Trail 
could occur along Selig Drive and then 
continue south and west until meeting 
with the existing regional trail system in 
the City of Seven Hills.

  

4 Improve access and navigability
A new connection could run north 
and south from Chestnut to Hillside. 
The connection should be tested 
within affected neighborhoods, and 
scaled (full service road or multi-use 
path) based on the leadership’s best 
judgement.

5 Explore an independent/
assisted living opportunity
The city should carefully explore the 
development of an independent  
and/or assisted living housing facility in 
the Community Campus study area.
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The Process
The Area Planning process for the City of Independence took place over an eight-month period. The final results of the process represent a 
blending of conclusions drawn from technical research and the intuition and expertise of local stakeholders and the community at large. 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

•	 Results from two public planning workshops - The planning 
process included two rounds of community meetings where 
participants were able to review the findings and share their 
thoughts on the direction of the area plans. 

•	 Work of the Planning Committee - The process was led by 
a fourteen-member Planning Committee representative of a 
wide range of community interests

•	 Stakeholder Interviews - Dozens of interviews were 
conducted with key stakeholders including land developers, 
politicians, business owners, citizens, and others. 

CITY COUNCIL

City Council participated in two work 
sessions where they shared their ideas 
and direction for the planning areas. 

THE AREA PLANS

The final plans include the intuition of 
the public, the direction of leadership, 
and the technical understanding of the 
planning team and its research. 

TECHNICAL RESEARCH

•	 Analysis of existing physical and market conditions - The 
planning team gathered data and performed an analysis of 
the key physical and economic conditions and trends. 

•	 Review of existing development regulations - The city’s 
existing code was critically reviewed to identify opportunities 
and possible limitations.

•	 Review of existing planning material - The planning team 
gathered all relevant past plans and reviewed for key content. 

•	 Mapping of key environmental constraints - Each of the 
planning areas environmental constraints were mapped using 
GIS. 
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This report focuses 
on the Rockside Road 
planning area. Four 
additional planning 
areas were evaluated 
and are identified on 
this map. 
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Purpose

Rockside Road is known regionally as one of the premier office locations 
in all of Northeast Ohio. This reputation was hard earned and is well 
deserved. The Area Planning process was initiated to develop a vision 
for the future based on an understanding of existing conditions and 
trends. The public, stakeholders, and community leaders from both 
Independence and Seven Hills were engaged in a discussion about 
possibilities for the planning area. This plan combines their intuition with 
technical research to produce a set of recommendations designed to 
result in a more resilient district that allows for a greater diversity of uses 
and produces a more dynamic environment for residents and workers.

Rockside Today 

The corridor is roughly 1,000 acres shared 
between the cities of Independence (800 
acres) and Seven Hills (190 acres). The area 
gained a regional identity in the 1980’s, 90’s 
and 00’s as a top office destination in the 
Cleveland Metropolitan area. Through this 
period, many office buildings, 12 hotels and 
over 20 restaurants were constructed, all with 
tremendous access to downtown Cleveland, 
Cleveland Hopkins International Airport, and 
Northeast Ohio. While still a productive regional 
employment node, the cities of Independence 
and Seven Hills initiated an Area Planning 
process to consider the future of Rockside Road.

The purpose of the Area Plan is to:

1 Enhance the quality of life for 
current and future residents

2 Provide long-term fiscal 
strength

3 Create environments that 
attract high-paying jobs 

4 Address the demand for 
housing options

5 Diversify the tax base with 
new opportunities 

KEY FINDINGS

The city swells each 
day by three times its 
resident population.

The entire corridor 
is approaching 

build out.

Buildings are nearing 30 
years old on average.

Developable land includes 
areas not limited by severe 

topographic or wetland 
limitations. Between the 

two cities the corridor is just 
over 1,000 acres in total.

Of the 4 million sq ft of office 
space within Independence and 
along the corridor, roughly 1.7 
million, or 43%, is defined as 

class “A”. As buildings age their 
class ratings typically decline.

The residential population of 
approximately 7,100 nearly 
triples during the day due 
to commuters and visitors 
to the community. Of the 
roughly 21,000 workers, 

fewer than 2,000 are 
residents of Independence. 

remaining 
developable land 

240
average year-built for  

multi-tenant office buildings

1987
daytime population

+21,000ac
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3  Consider rezoning the residential 
parcels along Brecksville Road 
north of Rockside Road
A zoning change in this area could result 
in an area with uses more consistent 
with the remainder of the Rockside 
Road corridor. This area also provides 
an opportunity for small businesses to 
possibly own property in the Rockside 
Road planning area.

4 Encourage redevelopment of 
aging office buildings to increase 
connectivity, promote walkability, 
and build a vertical mix of uses
As aging buildings reach the end of their 
useful lives, redevelopment should be 
consistent across the corridor and meet 
the emerging demand for walkable, 
mixed-use office districts.

5 Allow for the infill of parcels 
within existing development
Allowing for a greater intensity or 
utilization of a parcel may incentivize 
property owners to reconsider 
unproductive spaces on their land.

6 Create park and gathering space 
opportunities in the area  
The corridor has no public parks, 
open spaces, or gathering spaces. A 
suitable location should be identified 
in each quadrant to provide future 
opportunities.

7  Improve the overall aesthetics  
of the corridor
The identity and aesthetics of the 
Rockside Road corridor could be 
improved through strategic initiatives 
that add visual interest to the public 
realm.

8 Facilitate development of the 
parcels in the Development 
Priority Area of the planning area 
with a competitive product that 
maximizes the area’s potential
The Development Priority Area of the 
planning area contains approximately 70 
acres. This constitutes one of the largest 
amounts of developable land in the 
planning area.

9 Work with Seven Hills to  
create a mutually beneficial 
development program for the 
Rockside Road corridor
The City of Seven Hills worked in 
collaboration with Independence 
to develop its own Area Plan for 
undeveloped parcels along Rockside 
Road. The final development 
program will help improve the overall 
competitiveness of the Rockside Road 
corridor. In the long-term, the two cities 
should pursue an agreement to work 
together to improve the corridor. 

The Vision for Rockside 

The Rockside Road corridor should leverage its reputation 
as a premiere office location in metropolitan Cleveland to 
launch a new development concept that meets the emerging 
demand from businesses and their employees for a more 
walkable and mixed-use office district. This new pattern 
should be emphasized in future development projects and 
also encouraged when redevelopment occurs. The Brecksville 
Road corridor, north of Rockside Road, should be considered as 
an area for possible transition from residential to commercial 
uses. In the spirit of collaboration, Independence should 
consider cooperating with Seven Hills on initiatives of mutual 
benefit within the Rockside Road corridor.

Overall Recommendations
1 Improve connectivity for 

pedestrian and vehicular 
traffic
Connections across the 
planning area are key to 
improving the level of service 
for Rockside Road. Currently, 
there are limited east-west 
connections. 

2 Continue to market key 
development sites
A number of strategic 
development sites still exist 
throughout the corridor. These 
should be marketed creatively 
to maximize their potential.
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WORKING WITH NEIGHBORS

The City of Independence Rockside Plan Overview 
is shown here.  In addition, the City of Seven Hills 
worked with Independence to develop its own 
area plan for several undeveloped parcels along 
Rockside Road. The Seven Hills final development 
program includes residential, retail, office, and 

civic uses, and will help improve the overall 
competitiveness of the corridor, rather than 
directly compete with plans within Independence. 
Together, the Independence and Seven Hills plans 
enhance the overall viability of the corridor as a 
live-work destination. 

2

2
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Development Priority Area
The northwest quadrant of the planning 
area contains approximately 70 acres of 
undeveloped land. This constitutes one of 
the largest amounts of developable land in 
the planning area. In 2014, Independence 
purchased two parcels within the area 
comprising approximately 33 acres. A 
conceptual development framework has 
been developed for this area and the 
surrounding parcels. This concept includes a 
potential development yield for the area and 
aligns with the emerging market for walkable, 
mixed-use employment centers.

The Rockside 
Development 
Priority Area 
includes the 

parcels in the 
far northwest 

quadrant of the 
planning area.  

seven hills

brooklyn heights

independence

rockside road

i-480

i-77

~70 acre  
development priority area

DEVELOPMENT INTENT

1 Develop into a denser, 
mixed-use district 
with residential 
opportunities
The development pattern 
for Rockside will integrate 
uses into a walkable 
framework that creates a 
live, work, and play  
(24-hour) district.

2 Implement a 
transportation 
and pedestrian 
framework to improve 
connectivity
The future street 
framework will seek to 
improve connectivity. New 
connections will support 
on-street parking and 
create a safe, pleasurable 
experience for pedestrians.

3 Create a 24-hour 
district with a myriad 
of amenities for 
workers and residents
The Development Priority 
Area will be a destination 
for workers and residents 
alike. The district will 
include amenities such 
as restaurants, retail, and 
entertainment, along with 
residential options.

4 Dedicate green 
space for active and 
passive recreation and 
connect to existing 
natural areas
Green and open spaces 
will be a priority for future 
projects located within the 
Development Priority Area. 
These new spaces will 
connect to existing natural 
areas within the Rockside 
Road corridor.

5 Offer flexibility  
to accept a  
drop-in corporate 
headquarters campus
The new development 
pattern for will not preclude 
the incorporation of a 
large corporate “drop-
in” development. Recent 
regional examples prove 
this pattern is a more 
competitive model for such 
large-scale users.
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CONCEPTUAL PLAN

The Priority Development Area, at just over 70 acres, 
represents the largest contiguous set of developable 
parcels within the Rockside Road corridor, and the 
entire city. In the conceptual plan, the area would 
transform into a vibrant, mixed-use district, with high-
quality office space supporting restaurants, retail, 
and new residential options for workers. The Priority 
Development Area can usher in a new direction for 
the Rockside Road corridor and meet the strong 
regional demand for mixed-use office centers rather 
than auto-centric office parks. 

DEVELOPMENT YIELD

The conceptual land use plan illustrates yield potential 
for the planning area. Although the current market 
would not support immediate absorption of the 
development program, phasing of the project over 
several years would spread out the demand over 
several cycles of the market. The plan includes: 

•	 Between 1.4 and 1.6 million square feet of mixed-
use employment space. This portion of the 
planning area would allow for a diversity of uses 
including office, retail and dining. The concept 
can also accommodate a large drop-in corporate 
headquarters.

•	 There is an opportunity and market for mixed 
density residential options designed for employees 
within the Rockside Road corridor.

Building Footprints

Proposed building locations are schematic in nature and are 
representations of scale and form. As development takes place, 
different lot organizations may suit certain uses. Relationships 
and building density illustrate preferences in character and public 
spaces to inform future development.

N

LEGEND

Parks and Open Space
Dedicated space for active 
and passive recreation

Mixed Density Residential
Mix of residential options at     
higher densities

Mixed-Use Employment Center
Mixed-use with retail or small office on 
the ground floor; office on upper floors

P

P
P

PP

P

P

P
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Street Framework: Looking Northwest
The proposed street hierarchy is shown above. All streets in this area 
should balance pedestrian and vehicular movements, and provide 
ample on-street parking. Interior streets will be more narrow and 
serve as connections to surface and structured parking.
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Findings & Analysis
This chapter provides an analysis of the key existing physical, character, 

and economic conditions and trends within the planning area. These 
findings were developed through field analysis, mapping and research. 

The results of these findings along with the information received 
through stakeholder interviews and the public workshops serve as the 

foundation for the recommendations. 
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Background and Context
The entire Rockside Road planning area includes just under 1,000 acres 
shared between the cities of Independence and Seven Hills. Just over 800 
acres area within Independence and 190 in Seven Hills. In Independence, 
the planning area is bisected north to south by I-77, and east to west by 
Rockside Road. The Seven Hills component to the west straddles the 
frontage of Rockside Road, with a majority of its land area (160 acres) to 
the south. Starting in the 1970’s through the 2000’s, the Rockside Road 
corridor developed into the premier office location in Northeast Ohio. 
Today, the corridor maintains a strong reputation among real estate 
brokers due to its accessibility and proximity to downtown Cleveland. 

Existing Land Use 
Due to the size and complexity of the 
Rockside Road planning area, the land use 
assessment has been divided into four 
quadrants within Independence along with a 
separate sub-area within Seven Hills.

1. NORTHEAST QUADRANT 

The northeast quadrant of the planning area 
contains the greatest diversity of uses. The Rockside 
Road corridor includes a mix of commercial uses 
including offices, retail and hotels. Farther to the north 
along Rockside Place and Rockside Woods Boulevard, 
the development pattern and parcel size expands. 
This area includes the Kent State University College 
of Podiatric Medicine and the Embassy Suites Hotel. 
A number of undeveloped lots lining the eastern 
portion of Rockside Woods Boulevard are currently 
being marketed. The Brecksville Road corridor north 
of Rockside Road is primarily residential with some 
scattered office and non-profit uses. 

2. SOUTHEAST QUADRANT

The southeast quadrant of the planning area (south 
of Rockside Road and east of I-77) contains the 
highest density of commercial uses. Office, hotel, 
retail, and restaurants cluster within this quadrant at 
a higher density than anywhere else in the Rockside 
planning area. The quadrant is crossed by a number of 
private and public drives, and includes a hilly terrain. 
Buildings at the southern extreme of the quadrant 
can view the skyline of downtown Cleveland in the 
distance. 

The area has tremendous 
accessibility. Regionally, 
Rockside is easily accessible from 
downtown Cleveland (13 minutes 
north) and Cleveland Hopkins 
International Airport (15 minutes 
west). The area is also central to 
the greater metropolitan region 
with its hundreds of communities 
and two million residents. 

Prime location for regional office development. 
The 1980 Master Plan Update described the 
planning area as one of the best locations for 
regional office development. The combination 
of freeways, vacant land, regional centrality, and 
compatible hotels with lodging and meeting space, 
helped to encourage further development along the 
corridor. 

ac1,000
total rockside  
Planning Area

The full planning area includes 
the cities of Independence and 

Seven Hills.

ac800
rockside road planning 

area within independence

The corridor stretches just 
under two miles through 

Independence.

The entire corridor 
is approaching 

buildout.

acres remaining of 
developable land 

240

Buildings are nearing 30 
years old, on average.

average year-built for  
multi-tenant office buildings

1987

The city swells each day 
by three times its resident 

population.

daytime population

+21,000ac
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3. SOUTHWEST QUADRANT

The southwest quadrant of the planning area (west 
of I-77 and south of Rockside Road) is primarily 
zoned office. Just over 80 percent of the land area 
is comprised of office buildings and their supporting 
surface parking lots. A hotel and gas station are 
the only non-office uses within the quadrant. There 
are several undeveloped lots to the south that are 
currently being marketed as future office sites. 

4. NORTHWEST QUADRANT

The northwest quadrant includes the Development 
Priority Area and (west of I-77 and north of 
Rockside Road) has a diversity of existing uses. The 
Crown Centre buildings are two of the largest office 
towers in the city and in the region, outside of the 
downtown Cleveland market. Several more large office 
complexes line West Creek and Rockside Road. There 
are four hotels along Jefferson Road, and three stand 
alone restaurants lining Rockside Road to the west.

5. SEVEN HILLS SUB-AREA

The Seven Hills sub-area of Rockside is primarily 
residential or undeveloped. It includes five office 
buildings on four parcels to the north of Rockside 
Road along Lombardo Center. The remaining acreage 
is made up of either single-family residential or 
large undeveloped lots. A recent condominium 
development was completed at the far west of the 
sub-area in the last five years and a senior housing 
project is currently being completed in the adjacent 
northern parcel. 

1

4

5

3
2
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Character Assessment
Strong regional identity. The Rockside Road corridor 
has maintained a strong reputation across the 
Cleveland metropolitan area as a top office location. 
The area developed through the 1970’s, 80’s and 90’s 
because of its competitive location. Office growth 
quickly spurred the development of support services 
such as retail, restaurants, and lodging. Today, 
the aging office stock, perceived congestion, and 
emerging competition from a resurgent downtown 
Cleveland, have challenged the corridor’s position 
in the regional office market. Despite these new 
challenges, much of the planning area’s office 
buildings continue to demand competitive rents and 
remain relatively well occupied. 

An auto dependent development pattern. The 
planning area is auto oriented with many broad 
thoroughfares and large surface parking lots. 
Development occurred in a period that emphasized 
auto-accessability over pedestrian safety or comfort. 
The result is a relatively low density environment with 
limited pedestrian connectivity between key uses (for 
example, retail and office uses). 

A limited street network. The street network 
relies primarily on Rockside Road (east-west) and 
Brecksville Road (north-south). Access roads to uses 
off of Rockside Road are along secondary streets with 
limited connectivity across the area.  There are few 
route options and a limited number of intersections. 
This forces traffic onto the main arterials for nearly 
all trips, adding to congestion. Inter-district travel, 
for example during lunchtime, can create traffic even 
during non-peak hours. 

Limited pedestrian accessibility and connectivity. 
While sidewalks line some thoroughfares in the area, 
the distance between uses is often great and lacking 
visual interest to motivate pedestrians. Additionally, 
the wide thoroughfares are perceived unsafe for 
crossing and discourage walking. 

Varying lot sizes and orientations. A variety of parcel 
sizes and orientations exist in the planning area. There 
are a number of deep residential lots along Brecksville 
Road and within the eastern portion of Seven Hills. 

No designated park land, but attractive open 
spaces. There are no parks within either jurisdiction’s 
component of the planning area. The undeveloped 
areas offer a sharp and natural contrast to the 
surrounding developed environment. Wildlife can 
often be seen within these areas.

Aging of the office stock. With the most recent 
multi-tenant office building construction completed 
in 2002, the average year-built among multi-tenant 
office buildings within the planning area is 1987. 

There are currently more than 4 million square feet of 
leasable office space. Maintenance routines vary from 
building to building, but the general trend has been a 
transition from class A to class B status. 

A number of buildings within the planning area have 
partial vacancy. While many factors can contribute to 
vacancy rates, the age and maintenance of buildings 
certainly play a role in their final marketability.

Pedestrian access from 
north to south is difficult 
due to the roadway 
dimensions and traffic 
volume of Rockside 
Road. In addition, a 
lack of crosswalks 
inhibit connectivity and 
walkability.

EXPLAINING OFFICE CLASS

Class of office space is subjective and is 
relative to the market at a given time. For 
example, some buildings today that are 
advertised as Class A could be considered 
Class B due to factors such as age and level 
of maintanance, or market trends such as 
changing needs of workforce and tenants. 
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Development Constraints
Steep slopes have influenced past development 
and will continue to impact future projects. Land 
with a 30 percent grade or greater is considered 
prohibitive or costly for development. There are 
approximately 300 acres within the planning area 
that meet or exceed this threshold. The western 
portion of the Seven Hills sub-area is particularly 
challenged as the lots are both sloped and relatively 
shallow. In Independence, large sloped areas exist in 
the northeast and northwest portions of the planning 
areas. 

A small amount of land (less than 12 acres) is 
constrained by existing wetlands. The largest 
contiguous wetland area exists along a tributary 
for the West Creek. West Creek Conservancy has 
initiated projects along the watershed to improve the 
health and vitality of the stream. This group would 
have an interest in limiting development, especially 
within the riparian corridor. 

Arterial street network contributes to congestion. 
The area has excellent regional access provided by the 
I-480 and I-77 interchange, but there is a very limited 
existing street network to provide internal connection. 
Rockside Woods Boulevard North, North Rockside 
Place, West Creek Road, Oak Tree Boulevard, and 
Lombardo Center all dead end and force traffic 
back onto Rockside Road. Aside from the interstate, 
Brecksville Road is currently the only north-south 
route traversing the planning area.  

Future development, especially in the northeast 
quadrant, could seriously challenge existing sewer 
capacity. Potential development in this area could 
possibly be stalled by the lack of capacity within the 
existing sewer.  

The rocky substrate provides an additional hurdle 
for future development. The area’s name “Rockside”, 
is in reference to several quarries that existed well 
before the commercial corridor developed. This 
tough substrate can be difficult and costly to grade 
or remove for development, and typically requires 
blasting. 

Rockside infrastructure handles today’s traffic but 
may become stressed without future improvements 
or expansions. Current traffic levels result in heavy 
congestion around the I-77 ramps and Brecksville 
Road intersection. If traffic congestion increases in 
these areas, the Rockside corridor may become an 
unattractive or inefficient location for business.

20,911
Workers 

commute into 
Independence 

each day

2,637
Residents who 

commute out of 
Independence 

each day

486 
Residents are  
employed in 

Independence 

ENVIRONMENTAL CONSTRAINTS

Constrained land areas are not necessarily 
un-developable, but have features (like steep 
slopes, wetlands, or existing environmental 
hazards) which could add to the cost and 
complexity of future development. In some 
cases, these features are sensitive enough to 
preclude future development. 

Ownership Patterns
More than 75 percent of the land area is held by 
LLC’s. More than 600 acres within the planning 
area are controlled by a diverse collection of LLC’s. 
Individuals hold the next largest share with just over 15 
percent. A majority of these individually owned parcels 
are in the northeast quadrant and throughout the 
Seven Hills portion of the study area. 

Active listings for land along Rockside Woods 
Boulevard North and Brecksville Road. A number 
of available parcels, totaling more than 30 acres, 
are currently for sale along the two roadways. The 
marketed parcels include large areas of steep slopes.

The expansion of an existing surface parking lot reveals 
the rocky substrate that gave the area its name. 

Source: US Census - Longitudinal Employer Household Dynamics
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Economic Analysis
Complete details of the economic analysis  
can be found in the appendix.

Declining absorption in the Northeast Ohio office 
market since 2001. Overall, the market has absorbed 
an average of 520,000 square feet of office space 
per year. Annual figures have ranged from negative 
900,000 square feet to more than 1.4 million square 
feet of positive absorption. Despite this instability 
in the regional market, Independence has averaged 
roughly 50,000 square feet of absorption each year 
since 2001. 

Demand for office space in Independence is 
still generated to a large extent based on the 
competitive advantages of the city’s location and 
logistics. The city is served by a transportation 
network accessing downtown Cleveland, east and 
west suburbs, Akron-Canton, and Cleveland Hopkins 
International Airport. 

Current office product is misaligned with emerging 
demand for walkable, mixed-use environments. 
Downtown Cleveland is attracting many new tenants 
due to this preference. Urban, mixed-use locations are 
becoming more attractive than single purpose office 
parks for some businesses that are trying to recruit 
young “smart” tech and service workers. Downtown 
Cleveland is once again attracting large businesses 
due to its re-emerging “vibe,” central location, and 
amenity value.

New construction within Rockside would need 
to balance the slow absorption rate with the new 
demand in layout and environment. In order to 
attract office tenants and absorb space at a higher 
rate, there is a need to consider reformulating a 
portion of the Rockside Road corridor to establish 
more walkable, mixed-use opportunities.

sq ft520,000
annual regional 

market absorption 
average since 2001

Although volatile, the Northeast 
Ohio office market has had positive 

net absorption since 2001.

sq ft4,000,000
total office square footage 

within rockside road corridor

The Independence office market 
represents roughly 4% of the 

regional share.

per sq ft
$19

full-service 
rent demand 

Full-service rents among 
the highest in the region.

sq ft164-265,000
demand capture over 

the next five years 
(2014-2019)

Even without intervention the planning 
area should see positive net absorption 
in office space over the next five years.

sq ft50,000
annual city  

absorption average 
since 2001

The Independence office market 
has remained relatively  

stable since 2001.

average time to 
downtown cleveland

13 min
average time to 

cleveland hopkins 
international airport

15 min
average time to 

downtown akron

30 min

Accessibility remains the primary 
competitive advantage for the 
Independence office market.

There is significant competition 
for office tenants around 
Northeast Ohio. For many years, 
Rockside Road benefitted from the 
flight of tenants from downtown 
Cleveland. However, downtown 
has recently been regaining some 
of its appeal for certain types of 
businesses. Several companies 
have relocated to downtown from 
the suburbs. At the same time, 
new mixed-use nodes on the east 
and west sides of Cleveland are 
drawing increasing numbers of 
office uses.

Rockside Road corridor is likely 
to capture new demand for at 
least 265,000 leasable square 
feet over the next five years 
(2014-2019).  This number does 
not include lateral shifts within the 
existing market, such as tenants 
moving within the Rockside Road 
corridor or consolidating from 
buildings somewhere in the region 
to a site in Rockside. 
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Trends in Office Demand
While the age of development and other physical characteristics 
contribute to the health of Rockside, there are a number of external 
trends that are influencing office space demand. These trends include: 
changing economic conditions, changing workforce, and changing 
needs of building owners and tenants. 

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

Lukewarm suburban office outlook. Since the peak of 
the recession, rents and vacancy rates for suburban 
office (regionally and nationwide) have made only 
modest improvements, while many urban areas have 
begun to rebound. This trend is partly due to shifting 
market preferences, but also because many suburbs 
were hit harder by the recession, leaving a relatively 
large supply to absorb. 

Increasing regional competition. While 
Independence has long dominated the suburban office 
market in Northeast Ohio, much of the office product 
is older than in other markets such as Westlake 
or Beachwood. Competition between suburban 
communities has intensified with the reemergence 
of downtown Cleveland as a viable and desirable 
business location. 

Economic uncertainty. Due to ongoing uncertainty 
about the national economy since the Great 
Recession, tenants are reluctant to sign multi-year 
leases and want flexibility to increase or reduce their 
space as their needs change. Uncertainty about lease 
commitments creates an obstacle for the renovation 
of existing development as well as the construction of 
new development. Tougher lending standards make it 
challenging for developers to finance construction.

WORKFORCE

Lifestyle preferences changing work environments. 
Whether they desire suburban lifestyles or more 
urban ones, a growing proportion of young adults are 
choosing where they want to live before they begin 
looking for job opportunities.  As a group, younger 
workers (as well as those approaching retirement) 
tend to prefer walkable, amenity-rich environments 
with authentic character.

Jobs follow talent. Many high-growth, technology-
oriented businesses face strong competition for 
talented workers and consider lifestyle preferences 
in their decisions about where to locate. Reflecting 
those preferences, businesses increasingly seek office 
settings that are walkable and close to gathering 
places, recreation, restaurants, entertainment, 
retail services, transit, and housing.  

Broader workforce needed for growing businesses. 
The moderate-income segment of the workforce, 
largely college-educated young professionals, are 
needed by growing business sectors. Compared to 
older generations, this group tends to prefer living 
close to their place of work, driving less, and are 
more likely to use alternative modes of transportation 
including cycling, walking, and transit. 

NEEDS OF BUILDING OWNERS/TENANTS

Less space. Tenants tend to need less space overall 
per employee than in the past. Companies are getting 
by (or doing more) with fewer employees. They are 
consolidating multiple offices to single locations, 
allowing more telecommuting and flexible work time, 
and adopting cubicle-free open floor plans with shared 
spaces.

Better differentiation. While there is still a large 
market for suburban office space, competition for 
tenants is intense. Tenants for suburban offices 
tend to want generous amounts of parking, 
“environmentally friendly” buildings, nearby amenities 
(preferably within walking distance), visibility and 
signage, as well as technology infrastructure. 

More flexibility. Buildings with flexible designs 
that can accommodate many types of users and 
adapt to changing tenant needs tend to be the most 
successful over the long-term. In some communities, 
property owners need regulatory flexibility or 
technical assistance to help them make changes to 
their buildings or properties in order to keep them 
competitive.

office vacancy rate, u.s.  2007-2013

Suburban

Downtown

20%

15%

10%

5%

2007 2009 2011 2013

source: economic development strategic plan
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Recommendations
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RECOMMENDATIONS
This chapter outlines a set of key physical and policy recommendations 
for the Rockside Road corridor. The collective aim of these actions is to 
produce a stronger, more resilient corridor that continues to serve as 
a fiscal asset to the City of Independence and provide a more diverse, 
amenity rich district for residents and workers. The recommendations 
are both physical, including conceptual land use plans for development 
and redevelopment, and policy driven, including recommendations for 
legislative action. Each high-level recommendation includes several 
targeted strategies for achieving the larger objective. 

High Level Recommendations

1 Improve connectivity for pedestrian and 
vehicular traffic

2 Continue to market key development sites

3  Consider rezoning the residential parcels 
along Brecksville Road north of Rockside 
Road

4 Encourage redevelopment of aging office 
buildings to increase connectivity, promote 
walkability, and build a vertical mix of uses

5 Allow for the infill of parcels within existing 
development

6 Create park and gathering space 
opportunities in the area 

7 Improve the overall aesthetics of the 
corridor

8 Facilitate development of the parcels in 
the Development Priority Area with a 
competitive product that maximizes the 
area’s potential

9 Work with Seven Hills to develop a mutually 
beneficial development program for the 
Rockside Road corridor

Rockside Road must address 
its limited connectivity and 
walkability to compete with 
new products attracting tenants 
across the region. 
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1. Improve connectivity for 
pedestrian and vehicular traffic 
Presently, there are limited secondary 
east-west connections for motorists and 
few options for pedestrians. This funnels 
considerable traffic onto Rockside Road, 
including trips with origins and destinations 
inside the corridor. Introducing new 
vehicular connections could help reduce 
some congestion caused by these internal 
movements. Improvements to pedestrian 
and cycling infrastructure could improve 
the practicality and safety of these options, 
potentially reducing some daily traffic stress 
on the corridor. 

2. Explore the costs and benefits of 
expanding the marginal road network and 
a realigned southbound entrance to I-77 
from Rockside Road
The southeast portion of the planning area has 
the highest density of commercial uses. The 
overlapping development of parcels and the 
topography have created a tangled network of 
parking lots, private roads, and congestion. The 
right-of-way behind the Liberty Commons retail 
development should be used to connect Brecksville 
Road to Rockside Woods Boulevard South. This 
would allow traffic to cross the area to Brecksville 
Road without being forced to enter Rockside Road. 
The realignment of the freeway entrance could 
provide a frontage or access road that would 
connect with an extension of Acorn Drive.

3. Explore an exit from I-480 into the 
Development Priority Area of the 
Rockside Road planning area
In the past, the construction of a full interchange 
was explored at I-480 west of the I-77 
interchange. This initiative was abandoned due 
to the intense weaving and traffic caused by the 
system interchange less than a half mile from 
the proposed project. An exit-only ramp from 
eastbound I-480 could be extended into the 
northwest of the planning area to alleviate some 
traffic at the I-77 and Rockside interchange and 
provide inbound access to the planning area.

I600
Feet

LEGEND

I600
Feet

Street Connections

Planning Area Boundary

Increased Parking 
Lot Circulation

I600
Feet

Schematic Roadway Connections
STRATEGIES

1. Connect Rockside Woods Boulevard 
North to Brecksville Road
The city should consider beginning the process 
of completing a connection from Rockside Road 
to Brecksville Road along Rockside Woods 
Boulevard North. This connection could alleviate 
a portion of the congestion at the intersection of 
Rockside Road and Brecksville Road.
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4. Extend connections across  
jurisdictional lines into Seven Hills
Patriots Way is the only street (other than 
Rockside Road) connecting Seven Hills to 
Independence. As development occurs in the 
Priority Development Area of Independence, 
and in the far northeast parcels of Seven Hills, 
connections across the boundary should be 
prioritized to improve east-west options. Better 
connections would also improve the overall 
walkability of existing and future development. 

5. Encourage connections through  
existing surface parking lots
Small efforts have been made to extend private 
roads through the existing surface parking lots 
to improve connectivity throughout the planning 
area. These projects help to alleviate traffic on 
Rockside Road by providing alternative routes for 
local trips. One such project connects Rockside 
Corners Shopping Center with Rockside Woods 
Boulevard by way of a privately maintained 
access drive. Opportunities such as this 
should be identified and encouraged through 
creative incentives in future development or 
redevelopment efforts. 

6. Consider the comfort and safety 
of pedestrians with future road 
improvements and connections
The planning area today is oriented strongly 
toward moving cars with little regard for 
pedestrians. While Rockside itself does have 
sidewalks, many of the public and private 
roads in the planning area do not. This basic 
lack of infrastructure inhibits walking, even for 
short, internal trips. With future development, 
redevelopment or road improvements, 
pedestrian infrastructure should be emphasized. 
Initiatives to improve the overall connectivity 
of the sidewalk network, create highly visible 
crossings, and reduce vehicle speeds in areas off 
of Rockside would greatly improve the comfort of 
pedestrians. 

7. Link the corridor with a multi-use  
trail to the Towpath Trail by way  
of the Hemlock Trail to the south
The proposed Hemlock Trail will connect 
Independence to the Towpath Trail along a 
1.7 mile multi-use path (trailhead just east of 
Community Campus). A northern extension 
could be made into the Rockside area to further 
connect the community into Cuyahoga Valley 
National Park. There is very little perceived or real 
connection between Rockside and the National 
Park today. This could be greatly improved by 
a highly visible trailhead that provides a direct 
connection for cyclists and walkers into the park. 
The alignment of this path would need to be 
evaluated in the same manner as the Hemlock 
Trail, but could run through the east of the city 
on a dedicated trail or as a protected lane on 
Brecksville Road. 

I600
Feet

Sidewalk Conditions Map
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2. Continue to market key 
development sites 
A number of small (less than 10 acre) 
strategic development sites still exist in the 
planning area. These should be marketed 
creatively to maximize their potential. The 
size and shape of these parcels would limit 
the ability of the city to undergo a master 
planning process comparable to the larger 
Development Priority Area site.

STRATEGIES

1. Work with Kent State College of 
Podiatric Medicine to develop a mixed-
use project near its campus
The 27-acre Kent State College of Podiatric 
Medicine has a full time enrollment of just over 
400 students. The institution has expressed 
interest in developing a mixed-use project that 
provides amenities for students and office 
uses with retail, recreation, lodging, and other 
supportive uses. There are very few housing 
options for the students within Independence 
or in surrounding communities. One potential 
scenario would re-purpose the institution’s park 
area for the development of a mixed-use building 
and establish a shared public park space along 
Rockside Woods Boulevard. Current zoning 
would not permit this and would need to be 
amended in order to move forward with such a 
project. The housing options could be coupled 
with retail or restaurant uses to serve the college 
as well as surrounding offices.  

2. Target sectors with a competitive 
advantage in Independence
The Economic Development Strategic Plan 
(2013) identified a list of sectors for which 
Independence has a competitive advantage. 
The recommendation of the plan was to target 
these sectors with future business recruiting 
efforts. While some businesses may see an 
advantage leasing space in an existing building or 
a newer planning area that may take shape in the 
Development Priority Area, others may require a 
setting like the individual parcels along Rockside 
Woods Boulevard North. The city has outlined 
these sectors on its Economic Development 
microsite and could expand its visibility through 
targeted regional and national marketing.

3. Develop a Rockside Brand marketing 
tool for developers and brokers
The branding process completed in 2015 
could be further refined to include a planning 
area brand for Rockside Road. Similar to what 
other commercial districts in the region have 
demonstrated, a brand is an important marketing 
tool for brokers. Rockside already has a regional 
reputation as a premier office location, but there 
is an opportunity to craft a more refined message 
about the future direction of the corridor. These 
communication tools would identify the essence 
of the Rockside brand and give brokers a better 
story with which to sell the planning area to 
potential tenants or developers.

4. Consider a wider allowance of uses 
for sites with limited accessibility or 
considerable environmental constraints 
For sites that have received little interest due to 
concerns over access, visibility, or environmental 
constraints, the city should consider a change 
in zoning or the creation of a new designation 
with a wider range of acceptable uses. The new 
or permitted uses should consider surrounding 
parcels and their current and future utilization. 
If reasonable, the city might consider a new or 
altered designation that would not preclude light 
manufacturing, laboratory research, medical 
facilities, or other uses currently prohibited under 
the standard office zone.

DROP-IN DEVELOPMENT

Sites labeled as “Drop-in” ready can 
accommodate immediate, conforming 
development within the parcel. 
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3. Consider rezoning the residential 
parcels along Brecksville Road north of 
Rockside Road
The parcels lining Brecksville Road currently include a 
mix of office, commercial, and residential uses. A zoning 
change in this area could result in a district with more 
consistent uses. This area also provides an opportunity for 
small businesses to possibly own property in the Rockside 
Road planning area. This would eliminate the need for 
spot zoning approvals and encourage development of the 
deeper lots east of the road. 

STRATEGIES

1. Consider rezoning of the parcels along Brecksville 
Road from Residential (U-1) to a Commercial  
(U-5, U-4) designation
It is recommended for the city to undertake a full review and 
revision of its development regulations. The goal of the process 
is to create a modern code allowing for greater diversity and 
intermixing of uses. During this process, consideration should be 
given to rezoning all parcels with frontage along Brecksville Road. 

2. Make physical improvements to the public realm 
to ensure consistency and connection to the rest of 
Rockside as the transition occurs
As development and redevelopment occurs in the western 
portions of the Rockside Road corridor it will do so in a form 
and character that promotes walkability, maintains high 
architectural standards, and screens parking from the street. 
When the Brecksville Road corridor transitions from residential 
to commercial, improvements should be made to the public 
realm that are consistent with the new Rockside Road model and 
increase connectivity for vehicles and pedestrians.

I500
Feet

LEGEND

I500
Feet

I600
Feet

Residential Zoning

Planning Area Boundary

CREATING OWNERSHIP OPPORTUNITIES

Rezoning Brecksville Road as a commercial corridor would create a greater 
opportunity for business owners to own and develop property within the Rockside 
planning area. This was a primary recommendation from the Economic Development 
Strategic Plan (2013) to reduce the footloose nature of area businesses.
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4. Encourage redevelopment 
of aging office buildings to 
increase connectivity, promote 
walkability, and build a vertical 
mix of uses
The average multi-tenant office building 
in Rockside is over 25 years old. As these 
buildings age, rehabilitation could increase 
their longevity. However, when the older 
office buildings reach the end of their useful 
lives, redevelopment should meet the 
emerging demand for walkable, mixed-use 
office districts. These new buildings should 
be placed closer to the street, and mask 
surface or structured parking.

Redevelopment is rarely an easy undertaking 
and presents numerous challenges. The 
degree to which the city takes an active role 
in facilitating redevelopment will directly 
affect the timing and extent of its success. 
A strong municipal role in redevelopment is 
very common in larger cities and is a growing 
role for smaller suburban cities.

I600
Feet

PRIORITIZING REDEVELOPMENT

When and where redevelopment may occur will largely be 
determined by building owners and the strength of the market. 
While there are many factors that determine when a building 
has reached the end of its useful capacity, age is a simple tool for 
predicting when and where redevelopment may occur first. In 
the above map, primary and secondary redevelopment planning 
areas have been identified based on the average age of buildings. 
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STRATEGIES

1. Create clear development 
standards for  areas within targeted 
redevelopment zones
Key areas have been identified as having the 
potential for redevelopment. When this occurs, 
clear standards should be written into the existing 
development regulations that clarify the type 
of environment to be created. Standards would 
help the areas achieve a higher concentration of 
uses, with buildings and activities that improve 
character, add amenity value, and generate 
higher tax revenues. 

The standards could further define the mix of 
commercial and office uses permitted within 
the planning area and encourage projects to 
create a well-designed, pedestrian environment 
connected to surrounding development. Some 
examples of typical standards include: permitted 
uses, commercial and office density or floor 
area ratio, building height, building orientation, 
parking orientation and total amount, signage, 
landscaping, and others.

2. Develop a playbook for redevelopment
To clarify the process of redevelopment, the city 
could prepare a “playbook” for redevelopment. 
This document would clearly outline the process 
for redevelopment under the new standards, 
provide a checklist of necessary tasks, offer best 
practices from around the region that fit the 
Independence model, and clearly articulate the 
expectations established by the development 
standards. 

REDEVELOPMENT DEMONSTRATION 

The redevelopment of Rockside Road will become 
a focus as undeveloped land dwindles within the 
planning area. This demonstration provides an 
approach that can be applied to existing, aging 
facilities to bring new life to a property. This is 
accomplished by engaging with the streetscape, 
masking surface parking, increasing street 
network connectivity and creating a cohesive 
building type.

The illustrations below indicate the existing 
patterns of development that is focused on cars, 
compared with future patterns of development 
which would provide more balance between 
vehicular and pedestrian activity. Guidelines 
should include building setbacks, building 
orientation, open space requirements, obscuring 
surface parking lots and engagement of public 
streetscape. Public greenspace within the block 
structure is an important amenity.

R O C K S I D E  R O A D

R O C K S I D E  R O A D

FUTURE PATTERN

EXISTING PATTERN

R O C K S I D E  R O A D

R O C K S I D E  R O A D

•	 Deep building setbacks
•	 Very limited connectivity
•	 No public space

•	 Minimal building setback
•	 Connected parcels
•	 Public space
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3. Encourage office building rehabilitation 
and redevelopment through the use of 
incentive programs
Programs that incentivize the rehabilitation or 
redevelopment of aging office sites should be 
explored and implemented along the corridor. 
The Economic Development Strategic Plan (2013) 
recommended the establishment of a Community 
Reinvestment Area (CRA) to provide property 
owners with a tax incentive for investing in real 
property improvements or redevelopment. The 
plan recommended the establishment of a non-
profit Community Investment Corporation (CIC) 
to focus on land and building acquisition and 
development of public improvements to leverage 
private redevelopment in the area.

4. Meet with area brokers to understand 
rehabilitation opportunities
In order to enhance the competitiveness of 
the Rockside Road corridor, initial steps would 
focus on encouraging the rehabilitation of 
existing building stock and establishing some 
amenity value. To accomplish this task, the city’s 
Economic Development Director would engage 
with stakeholders by meeting with property 
owners, businesses, and real estate brokers to 
initiate discussions about appropriate buildings 
for rehabilitation, existing infill opportunities, and 
ways to enhance amenity value. 

A suggested format for this engagement would 
include initiating meetings with brokers to gain 
insights on appropriate buildings and areas that 
would benefit from rehabilitation; and be followed 
by one-on-one meetings with individual area 
property owners and developers to gauge short-

5. Allow for the infill of parcels 
within existing development
Allowing for a greater intensity or utilization 
of a parcel may incentivize property owners 
to reconsider non-productive spaces on 
their land. Surface parking lots consume an 
enormous percentage of the buildable area 
within the Rockside Road corridor. Allowing 
higher floor-area ratios within these parcels 
could create economic conditions where 
increasing the density of buildings makes 
sense. Further, by allowing for a vertical mix 
of uses, the property owner could increase 

term interest in rehabilitation, infill, and amenity 
development. The key advantage communicated 
to property owners would be the potential for 
increasing the value of their properties through:

•	 Rehabilitation of buildings to a higher standard 
to generate higher rents and long-term value. 

•	 Establishment of sites for higher-density infill 
development which, in turn, enhances the 
overall value of properties that otherwise 
contain a “sea” of under-utilized (and lower-
value) parking lots.

•	 Public amenities and mixed-uses which help 
to re-establish and strengthen the market for 
Rockside Road as a business destination and 
therefore, increase asking rents and cash flow, 
translating into higher long-term asset value.  

his or her return from the building, while 
also improving the walkability of the site and 
surrounding properties. As infill development 
occurs, parking decks or structures may be 
necessary to accommodate the increased 
vehicular activity.

STRATEGIES

1. Create standards to manage infill 
development of suburban office parks
Infill standards should be incorporated into a 
comprehensive zoning code update. This could 
occur in one of several ways: incorporating 
infill standards or guidelines into the general 
development standards of the code; as part 
of a PUD process; as part of an overlay zoning 
approach; or as part of new specialized districts. 
The key will be to establish standards that 
mitigate potential negative impacts related 
to intensification, such as traffic impact, 
infrastructure capacity, and loss of parking, 
while achieving the positive benefits of increased 
activity and synergy.

27

Property owners and developers should be engaged to discuss 
the opportunities for infill on specific sites, such as where there is 
excess surface parking, or opportunities for shared lots. 



City of Independence, Ohio

6. Create park and gathering 
space opportunities in the area
The corridor has no public parks, open spaces, 
or gathering spaces. A suitable location should 
be identified in each quadrant to accept a future 
opportunity. Ideally these spaces would be 
centrally located within the area, and connected 
to existing development by sidewalks. 

STRATEGIES

1. Identify suitable locations for small park 
and gathering spaces in each portion of the 
corridor
The lack of public park and open spaces in the 
planning area negatively affects the image of the 
corridor and its amenity value for workers. While a 
majority of the available land has been developed, 
small opportunity areas exist where land is less 
suitable for development. These sites should be 
identified and explored as possible locations for small-
scale public parks, and/or gathering spaces. 

2. Foster partnerships between the public and 
private actors in the planning area with the 
purpose of developing park space 
In communities with a deficit of park space, creative 
partnerships between public and private actors can 
open up new opportunities. Building owners benefit 
from an amenity for their workers, making their 
properties more valuable. The city improves it’s park 
space per capita and the marketability of its business 
district overall. 

3. Explore the feasibility of a walking 
trail along the creek ravine within the 
planning area
The deep ravine cutting through the Development 
Priority Area of the Rockside planning area offers 
an attractive natural setting for a future walking 
path. The slope along the ravine makes the 
property prohibitive for large-scale development. 
A path connecting the offices along Patriots 
Way could tie into future development in the 
Development Priority Area. Similarly, there is 
a large area of undeveloped natural land in the 
northeast quadrant west of Brecksville Road and 
east of Rockside Woods Boulevard.  

Making Room for Open Space

This Oklahoma City corporate campus capitalized on existing under 
utilized land, transforming the space into a pedestrian thoroughfare 
and gathering space. This provides employees of the surrounding 
facilities an outdoor space to interact as well as pathways for safe 
travel between the existing vehicular framework.

SURFACE PARKING AND WALKABILITY

One of the greatest inhibitors of 
walkability is surface parking. Minimum 
parking requirements can create 
expanses of asphalt that separate 
complimentary uses by hundreds 
of feet. The result is an increased 
number of daily car trips for workers 
in the planning area and intensified 
congestion on the main roads. Running 
errands, getting lunch, or attending a 
meeting, all generate a trip and require 
a parking space at each destination.  

To address this issue, a mixed-use 
pattern of development allows workers 
or visitors to park once, and go about 
the rest of their day on foot. By 
consolidating parking into garages or 
decks, and integrating complimentary 
uses into a compact district, congestion 
is reduced, and parking requirements 
can be lowered. This model for 
development is being deployed in  
many places, including parts of the  
Cleveland region. 
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A walking trail could connect existing commercial 
development in the far south with office 
development along Rockside Woods Boulevard. 
Ultimately, the trails could connect along 
Brecksville Road into the Cloverleaf planning area 
and on to the West Creek Confluence park areas.  

4. Explore the feasibility of a small park 
space in the southwest quadrant
The large wetland areas east of the Acorn Drive 
cul-de-sac are prohibitive to development. The 
area could be maintained in its natural state and 
converted into a small park space, serving the 
office workers in the area and connecting the 
neighborhoods to the south via a walking trail.

5. Activate area park spaces with 
programs organized through the 
Chamber
New park spaces within the corridor could be 
activated or energized through programing 
developed by the Chamber. The programming 
would be aimed at area businesses and their 
employees to provide networking and stress 
relief opportunities throughout the year. Similar 
programs around the region have established 
regular activities such as brown bag lunches, first 
Friday concerts, food truck rallies, lecture series, 
and other events.

I600
FeetPotential Park Locations

Pocket parks offer an opportunity 
to capitalize underutilized spaces 
to connect between places or offer 
moments of respite. 

LEGEND

I500
Feet

Park Opportunities

I600
Feet

Planning Area Boundary

I500
Feet

Potential Walking Trails
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7. Improve the overall 
aesthetics of the corridor
The identity and aesthetics of the Rockside 
planning area could be improved through 
strategic initiatives that strengthen the visual 
quality of the public realm. 

STRATEGIES

1. Increase the number and regularity of 
tree plantings along Rockside Road and 
other major thoroughfares including 
Rockside Woods Boulevard, West Creek 
Road, and Oak Tree Boulevard
An initiative to improve the number and regularity 
of street trees lining major thoroughfares within 
the planning area would greatly enhance the 
aesthetics of the area as a whole. The city 
has been a member of the Tree City, USA 
organization since 2002 and has won several 
awards from the Arbor Day Foundation. This 
positive reputation could be leveraged to access 
grant funding at the regional, state, and federal 
level for a larger tree planting initiative focused on 
the Rockside Road corridor. Street trees help to 
improve the pedestrian experience, reduce heat 
island effect of large paved areas, and improve 
the performance of the stormwater system 
through the retention of rainwater.  

2. Create gateway features at major 
entrances into the planning area, 
including along Brecksville Road, 
Rockside Road, and from the exits of I-77
There are number of prominent entrances into 
Rockside from the east and west (along Rockside 
Road), from the north and south (along Brecksville 
Road), and from the exits off of I-77. There is an 
opportunity to develop branded gateway signage 
for each of these six locations that delineate the 
borders of Rockside. There are number of styles 
for gateways that range from roadway arches to 
standing signs. 

3. Develop a public art initiative for the 
corridor
An increasing emphasis has been placed on 
the importance of art in public places and its 
connection to community pride. There are 
several strategic locations within the Rockside 
Road corridor that would offer good exposure 
for quality pieces of public art. Potential artwork 
produced through this program would create a 
more dynamic corridor and add visual interest. 

4. Establish and enforce consistent 
architectural and design standards for 
the corridor
The Architectural Board of Review could establish 
clear expectations for design and building 
materials across the corridor to develop and 
enforce a consistent identity. The regulations 
would emphasize quality materials, thoughtful 
and consistent design, and the incorporation of 
unique, character enhancing elements.

PUBLIC ART - DUBLIN, OHIO

“Dublin Arts Council engages the community, 
cultivates creativity and fosters life-long  
learning through the arts.”

The public art program in Dublin has 
received accolades at both the state 
and national level and has gained praise 
throughout central Ohio residents. This 
non-profit organization is supported by a city 
hotel tax as well as the Ohio Arts Council. 
Additional funds have been garnered through 
the National Endowment for the Arts.

The council engages not only the existing 
landscape for potential sites, but also hosts 
classes, workshops, performing arts and 
summer camps. Thus providing an outreach 
program for the City of Dublin and promoting 
interaction in the arts community for many 
generations of the Dublin population. 
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8. Facilitate development of the parcels 
in the Development Priority Area with a 
competitive product that maximizes the 
area’s potential
The northwest quadrant of the planning area contains 
approximately 70 acres of undeveloped land. This 
constitutes one of the largest amounts of developable land 
in the planning area. In 2014, Independence purchased 
two parcels within the area comprising approximately 33 
acres. A conceptual development framework has been 
developed for this area and the surrounding parcels. This 
concept includes a potential development yield for the 
area and aligns with the emerging market for walkable, 
mixed-use employment centers.

DEVELOPMENT INTENT

1 Develop into a dense, 
mixed-use district 
with residential 
opportunities
The development pattern 
for Rockside will integrate 
uses into a walkable 
framework that creates a 
live, work, and play  
(24-hour) district.

2 Implement a 
transportation 
framework to improve 
connectivity
The future street 
framework will seek to 
improve connectivity. New 
connections will support 
on-street parking and 
create a safe, pleasurable 
experience for pedestrians.

 

3 Create a 24-hour 
district with a myriad 
of amenities for 
workers and residents 
The Development Priority 
Area will be a destination 
for workers and residents 
alike. The district will 
include amenities such 
as restaurants, retail, and 
entertainment, along with 
residential options. 

4 Dedicate green 
space for active and 
passive recreation and 
connect to existing 
natural areas 
Green and open spaces 
will be a priority for future 
projects located within the 
Development Priority Area. 
These new spaces will 
connect to existing natural 
areas within the Rockside 
Road corridor.

5 Offer flexibility  
to accept a  
drop-in corporate 
headquarters campus
The new development 
pattern will not preclude 
the incorporation of a 
large corporate “drop-
in” development. Recent 
regional examples prove 
this pattern is a more 
competitive model for such 
large-scale users.
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DEVELOPMENT YIELD

Based on current market demand, the Development 
Priority Area build-out will most likely occur in several 
phases. The concept yield includes:

TYPE PERCENTAGE
SIZE 

(ACRES) 
GROSS SQUARE 

FOOTAGE

Total Acreage - 75 2,640,000 

Mixed-Use  
Employment Center 75 56 2,100,000

Mixed-Density  
Residential 20 14 540,000 

Parks & Open Space 5 5 98,000 

20
new city blocks created 
through a structured 

street pattern

mil. sq ft1.4-1.6
full build-out yield  

of the mixed-use 
employment center

acres~75
total size of the  

northwest rockside  
planning area

THE FUTURE OF ROCKSIDE

The diagram to the left illustrates one 
concept for the future development of 
Development Priority Area. This long-term 
scenario breaks the area into multiple new 
blocks, connected by existing and proposed 
streets. Each block has been assigned a 
development character type. These character 
types are places in the built environment that 
share similar characteristics in their function 
and form. In a character area, the scale of 
buildings and the sizes of lots are similar. The 
relationship of buildings to each other and 
to the streets, along with the pattern of the 
streets themselves are consistent. The future 
character areas for northwest Rockside will 
be explored in further detail, but include the 
following below. 

MIXED-USE EMPLOYMENT CENTER

Mixed-use with retail or small office on the ground 
floor; office on upper floors

MIXED-DENSITY RESIDENTIAL

Mix of residential options at higher densities 

PARKS AND OPEN SPACE

Dedicated space for active and passive recreation. 
Primarily public spaces but may be maintained by 
private and/or non-profit entities.  

sq ft164-265,000
office demand over 
the next five years 

(2014-2019)

average time 
to downtown 

cleveland

10min
average time to 

cleveland hopkins 
international airport

min15
average time 

to downtown 
akron

min30
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Vertical Mixture of Uses 

Providing a combination of 
different uses within the same 
building. Lower floors being 
directed towards public use while 
private uses exist on the upper 
portions of the building. 

retail 

office
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MIXED-USE EMPLOYMENT CENTER

The Mixed-Use Employment Center character type is an office district that 
incorporates supporting retail, restaurant, and entertainment uses within a 
compact and walkable street pattern. The district integrates those uses into 
vertically mixed-use buildings with outwardly-focused commercial uses at the 
street level with private offices above. The street pattern within this character 
type follow a grid pattern that has short, walkable blocks. On-street parking 
and well-appointed sidewalks improve the pedestrian experience between 
buildings. The large parking requirements generated by the activity of the 
district are handled in surface and structured lots hidden behind buildings. 
Open spaces are integrated throughout the district as block-sized passive 
parks, linear walking parks, and well-landscaped boulevards. 

KEY CHARACTERISTICS

•	 Office district with an integration of 
supporting services

•	 Vertically mixed-use with retail or small 
office on the ground floor; office on the 
upper floor

•	 Small blocks with a streetscape 
designed to encourage pedestrian 
activity

•	 Parking is on-street or masked from the 
street in surface or structured lots

N
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MIXED-DENSITY RESIDENTIAL

The Mixed-Density Residential character type is an area reserved for varying 
densities of housing in close proximity to the Mixed-Use Employment Center. 
Housing types include townhouses or larger multi-unit buildings organized 
around a grid street pattern. The district is walkable to the supporting 
retail, restaurant, and entertainment uses provided within the Mixed-Use 
Employment Center and maintains its own shared open and park spaces. 
Housing units will be accessible from the street with parking structures or 
garages placed behind the buildings. An emphasis is placed on street design 
with high quality street furniture (including lighting, benches, etc), wide 
sidewalks, street trees, landscaping, and on-street parking throughout. 

KEY CHARACTERISTICS

•	 Residential district with a mix of 
residential buildings and townhouses 
built within a walkable proximity to the 
retail, restaurant, and entertainment uses

•	 Garages and parking  in the rear of 
buildings, not visible from the right-of-
way

•	 Building setbacks are minimized to 
engage the streetscape

•	 Similar architectural details and 
guidelines promote building unity

N
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A LONG-TERM APPROACH

It is clear that the full realization of the vision for the 
Development Priority Area of Rockside will take place 
over several years. The scale of the project and the 
realities of the short-term (five year) market will most 
likely involve a phased approach to development.

A phased development approach relies heavily on 
strong development regulations which, through the 
zoning code, enforce a development pattern that 
matches the vision for the northwest quadrant of 

Rockside Road. This gradual development approach 
allows multiple developers to invest in the planning 
area and diversify its stakeholders.

It is important to stress that the phased approach to 
development would not preclude the incorporation of a 
large, drop-in corporate headquarters. On the contrary, 
the city’s economic development team could market 
the site’s vision as an incentive for such a relocation.

It is logical to assume that the parcels with 
consolidated ownership may be the first to be 
developed. This includes the city’s 33-acre holding at 
the center of the Development Priority Area. The new 
organization of uses will inevitably attract internal 
migration of office users. Rather than de-incentivize 
this movement, the city could leverage the action and 
provide evidence to existing property owners. This may 
motivate rehabilitation or redevelopment processes 
consistent with the corridor-wide recommendations.
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DEVELOPING A MARKET APPROACH FOR THE DEVELOPMENT PRIORITY AREA

Marketing and strategic positioning will play an important role in the success of the 
Development Priority Area. The following recommendations and strategies relate 
specifically to this project and how it can be best positioned to take advantage of regional 
market realities while remaining true to the project’s vision. 

MARKETING AND DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY

A central component of the area’s success will depend 
on the development of a strong brand and identity. 
The Market Analysis suggests that Independence 
could capture innovation uses to fill 140,000 to 
190,000 square feet. A strategy to capture this 
demand would be to brand and market the Innovation 
Zone. Independence offers particular marketing 
strengths for attracting engineering-related services: 
aerospace, civil engineering, computer hardware, 
environmental; as well as information technology and 
business process outsourcing. 

STRATEGY

1. Market the Development Priority Area 
as the city’s “Innovation Zone” 
The Development Priority Area would be 
marketed and developed as the city’s “Innovation 
Zone.” As such, the marketing concept draws 
on the strengths of the location and of growing 
institutions and innovation-driven industry in 
Northeast Ohio. The Market Analysis noted 
that the Cleveland MSA will create 3,500 jobs 
in the information technology (IT/IS), business 
process outsourcing (BPO), and engineering and 
life sciences by 2020, generating demand for 
650,000 square feet of laboratory and advanced 
manufacturing/engineering space. 

CONCEPTUAL BUSINESS MIX

Based on the findings of the Market Analysis, it was 
recommended that marketing and recruitment for 
the Innovation Zone focus on a mix of information 
technology (IT/IS), business process outsourcing, 
engineering-related services, and high-value product 
assembly for distribution. 

STRATEGY

2. Establish locations or a general 
approach to accept a large, corporate 
“drop in” development
It was also recommended that sites be 
established to accommodate “drop in” uses 
including relocations within the region and State-
generated leads. The proposed concept plan has 
accommodated this opportunity. While it can 
take many years to capture a large “drop in” use, 
Independence will remain competitive if it has a 
“shovel-ready” site in a high-quality mixed-use 
park environment to accommodate such uses. 

The 70+ acre site is programmed to build 
out with 4.6 million square feet of “mixed-
use employment space” plus hundreds of 
residential development units, internal open 
space, and sufficient room to accommodate 
a large corporate “drop in” employment-
generating use. The plan is conceptualized 
with buildings built to the edge of blocks in a 
grid, which helps distribute traffic and creates 
a walkable “urban” mixed-use environment. 
The city has taken a major step forward in 
visioning the potential development of this 
site as a mixed-use business center that 
provides a modern product appealing to 
businesses and residents alike. As a green 
field site, the Development Priority Area 
offers opportunities for diversifying the city’s 
product mix and offering what cannot be 
easily or quickly achieved elsewhere. 
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RECRUITING ANCHOR USES

Having a large green field site without services does 
not provide Independence with much of a “leg up” on 
the competition for business recruitment. Certainly, 
having serviced, “shovel ready” sites in an attractive 
environment with excellent access to the interstate 
system (without traffic congestion) will provide a 
major marketing benefit. 

STRATEGY

3. Recruit an “anchor” user 
To leverage the market and initiate marketing 
efforts, it is highly recommended that the city 
work on recruiting an anchor use that would 
strengthen the Innovation Zone brand, making it 
more than just words on a plan. In other words, 
the city should recruit a name or use that is 
synonymous with innovation. 

MANAGEMENT

Initially, marketing and planning for the Innovation 
Zone would be managed by the city’s Economic 
Development Director. The city could issue an RFP 
for a master developer, who would submit plans 
that must be consistent with the sub-area planning 
principles and marketing recommendations outlined 
in this sub-area plan. 

STRATEGY

4. The city should develop and offer a 
package of targeted incentives for 
locating in the zone, with such incentives 
tied closely to the production of high-
paying jobs in key sectors
Management of the zone might be organized 
under the auspices of a public development 
authority appointed by the City of Independence 
to guide the zone’s development. The authority 
would be established with a “sunset clause” 
that ensures it ceases to exist once the site is 
mostly (80-90%) developed. However, a strong 
development management agreement with 
a master developer could achieve the same 
aims without requiring the establishment of 
government oversight. The city must determine 
whether there is sufficient oversight to ensure 
that the site is developed in a way that is wholly 
consistent with the city’s intentions of maximizing 
the number of high-paying jobs. 

INFRASTRUCTURE AND FINANCING

The sub-area plan appears to require the 
establishment of a roadway grid, along with the 
associated stormwater and streetscape design 
elements. The site would also require water and sewer 
extension. 

STRATEGIES

5. Work in partnership with the master 
developer to finance basic infrastructure 
improvements such as roads, water/
sewer and streetscaping 

6. Employ tax increment financing (TIF) to 
finance key bulk infrastructure projects 
Projects such as extending water/sewer mains 
and building roads could be financed by the city 
using the TIF mechanism. These efforts could 
then be used to leverage private development 
investment. Unlike green field residential 
projects, it is in the city’s interest to use such 
methods of leverage to secure long-term, job-rich 
private development in a premier location like the 
Innovation Zone.

7. Implement a fiber strategy that will 
guarantee sufficient bandwidth to 
support the marketing of the site 
for intensive BPO, IT and other 
communication service users
 If the site is to be marketed for technology uses, 
including advanced manufacturing capabilities, 
then there will be a need to ensure capacity for 
high-volume communication networks.  

38



Rockside Road Area Plan

To finance any upgrading or extension of fiber, the 
city might enter into contract agreements with 
suppliers that would be interested in entering the 
market. 

8. Establish an “open innovation platform” 
along with IT support services at this 
site as a service to companies that wish 
to locate there 
Open platforms allow for the sharing of 
innovations and testing of products online 
with public support. Housing a platform at the 
Innovation Zone and providing IT/IS support 
services would provide a marketing advantage for 
the zone. Such services might be provided initially 
through the city, which could eventually spin-off 
the service within the zone. Innovation platforms 
would be developed at nominal expense through 
the city’s Economic Development division. 

The IT infrastructure might also allow for 
logistics support, such as a monitoring system 
or networking capabilities that could be shared 
by companies located within the zone. Such 
networks could save companies on overhead 
costs for developing their own systems. 

9. Incorporate support services such as 
retail, restaurants, and public spaces
While not “infrastructure,” per se, the site would 
need to accommodate amenities including site-
serving retail, restaurants and public spaces. 
These uses have been indicated in the sub-area 
plan as conceptualized. 

INCENTIVES

The “package” of incentives offered in the Innovation 
Zone should be as strong and targeted as possible. 
As noted earlier, it is not in the city’s best interest to 
create directly competitive incentive programs that 
would cause or encourage relocations from Seven Hills 
or other neighboring communities into Independence. 
Rather, incentives should be oriented first towards 
attracting the anchor uses noted previously. Some of 
those uses, such as institutions or government offices 
(with spin-off contractors) may not require financial 
incentives but would benefit from partnerships with 
appropriate agencies at state and federal government 
levels. 

Technology-oriented and advanced manufacturing 
uses would benefit from the site’s location and 
infrastructure as proposed above, but tax and financial 
incentives would help “seal the deal.” Among the 
incentives, as mentioned earlier, are accelerated 
depreciation on real estate (for developers or 
companies that construct build-to-suit, owner-
occupied buildings) and on technology equipment and 
laboratory uses.  

STRATEGY

10. Establish low-interest loan programs
Low-interest loan programs could be established 
to help finance laboratory equipment and/or to 
seed a venture capital fund for businesses located 
in Independence. The city should include in the 
package programs associated with Innovation 
Fund of Northeast Ohio, which offers pre-seed 
funding for technology-based start-ups and 
entrepreneurs. The city’s own VC-type fund could 
be used to “top-up” or complement the regional 
program.  

INNOVATION ZONE

As Independence seeks to establish an 
attractive and master-planned business 
node, marketing as such will be of the 
utmost importance. Leveraging the area’s 
infrastructure and zoning will help establish a 
high profile site with a reputation.

The region is well positioned to capitalize 
on work forces focused on: information 
technology, database design, information 
security, customer support centers, 
engineering firms, clean manufacturing 
facilities.

Several examples below exhibit strategies 
for area wide branding efforts in similar 
areas around the world. This brand can be 
incorporated into print media, signage, and 
marketing materials.
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ADDRESSING DEVELOPMENT REGULATIONS

Development regulations or zoning are the legal framework around which a city is 
built. These rules and regulations vary in complexity, allowances, and legibility from 
jurisdiction to jurisdiction. This variability means that the approach to development 
is rarely a straightforward process. In the case of the City of Independence, the 
current code precludes the construction of the Development Priority Area as it is 
defined by the community’s vision. 

STRATEGIES

11. Institute a freestanding Planned Unit 
Development ordinance 
The city can prepare a separate freestanding 
planned unit development ordinance that 
allows for alternative forms of development in 
accordance with the plan. This would allow for 
the rezoning of property as a PUD on a case by 
case basis. With an older zoning code with many 
incremental updates over the years, there is the 
potential for internal inconsistencies in applying 
the current code to new development types. 
With a comprehensive code update, overall 
development standards related to landscaping, 
resource protection, parking design, pedestrian 
orientation, and others could be relied on to 
supplement a PUD. Without a comprehensive 
code update, each PUD would have to carry 
the full weight of regulating all aspects of the 
development.

The mixing of uses and incorporation of mixed density 
housing do not have a precedent within the city and 
therefore are not classifications within the code. In 
conjunction with the Area Planning process, a review 
of the city’s development regulations was conducted. 
This study had three goals: 

1. Provide a comprehensive understanding of the 
city’s regulations, and how they are enforced;

2. Understand the limitations of the current code,  
and;

3. Recommend methods for amending the code to 
help realize the community’s vision and ensure 
Independence maintains its fiscal security. 

These recommendations would pay special attention 
to the specific development projects proposed for 
Northwest Rockside and Downtown. 

The following findings and recommendations relate to 
the Northwest Rockside Planning area. More general 
recommendations have been included throughout the 
area plans and within the appendix. 

12. Initiate a process to perform a 
comprehensive code update
A long-term approach is to update the overall 
zoning code to modernize it and incorporate 
the policies recommended in the plan. The 
current zoning code is out of date and in need of 
updating. There is very little in the existing code 
that would advance the plan recommendations; 
in fact, existing code provisions could actually 
conflict with plan recommendations. (For 
example, the subdivision regulations have 
“planning criteria” that may actually be counter to 
the plan recommendations, such as encouraging 
cul-de-sacs.)

As part of a comprehensive update, the city 
should develop standards that accomplish 
the characteristics of mixed use development 
described above. It should also establish clear, 
fair, and predictable procedures for both the 
development community and the Independence 
community at large. It should achieve a balance 
of discretionary and non-discretionary review and 
standards that allows for a mix of flexibility and 
predictability that works for Independence.

There are many tools that can be incorporated 
into an overall code update to accomplish the 
plan. These include:

•	 Improved development standards that 
apply across the board such as: site design 
standards; landscaping requirements; 
parking lot design standards; signage 
standards; lighting standards; building 
form and orientation requirements; 
intensity standards; and resource 
protection standards.
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•	 Planned unit developments regulations 
with clear guidance to supplement the 
general development standards.

•	 Overlay districts that provide 
supplemental regulations in addition to 
underlying zoning districts.

•	 New separate special purpose districts, 
such as a new “downtown mixed use” or 
“Rockside mixed use” with customized 
standards for those specific areas only.

This is the preferred alternative. It would result in 
a comprehensive approach to integrating the area 
plans into the city’s development regulations. It 
would also provide the benefit for updated land 
use regulations for the city overall, which are 
needed.

13. Increase the development review staff 
capacity to ensure compliance 
Just as the zoning regulations need to be updated 
and modernized, the way in which the city 
goes about reviewing development should be 
assessed. The way in which the city has reviewed 
development proposals in the past may have 
served the city well for that chapter of its history, 
but it is highly unusual for a community with the 
quality and aspirations of Independence to not 
have active professional planning advice in its 
regular board and commission process.

As part of implementation of this plan, the city 
should be prepared to expand the professional 
planning and design capacity that serves the 
city’s boards and commissions. The policies of 
the plan will require an increase in planning and 
design sophistication in the development review 

process, requiring increased professional review 
and participation in the development review 
process.

Likewise, the planning commission, the ARB, and 
city council will require training and education 
on the new concepts in the plan and any new 
development regulations.

SUCCESSFUL ELEMENTS OF MIXED USE ZONING

With the introduction of mixed use options in the Rockside Road Planning Area comes a need to 
establish the parameters for requirements that should ultimately be incorporated into the city’s zoning 
and development standards. As the city considers updates to its land use regulations, the following are 
characteristics of successful mixed use development that should be translated into land use regulations 
that fit the City of Independence. Mixed use development should embody the following:

COMPLEMENT USES
Allow for a complementary 
mix of land uses that support 
each other, offer opportunities 
for multiple purpose trips, and 
create an environment where 
high quality investment is 
enabled.

CRITICAL MASS
Include densities and 
intensities that are high 
enough to create a critical 
mass of economic viability 
while also being compatible 
with surrounding areas, 
especially any adjacent 
residential neighborhoods.

FORM
Have buildings oriented to 
streets rather than parking 
lots.

CONTEXT
Be compatible with any historic 
or traditional context (most 
applicable in the Downtown 
area).

CONNECTIVITY
Promote both internal and 
external vehicular and 
pedestrian connections.

WALKABILITY
Provide safe and comfortable 
pedestrian and bicycle access 
and orientation through the 
design of complete streets.

STREET FRONTAGE
Establish active street 
frontages with high quality 
streetscape design.

VEHICULAR TRAFFIC
Accommodate automobile 
traffic and parking in a safe and 
efficient manner, but not allow 
parking or vehicular areas to 
dominate the design of the site.

SHARED PARKING
Provide opportunities for 
shared parking to minimize 
unnecessary over parking.

24/7
Promote round the clock 
safety through the presence 
of people.

HOUSING CHOICE
Provide a variety of housing 
choices for evolving 
demographics.

PUBLIC SPACES
Include publicly accessible 
spaces and amenities.

CIVIC USES
Promote compatible civic uses, 
such as public buildings.

SCALE
Include human scaled building 
design.

NATURAL RESOURCES
Conserve and integrate 
environmentally sensitive 
resources into the design of 
the development.
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9. Work with Seven Hills to 
develop mutually beneficial 
development program along 
Rockside Road
The City of Seven Hills worked in 
collaboration with Independence to develop 
its own area plan for several of its largest 
undeveloped parcels along Rockside Road. 
The final development program will help 
improve the overall competitiveness of 
the Rockside corridor, rather than directly 
compete with plans within Independence. In 
the long-term, the two cities should identify 
and pursue opportunities for collaboration. 

STRATEGIES

1. Develop a framework with Seven Hills to 
work collaboratively along the Rockside 
Road corridor
As progress is made in the Development Priority 
Area, a working relationship should exist with 
the City of Seven Hills to capitalize on market 
demands for both commercial and residential 
opportunities. Both communities should look to 
incorporate corridor wide incentives to attract 
business opportunities. This type of approach will 
stand to benefit both municipalities, as opposed 
to negotiating independently. 

Seven Hills Development Intent

1 Improve connectivity for  
pedestrian and vehicular traffic

2 Create a special place to  
serve the community

3 Provide a mixture of  
well-integrated uses

4 Develop an approach to the 
redevelopment of aging office 
buildings, specifically on  
Lombardo Center

5 Improve the overall  
aesthetics of the corridor

6 Take a long term view

2. Develop a corridor-wide marketing and 
management entity
It is recommended that the City of Independence and the 
City of Seven Hills collaborate on marketing, management 
and infrastructure financing within the Rockside Road 
Corridor. By doing so, both jurisdictions stand to gain 
from the broader market penetration and economies 
of scale that could be achieved for the corridor. The 
management component of such an entity might relate 
to the coordination of agreements between the two 
communities as well as oversight of specific management 
issues that may impact the corridor as a whole. 

The entity could be established under a JEDD or other 
mechanism to be determined jointly by the two cities. 
Regardless of the specific mechanism, a collaborative 
approach will benefit both communities. Ultimately, 
most office use will be concentrated in the Independence 
portion of the Corridor, but joint marketing approaches 
(aside from each community’s individual company 
recruitment efforts) will benefit both communities by 
raising the overall profile of the corridor. 

A pedestrian oriented streetscape is being 
proposed in the Seven Hills development with 

uses mixed both horizontally and vertically.
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“This shared effort will 
open obvious benefits for 
both communities along the 
Rockside corridor so critical 
for both of our futures.”
Seven Hills Mayor Richard Dell’Aquila

Featured in the Seven Hills development is a 
central plaza which will serve as a gathering 
place for the city and provide a needed gateway  
along the Rockside Road corridor.

DEVELOPMENT CONCEPT

Through public engagement and the work of the Seven 
Hills Planning Committee, a development concept was 
created for the largest undeveloped area left in the 
community. The city hopes to capitalise on the regional 
demand for commercial space and provide a unique set 
of residential options which currently does not exist in 
the area. 

Providing a central gathering space that the city currently 
lacks was a major feature in the development area 
as well as creating a face for the City of Seven Hills 
along the Rockside Road corridor. The plan includes a 

mix of housing, offices, and retail. These uses would 
be complimented by several large and prominent 
greenspaces, including a central park adjacent to 
Rockside Road. 

The high level recommendations provide a path for 
the City of Seven Hills to achieve its goals and work in 
collaboration with its neighbor, Independence. The plan 
aims to create complimentary nodes of development 
that improve the overall health of the corridor in the 
future and benefit each community fiscally. 
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The Process
The Area Planning process for the City of Independence took place over an eight-month period. The final results of the process represent a 
blending of conclusions drawn from technical research and the intuition and expertise of local stakeholders and the community at large. 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

•	 Results from two public planning workshops - The planning 
process included two rounds of community meetings where 
participants were able to review the findings and share their 
thoughts on the direction of the area plans. 

•	 Work of the Planning Committee - The process was led by 
a fourteen-member Planning Committee representative of a 
wide range of community interests

•	 Stakeholder Interviews - Dozens of interviews were 
conducted with key stakeholders including land developers, 
politicians, business owners, citizens, and others. 

CITY COUNCIL

City Council participated in two work 
sessions where they shared their ideas 
and direction for the planning areas. 

THE AREA PLANS

The final plans include the intuition of 
the public, the direction of leadership, 
and the technical understanding of the 
planning team and its research. 

TECHNICAL RESEARCH

•	 Analysis of existing physical and market conditions - The 
planning team gathered data and performed an analysis of 
the key physical and economic conditions and trends. 

•	 Review of existing development regulations - The city’s 
existing code was critically reviewed to identify opportunities 
and possible limitations.

•	 Review of existing planning material - The planning team 
gathered all relevant past plans and reviewed for key content. 

•	 Mapping of key environmental constraints - Each of the 
planning areas environmental constraints were mapped using 
GIS. 
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Executive Summary
“Let’s make downtown a desirable place to go so people that  

work in town will stay, and spend money to uplift  
the area and create a more active city and strong economy”  

-Participant, Public Workshop
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Purpose

The Area Planning process for the City of Independence was 
initiated as a key action of the Economic Development Strategic Plan 
completed in 2013. The Strategic Plan called for area plans, design 
improvements, and market analyses for the major non-residential 
areas of Independence, including Downtown, Rockside Road Corridor, 
Community Campus, Cloverleaf, and East Pleasant Valley Road. The 
Area Plans are a method for achieving the community’s goals through 
deliberate action. The plans have identified physical and market 
conditions, exposed development constraints, and proposed high-
level recommendations for long-term improvement. 

Downtown Today 

The Downtown planning area for the City 
of Independence is centered around the 
intersection of Brecksville Road and Chestnut 
Road. The area’s character and history have 
made it the traditional center of the community. 
Recently, increasing vacancies and a disjointed 
development pattern have shifted the retail 
focus away from Downtown. The lack of 
housing has diminished the captured market. 
While Downtown has struggled recently, 
opportunities exist within a large collection of 
land that is currently owned by the city. This 
consolidation of ownership could allow for a 
new transformative development.

The purpose of the Area Plan is to:

1 Enhance the quality of life for 
current and future residents

2 Provide long-term fiscal 
strength

3 Create environments 
that attract high-paying 
jobs 

4 Address the demand for 
housing options

5 Diversify the tax base with 
new opportunities 

KEY FINDINGS

Brecksville Rd design 
does not match the area’s 

character

A few key property 
owners control the 

majority of downtown 
property

Vast space consumed 
by surface parking

Between the City of 
Independence and a few 

key churches, the majority 
of land in the planning area 
is controlled. Consolidation 
of this land can be used to 

develop the master plan for 
Downtown.

Surface parking lots cover a 
large amount of the Downtown 

planning area. These surface 
lots are generally placed on 
the frontage of Brecksville 

Road and imply a vast sense of 
space as you travel along the 

corridor.

The large roadway that 
cuts through Downtown 
Independence consists 
of four travel lanes, one 

central turning lane, and an 
apron that transitions back 
and forth between parking 
spaces and turning lanes. 

land currently 
owned by the city 
or a local church

55%
land covered by surface 

parking lots

9ac
width of 

brecksville road

67feet
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The Vision for Downtown 

Downtown should emerge as a vibrant and competitive 
town center that attracts residents and visitors, and 
captures the spirit of the community. The district will 
consider the form of development just as closely as 
its function. Great care will be taken to ensure that 
new buildings meet the character of a traditional 
downtown and bolster the reputation of the district 
as the vibrant community center. Housing will play a 
critical role in this transformation. A range of options 
will be included, helping to build a captive market for 
retailers along Brecksville Road. Improvements to the 
streetscape will balance vehicular movements with the 
pedestrian experience. Commercial investment will 
seek to leverage proximate assets to the downtown, 
including the 20,000+ workers along Rockside Road 
and the Cuyahoga Valley National Park. In all, the 
Downtown area will transform into a walkable and 
vibrant town center that serves residents, and attracts 
visitors from the Cuyahoga Valley National Park.

Recommendations
1 Improve the streetscape along 

Brecksville Road
The width of Brecksville Road 
creates a challenging environment 
for pedestrians. By decreasing this 
curb-to-curb distance, Brecksville 
Road will begin to balance the need to 
accommodate vehicular traffic with the 
desire to improve pedestrian safety. 

2 Reserve opportunities for park 
space and trail connections
Small, centrally located park spaces 
should be reserved as the planning area 
is developed.

3 Institute regulatory controls to 
guide development
To achieve the goals of the Downtown 
development concept, changes to the 
city’s development regulations will be 
necessary. 

4 Develop a marketing concept for 
downtown Independence
Marketing Downtown is a basic 
component of successful examples 
from the region. A brand and 
communication tools will help 
regionally expose the area and 
incentivize  further investment while 
attracting visitors and residents. 

5 Encourage the location of a civic 
or community use
Currently, the vast majority of the 
city’s civic uses are located within the 
Community Campus. These facilities 
work well in a downtown setting as 
their constant foot traffic provides an 
attractive market for retailers.

6 Develop diverse, high-quality 
housing options
By allowing the development of more 
diverse housing options, the city can 
create a market in Downtown that 
provides a wider set of housing options 
for both current and future residents.

7 Implement the Downtown 
development concept
The development concept for 
Downtown Independence provides a 
framework for future investment. The 
concept was developed to capture 
the community’s vision for the area 
and provide a tool for the plan’s 
implementation.

6



Downtown Area Plan

THE DEVELOPMENT CONCEPT

Different from a more rigid site plan, the development 
concept visualizes a possible future for Downtown 
should the recommendations be fully realized. 
The concept provides a framework and aids with 
implementation. It is intended to inspire future 
development or redevelopment, but is not the only 
preferred scenario. 

DEVELOPMENT INTENT

•	 Develop a mixed-use district to serve as the heart 
of the community

•	 Establish a street network to improve circulation

•	 Improve Brecksville Road for pedestrian 
interaction and traffic calming

•	 Offer a diverse set of new residential opportunities 
for future and existing residents of Independence

•	 Increase the Downtown housing base to support 
future retail

DEVELOPMENT MARKET

Between the Downtown character areas there is an 
opportunity to meet the current market demand of 
40,000 to 90,000 sq ft of additional retail space 
and housing marketed to empty nesters and young 
professionals. As market demand increases over time, 
the development concept provides opportunity to 
develop additional retail, office, and residential units 
within Downtown.

N

LEGEND

Traditional Neighborhood Character Area

Mixed Density Residential Character Area

Professional Home Office Character Area

Core (Downtown) Character Area

Downtown Development Concept

open space

open  
space
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Vision for Downtown Independence
In its next chapter, Downtown Independence should emerge as 
a vibrant and competitive town center that attracts residents 
and visitors, and captures the spirit of the community. The area 
plans will consider the form of development just as closely as 
their function. The rendering above captures a possible future for 
Downtown Independence should its vision be fully realized. 
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Findings & Analysis
The following chapter provides an analysis of the key existing physical, 

character, and economic conditions and trends within the planning area. 
These findings were developed through field analysis, mapping, and 

research. The results of these findings, along with information received 
through stakeholder interviews and public workshops, served as the 

foundation for the recommendations in the planning area. 
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Background and Context
Downtown Independence is located along 
Brecksville Road approximately one half 
mile south of Rockside Road. Buildings along 
Brecksville Road in Downtown are typically set 
back from the street with parking in the front. 
Several buildings have multiple tenants and are 
built up to the street with parking to the side or 
rear. A majority of the uses in Downtown are retail 
or service based. A majority of the land is owned by 
the city or churches in the area.

Previous citywide plans envisioned Downtown 
as a public space. There have been two (1980 and 
1997) comprehensive land use plans completed 
for the City of Independence and several studies 
for Downtown Independence specifically. The two 
comprehensive plans envision the Downtown area 
as a mixed-use, or traditional Main Street with 
increased activity and vibrancy. 

Existing Land Use
The planning area is 94 acres with 55 percent 
of property owned by either the City of 
Independence or a faith-based organization. With 
much of the land in the planning area controlled 
by a few property owners, there are great 
opportunities for collaboration to enhance the area. 
The Independence Shopping Center is another 
large single downtown property owner. 

3
religious 

establishments

Local engagement with 
faith-based institutions

Infrastructure landmark 
to be maintained

water storage facility
1

Expansive planning area 
surrounded by neighborhoods

total land area of the 
downtown planning area

94 ac

Downtown planning area 
extends east and west off 

of Brecksville Road into 
the adjacent residential 
neighborhoods offering 

many connection points for 
pedestrian activity.

Local churches are 
well represented in the 
planning area with four 
different congregations. 

The foot traffic generated 
from services would 
serve as a consistent 
pedestrian user base.

The City of Independence 
has investigated the 

potential relocation of the 
water tank, but results 

have proven not to be cost 
effective. Any future plans 
will need to consider this 
piece of infrastructure.
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Brecksville Road has four travel lanes and one central turning lane. From 
a pedestrian’s perspective, the street seems excessively wide. 

Little consistency is found in building types or 
aesthetics. Building sizes and architectural styles 
vary throughout Downtown. Buildings vary in their 
relationship to Brecksville Road. Some have no 
setback while a majority have surface parking lots 
between the street’s right-of-way and the building 
entrance. The larger setback creates  large door-
to-door distances across Brecksville and decreases 
walkability. 

Brecksville Road is a wide street compared to 
similarly scaled downtowns. Even with a relatively 
low speed limit through Downtown (25 miles per 
hour), the width of the street (67 feet) encourages 
higher speeds and greater volumes of traffic. There 
are two travel lanes in either direction and an 
intermittent center turning lane. When the turning 
lane is absent, concrete pavers and a raised curb 
median divide the street. The median also contains 
small street trees and brick paver planters. 

Pedestrian connections from east to west 
are lacking in frequency. The few existing 
pedestrian crossings are designated only with 
painted striping. Several of the existing plans 
for Downtown have addressed this issue and 
proposed additional crosswalk locations designed 
to encourage pedestrian activity and increase 
safety. 

Little connectivity to surrounding amenities. 
Although Downtown Independence is adjacent to 
the Cuyahoga Valley National Park, currently there 
are no connections into the park. Future plans 
should connect Downtown to the Towpath Trail 
via the Hemlock Creek Trail. The trailhead for the 
Hemlock Creek Trail is just south of Downtown. 
There are sidewalks that connect Downtown to 
Rockside Road (north) and to Community Campus 
(south) but there are no designated bike lanes, 
which limits accessibility.

I250
Feet

Few civic uses. The city has clustered 
its civic uses (schools, library, city hall, 
etc.) in Community Campus. In more 
traditional downtown districts these are 
typically found along the main street and 
can provide a relatively steady stream of 
patrons throughout the day and help support 
surrounding commercial uses. 

N
LEGEND

Commercial

Residential

Parks and Open Space

Utility

Institution

Industrial

Land Use Map
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Development 
Constraints
There are few constraints to 
potential development. The land 
located behind the city’s water 
tank and extending south  towards 
Stone Road has steep slopes. In 
the southern most portion of the 
Downtown planning area there is 
an existing gas well that limits any 
future development in adjacent 
areas.

Any future plans that propose 
alternative residential options 
will face a policy based 
development constraint. Due to 
restrictions in the city’s charter, 
any development proposal that 
includes attached, cluster or 
multi-family units will need to be 
approved by residents through a 
referendum.

I250
Feet

Total Acreage 94

Constrained 1.4

Slope 1.4

Wetland 0

Non-Constrained 92

Percentage Developable 97%

ENVIRONMENTAL CONSTRAINTS

LEGEND

I250
Feet

I250
Feet

Area Constrained from Development

Study Area Boundary

N
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Ownership Patterns
A small amount of land holders. The city and three 
churches in the area own over 55 percent of the land 
in the Downtown planning area. The consolidation of 
ownership provides an opportunity to steer the form 
and character of potential development. The vacant 
middle school site is an accessible development 
opportunity located on Brecksville Road in the center 
of the Downtown planning area.  

Redevelopment potential of the former middle 
school site. The city owns a 15.25 acre piece of land 
in the center of the Downtown planning area. This 
offers a unique opportunity for future development 
and could serve as a catalyst for the development of 
surrounding parcels. The parcels have frontage along 
both Brecksville Road and Stone Road. 

The existing Independence Middle School property 
comprises the largest single parcel and is owned 
by the city. The parcel offers connectivity to both 
Brecksville Road and Stone Road.

NOTES FROM THE COMMUNITY WORKSHOPS

As a component of the area planning process, two community planning workshops 
were held to understand the public’s vision for the planning areas. The conversations 
and collected comments offered several themes for the future of the planning areas. 
These include: 

•	 Improve connectivity to Brecksville 
Road

•	 Add biking and hiking trails, and 
improve sidewalks for a better 
pedestrian experience

•	 Improve the frequency and health of 
street trees along Brecksville Road 
and throughout the planning area

•	 Consider the demands of young 
professionals and empty nesters 
when developing housing 

•	 Address traffic issues proactively with 
development rather than after they 
have become an issue

N

15.25total ac

Stone Rd. 

250
’

Brecksville Rd. 
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Economic Analysis
Complete details of the economic analysis  
summarized here can be found in the appendix.

Downtown Independence has a total inventory of about 
110,000 square feet of ground-floor commercial space. 
However, only about 43 percent of that space is utilized 
for retail or commercial uses. The remaining space is 
occupied by office and service uses that do not generate 
significant sidewalk activity. 

There is approximately 6,500 square feet of vacant 
commercial space in Downtown (not including back 
offices), which yields a retail vacancy rate of 13 percent. 
The vacancy rate in Downtown is significantly higher than 
the citywide retail vacancy rate of 4 percent.

The Market Analysis has forecasted potential for 
about 40,000 square feet of retail, restaurant, and 
entertainment uses in the competitive market over the 
next five years. A portion of this potential represents 
both demand within the existing market and growth 
in demand that could be generated by existing or new 
businesses. Capturing these opportunities would depend 
on a pro-active effort to establish a strong marketing 
program and the development of more competitive 
spaces for commercial activity. However, not all of the 
forecasted demand could be accommodated within 
Downtown existing buildings because of larger floor-area 
requirements of some businesses. 

Within the framework of the local market, 
Independence could accommodate about 23,000 
to 30,000 square feet of additional retail. This mix 
would include: specialty grocery store/café, small home 
furnishings or garden specialty store, hobby/toy/game 
shop, office/stationary supply store, wine shop, full-
service restaurant (if marketed to broad clientele).

BUILDING A 
DESTINATION
There are many factors 
that contribute to and 
increase the vitality of a 
downtown district. First, 
it is important that the 
center is supported by 
a captured market or a 
surrounding neighborhood. 
As the downtown district 
gains support to expand 
and diversify, the area can 
become a destination for 
the rest of the community 
and region.

110,000 sq ft
total inventory of ground-

floor commercial space

The Downtown market area has 
a large amount of first-floor 

commercial space.

43%
amount of retail uses within 

ground floor commercial spaces

Less than half of the commercial 
space is being utilized by retail. 

13%
commercial vacancy 
rate in downtown

The vacancy rate in Downtown 
is higher when compared to the 

rest of Independence.

40,000 sq ft 
potential commercial space over 
the next five years (2014-2019)

Downtown has potential to add 
commercial space with a mix of retail, 
restaurant, and entertainment uses. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The following outlines a set of key physical and policy 
recommendations for Downtown Independence. These 
recommendations and strategies will help the community 
achieve its long-term vision for Downtown. They are both 
physical, including conceptual land use plans for development, 
and policy driven, including recommendations for legislative 
action. Each recommendation includes several targeted 
strategies for achieving the larger objective. 

Saline, Michigan

Through its work with the Michigan Main Street Center, 
downtown Saline has re-established its town center 
as the vibrant heart of the community. The ‘Saline 
Main Street’ brand and identity were carefully crafted, 
the public realm was improved, and appropriate 
development was regulated and incentivized. 

1 Improve the streetscape 
along Brecksville Road
The width of Brecksville Road 
creates a challenging environment 
for pedestrians. By decreasing this 
curb-to-curb distance, Brecksville 
Road will begin to balance the 
need to accommodate vehicular 
traffic with the desire to improve 
pedestrian safety. 

2 Reserve opportunities 
for park space and trail 
connections
Small, centrally located park 
spaces should be reserved as the 
planning area is slowly developed.

3 Institute regulatory controls 
to guide development
To achieve the goals of the 
Downtown development concept, 
changes to the city’s development 
regulations will be necessary. 

4 Develop a marketing 
concept for Downtown 
Independence
Marketing Downtown is a 
basic component of successful 
examples from the region. A brand 
and communication tools will help 
regionally expose the area and 
incentivize further investment 
while attracting visitors and 
residents. 

5 Encourage the location of a 
civic or community use
Currently, the vast majority of the 
city’s civic uses are located within 
the Community Campus. These 
facilities work well in a downtown 
setting as their constant foot 
traffic provides an attractive 
market for retailers.

6 Develop diverse, high-
quality housing options
By allowing the development of 
more diverse housing options, 
the city can create a market in 
Downtown that provides a wider 
set of housing options for both 
current and future residents.

7 Implement the Downtown 
development concept
The development concept 
for Downtown Independence 
provides a framework for 
future investment. The concept 
was developed to capture the 
community’s vision for the area 
and provide a tool for the plan’s 
implementation.
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1. Improve the streetscape 
along Brecksville Road
The city can improve Downtown through 
streetscape improvements along Brecksville 
Road. The width of Brecksville Road creates 
a challenging environment for pedestrians. 
By decreasing this curb-to-curb distance, 
Brecksville Road will begin to balance the 
need to accommodate vehicular traffic with 
the desire to improve pedestrian safety. 
These initiatives, coupled with appropriately 
scaled development along Brecksville Road 
will activate the street and create a more 
vibrant and walkable area.

STRATEGIES

1. Create a streetscape improvement plan 
for Brecksville Road  
A streetscape improvement plan should carefully 
consider the existing conditions of the Brecksville 
Road corridor through Downtown and suggest 
recommendations that would produce an 
appropriately-scaled and pedestrian friendly 
environment. The plan would identify priority 
projects, budgets, and develop timelines. The 
plan would equip the city with a menu of options 
for addressing the streetscape deficiencies 
along Brecksville Road. The plan could also 
provide a phased approach as an alternative to a 
single-expenditure scenario. Within this model 
the corridor might be broken into sections and 
prioritized.  

2. Enhance gateways and wayfinding 
signage throughout Downtown  
Improved signage at key primary and secondary 
gateways into Downtown will increase the 
visibility of the area as it develops and defines 
its boundaries. As Downtown redevelops, 
wayfinding signage will be increasingly important 
for patrons and business owners. Surface parking 
will require clear signage, as parking lots will be 
placed behind new development and screened 
from the street. 

What is the streetscape? 

Streetscape is a design term that refers to all of the elements that 
constitute the physical makeup of a street and defines its character. 
Elements include building frontage; street paving; street furniture; 
landscaping such as trees and other plantings; awnings and 
marquees; signs; and lighting. 

Grand Rapids, Michigan Streetscape Design

Having won several national awards, the City of Grand Rapids in 
Michigan serves as a successful example of how a streetscape 
design can transform not only the pedestrian experience but also 
enhance vehicular travel. Grand Rapids created a set of streetscape 
design guidelines that could be used throughout the city. The typical 
sidewalk section is divided into three zones; Storefront, Walkway, 
and Amenity zones. These zones fluctuate in their correspondence 
to the street and adjacent tenant but all speak the same design 
language in terms of materiality, scale, and their relationships to 
one another. The guidelines increase walkability, pedestrian safety, 
storm water management, and parking accessibility.

Downtown Alliance Streetscape Design Guidelines- downtowngr.org
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Brecksville Road Streetscape

Currently, as Brecksville Road cuts through Downtown 
Independence, there is a vast discrepancy between 
the designed capacity and the posted speed limits. 
The perceived higher speed limit places priority on the 
vehicular passenger and encumbers pedestrian activity. 

With a lack of crosswalks, medians, and a host of curb 
cuts, pedestrian travel is unsafe and little space is 
dedicated to cycling traffic. The corridor could become an 
asset for the community as more connections are made to 
the adjacent national park.

Inconsistencies exist between curb treatments, medians, 
and street trees. These factors, along with the spacing 
between buildings, result in visitors using their vehicles for 
even small trips. By enhancing the streetscape to balance 
the needs of vehicles and pedestrians, a more walkable and 
profitable community will be created. The recommended 
changes would decrease the amount of parking necessary, 
the number of trips on Brecksville Road, and more 
importantly, create a safer and more rewarding pedestrian 
experience.

3. Explore opportunities to enhance the 
streetscape by working with property 
owners 
The full realization of the vision for Downtown 
Independence will require the cooperation 
of the private sector. This includes property 
owners who are already invested in the area. 
The city can develop targeted incentives such 
as a revolving loan program or loan pool to help 
owners make improvements to their properties. 
Through this mechanism, property owners 
would have access to low interest loans provided 
by an alliance of local banks to spend toward 
property enhancement projects such as: parking 
lot screening, landscape installation or tree 
plantings, facade improvements, or other projects 
that improve the aesthetics of Downtown while 
increasing property value. 

Absence of Crosswalks

Wide Travel  
Lane Widths

Non-Descript &  
Unhealthy Street Trees

Inconsistent Curb 
Treatment

Raised Utility Lines

Lack of Bicycle  
Travel Lanes

Plethora of Curb-Cuts

Right Turn Lane

Median Deficiency

Lack of Consistent 
Signage & Wayfinding

Design Inconsistent 
with Speed Limits

18



Downtown Area Plan

2. Reserve opportunities 
for park space and trail 
connections
Small, centrally located park spaces should 
be reserved as the planning area is slowly 
developed. Shared green spaces will allow for 
a higher density of development within the 
residential areas and increase surrounding 
property values. The Hemlock Creek Trail, 
just south of Downtown, should be extended 
north and connect into the district. 

STRATEGIES

1. Institute an open space requirement for 
new development 
The city will need to review its existing 
development regulations as it begins to 
implement the area plan for Downtown. An 
open space requirement within residential 
developments could be considered. The updated 
development regulation could require new 
developments to provide a minimum amount of 
public space such as outdoor plazas, sidewalks, 
outdoor dining, small parks, or shared green 
spaces. 

2. Connect Downtown via a multi-use trail 
to the Hemlock Creek Trail 
Connections to the multi-use trail should 
integrate with residential and new mixed-use 
developments while providing easy access to the 
regional cycling network. I470

Feet

Trail Locations via West Creek Conservancy

Hemlock Creek Trail

LEGEND

Trail Connection

Sidewalk Trail Connection

New Off-Road Trail Connection

Hemlock Creek Trail

Sidewalk Hemlock Creek Trail
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3. Institute regulatory controls 
to guide development 
The current planning and zoning code has 
served the city well for its time. However, 
the base of the code is over 50 years old. 
Many provisions that are standard elements 
in modern zoning codes do not exist in the 
code, such as basic landscaping requirements 
and design standards. Additionally, the lack 
of modern tools such as mixed-use districts 
and planned unit developments give the 
city very little flexibility to implement the 
fundamental aspects of the area plans. This 
is especially true for Downtown where the 
current code would preclude a majority of 
the recommendations. 

To overcome this barrier, the city can 
institute both short-term and long-term 
strategies to modernize its code and 
enable implementation of the area plan 
recommendations. 

STRATEGIES

1. Institute a freestanding Planned Unit 
Development ordinance 
In the short-term, the city can prepare a separate 
freestanding planned unit development (PUD) 
ordinance that allows for alternative forms 
of development in accordance with the plan. 
This would allow for the rezoning of property 
as a PUD on a case by case basis. The current 
zoning code has had many incremental updates 
over the years, which could result in internal 
inconsistencies when applying the existing code 
to new development. With a comprehensive code 
update, overall development standards related 
to landscaping, resource protection, parking 
design, pedestrian orientation, and more could 
be relied on to supplement a PUD. Without a 
comprehensive code update, each PUD would 
have to carry the full weight of regulating all 
aspects of the development. 

2. Initiate a process to perform a 
comprehensive code update
A long-term approach would be to update the 
overall zoning code and incorporate the policies 
recommended in the plan. There is very little 
in the existing code that would advance the 
plan recommendations; in fact, existing code 
provisions could actually conflict with plan 
recommendations. (For example, the subdivision 
regulations have “planning criteria,” such as 
encouraging cul-de-sacs, that may actually be 
counter to the plan recommendations).

As part of a comprehensive code update, the 
city should develop standards that accomplish 
the characteristics of mixed-use development. It 

should also establish clear, fair, and predictable 
procedures for both the development community 
and the Independence community at large. 
The updated code should achieve a balance 
of discretionary and non-discretionary review 
standards that allows for a mix of flexibility and 
predictability that works for Independence.

There are many tools that can be incorporated 
into a zoning code update to accomplish the plan. 
These include:

•	 Improved development standards that 
apply across the board such as site design, 
landscaping requirements, parking lot 
design, signage, lighting, building form and 
orientation requirements, intensity, and 
resource protection.

•	 Planned unit development regulations with 
clear guidance to supplement the general 
development standards (see discussion of 
freestanding PUDs).

•	 Overlay districts that provide 
supplemental regulations in addition to 
underlying zoning districts.

•	 Separate special purpose districts such 
as a “downtown mixed-use” or “Rockside 
mixed-use” district that has customized 
standards for those specific areas.

A comprehensive zoning code update is the 
preferred alternative. It would result in a 
comprehensive approach for integrating the area 
plans into the city’s development regulations. The 
updated code could also be used to revise land 
use regulations.
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THE CURRENT DEVELOPMENT CODE

The Independence land use patterns and zoning 
regulations share many of the same characteristics 
as other suburban communities that grew during 
the suburban boom over the last 50 years. Like 
many similar communities, it is centered on a 
historic downtown core. However, the land use and 
development policies have been based on the idea of 
separating perceived incompatible uses and limiting 
housing options to single-family neighborhoods.

Independence and other suburban communities now 
face changing forces and development trends. As the 
city nears build out, future growth will take the form 
of redevelopment and infill rather than “greenfield”. 
Demographic changes such as the aging baby 
boomers and the emerging millennials are changing 
tastes and demands in community design. The new 
area plans address these issues in a thoughtful and 
deliberate manner. They call for capitalizing on 
strategic opportunities to respond to evolving trends 
in certain well defined areas such as Downtown and 
Rockside.

3. Increase the development review staff 
capacity to ensure compliance 
Just as the zoning regulations need to be updated 
and modernized, the city’s development review 
process should also be assessed. To achieve the 
aspirations of the area plans, it is highly advised 
that professional planning advice be included and 
taken into consideration during the development 
review process.

Implementation of this plan will require the city to 
consider expanding the professional planning and 
design capacity that serves the city’s boards and 
commissions. The policies of the plan will require 
increased professional review and participation in 
the development review process.

Likewise, the Planning Commission, the ARB, and 
City Council will require training and education 
on the new concepts in the plan and any new 
development regulations.
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Successful Elements of Mixed Use Zoning
With the introduction of mixed-use options in the 
Downtown, the parameters for requirements should be 
established and incorporated into the city’s zoning and 
development standards. Characteristics of a successful 

mixed-use development should be translated into the 
city’s land use regulations. Mixed-use developments 
should embody the following:

COMPLEMENTARY USES
Allow for a complementary mix 
of land uses that support each 
other, offer opportunities for 
multiple purpose trips, and create 
an environment where high quality 
investment is enabled.

CRITICAL MASS
Include densities and intensities 
that are high enough to create a 
critical mass of economic viability 
while also being compatible 
with the surrounding area, 
especially any adjacent residential 
neighborhoods.

FORM
Buildings should be oriented 
toward the street rather than 
parking lots.

CONTEXT
Be compatible with historic 
or traditional context (most 
applicable in Downtown).

CONNECTIVITY
Promote internal and external 
connections for vehicular and 
pedestrian traffic.

WALKABILITY
Provide safe and comfortable 
access for pedestrians and cyclists 
through the design of complete 
streets.

STREET FRONTAGE
Establish active street fronts 
with high quality streetscape 
design to enhance the pedestrian 
experience.

VEHICULAR TRAFFIC
Accommodate vehicular traffic 
and parking in a safe and 
efficient manner. Allow parking 
and vehicular areas that do not 
dominate the design of the site.

SHARED PARKING
Provide opportunities for shared 
parking to reduce any unnecessary 
parking.

24/7
Promote round the clock safety 
through the presence of people.

HOUSING CHOICE
Provide a variety of housing 
choices for evolving 
demographics.

PUBLIC SPACES
Include publicly accessible spaces 
and amenities.

CIVIC USES
Promote compatible civic uses, 
such as public buildings.

SCALE
Include human-scale building 
designs to better define the street 
and improve walkability.

NATURAL RESOURCES
Conserve and integrate 
environmentally sensitive 
resources into the design of the 
development.

COMPLIMENTARY USES

CRITICAL MASS

FORM

SCALE

VEHICULAR TRAFFIC

STREET FRONTAGE

WALKABILITY

CONTEXT
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Downtown Area Plan

4. Develop a marketing concept 
for Downtown Independence
Downtown Independence currently draws 
its market from a narrow trade area that 
extends north and south along Brecksville 
Road. Downtown also lacks exposure to 
major traffic generators such as I-77 and the 
Rockside employment base, which generates 
76 percent of the city’s retail market demand.  
Trade-area demographics are relatively 
stagnant, but incomes are increasing. The 
Market Analysis found that currently there 
is demand for about 40,000 square feet 
of retail use, which is roughly equivalent to 
what is available in existing businesses.  

However, if Downtown was marketed as 
more of a destination, then potential demand 
for retail uses would increase. This could 
draw more daytime workers and tourists 
from the Cuyahoga Valley National Park. 
Businesses that have market potential 
include specialty grocery, convenience, 
home furnishings, hobby and toy stores, 
office supply, full-service restaurants, and 
entertainment. Destination uses could 
include apparel and accessory stores, 
specialty bookstore, gifts and novelties, and 
an expanded outdoor  
sporting goods store. 

STRATEGIES

1. Consider establishing a Downtown 
Improvement Authority (DIA) to assist 
in business growth 
A Downtown Improvement (or Development) 
Authority (DIA) could be established to assist 
the growth of small businesses and to leverage 
private-sector investment in Downtown. The 
DIA would offer businesses access to small 
grants, low-interest loans, and matching grants 
to help them invest in the building stock and fund 
expansion within Downtown. Businesses could 
use the funds to make capital improvements 
and for other purposes. The DIA could also have 
authority to use city assets to help leverage 
development and private sector investment. 

The DIA could be used for clustering various 
Downtown programs, development projects, 
and incentives that the city may want to pursue. 
The DIA can help geographically define a small 
business district where business owners receive 
a variety of incentives and benefits to grow and 
develop. The DIA should overlap with one of the 
city’s TIF districts in the event that financing for 
specific capital projects is required to support 
business development.

2. Develop a unique brand and identity  
for Downtown Independence
A cohesive branding of the planning area should 
be established. This brand would be used in 
wayfinding, signage, promotional material, and 
more. A brand not only provides an identity to the 
area for people who live and work in the planning 
area, but also acts as a regional placemaking 
device to draw visitors and employers to 
Downtown Independence.
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5. Encourage the location of a civic or 
community use
Currently, the vast majority of the city’s civic uses are located 
within the Community Campus. These types of facilities can 
also work well in a downtown setting as their constant foot 
traffic provides an attractive market for retailers. In the future, 
the city may see a value in developing a new civic use, such as 
a cultural arts center, in Downtown. 

STRATEGIES

1. Locate future civic facilities in prominent places in 
Downtown 
The city should maintain the Community Campus as the primary 
location for a majority of its civic uses. However, if there is an 
opportunity to develop new or satellite facilities, Downtown should 
be considered a priority. The incorporation of a civic use (municipal 
building, cultural arts center, meeting space, library branch, etc.) into 
Downtown would be a tremendous asset to the neighborhood. 

2. Explore partnerships to develop a cultural arts facility
A cultural arts facility in Downtown Independence could provide a 
shared space for art exhibits, performances, classes, workshops, 
lectures, tours, and wedding and event rentals. A number of 
suburban communities in the Cleveland region have similar facilities. 
Their organizational models vary but a non-profit fund raising and 
management structure is most common. 

HELEN DAY ART CENTER

“to enhance the human experience through the visual arts”

Located in Stowe, Vermont, the Helen Day Art Center is a 501c3 organization 
pursuing a mission of engaging with residents, visitors, creators, and volunteers. The 
Art Center has established itself as one of the region’s primary art exhibition and 
education spaces and has interacted with roughly 75,000 every year. 

The Center offers art classes, hosts special events, and provides gallery space year 
round. Although the Center typically focuses on local Vermont artists, they have  
been fortunate to feature work from around the world and have garnered awards 
throughout the region and country for their community outreach and exhibits. 
Exhibits range from sculptural art to oil paintings to local student pieces, all of which 
garner the interest of both passers-by and the many program participants.

helenday.com

24



Downtown Area Plan

6. Develop diverse,  
high-quality housing options 
By allowing the development of more diverse 
housing options, the city can create a market 
in Downtown that provides a wider set of 
housing options for both current and future 
residents. The city and Architectural Board 
of Review can develop and enforce detailed 
design standards to ensure new development 
matches the character and quality of housing 
already present in the community. New 
housing options can have a range of densities 
from higher intensity, multi-use buildings 
near Brecksville Road, to small, single-family, 
traditional homes adjacent to existing 
neighborhoods. This variety would provide 
an entry point for young professionals as well 
as smaller options for empty nesters and 
retirees. 

STRATEGIES

1. Outline an approach to confront  
conflicts with the city’s charter
The city’s charter requires a referendum to allow multi-
family, attached or cluster homes. Some of the housing 
options recommended for Downtown, may require a 
referendum process to occur before a rezoning could be 
approved. The city should develop a strategy to address 
this charter restriction and cooperate with any potential 
developers  that may want to include mixed-density housing 
as part of a downtown redevelopment project.

2. Develop architectural standards for downtown housing varieties 
Current development regulations do not address the quality and character 
with which development should occur. Typical projects are approved on a 
case by case basis with few guidelines for developers to react to. A set of 
architectural standards should be created to ensure that development meets 
the character and feel that the city is aiming for. This has the secondary effect 
of allowing potential developers to have a sense of what the city is expecting 
in terms of design. These standards can include: landscape requirements, 
building setbacks, materials, sidewalk widths, parking standards, building 
heights, exterior lighting, and beyond. 

HIGH-QUALITY HOUSING OPTIONS SIDEBAR

New housing within the Downtown district should maintain a consistent character and adhere to strict, 
high-quality construction standards. The following examples illustrate that variations of housing types 
do not necessarily mean variations in housing quality. 

Traditional single-family Duplex Townhomes

Traditional single-family small lot Patio homes, zero lot lines Multi-use residential building

25



City of Independence, Ohio

APPROACH

Realizing the vision for Downtown 
Independence will require a 
coordinated set of steps involving 
the public and private sectors. 
The actions suggested represent 
a long-term approach. They have 
been grounded in the realities of the 
market but also suggest continued 
transformation beyond the more 
predictable five-year market horizon. 

The strategies were developed to 
help realize the vision for Downtown. 
This was distilled through a set 
of conversations with the public, 
stakeholders, and leaders that 
represent the community’s hopes 
and wishes for Downtown. 

A set of physical and policy-
based recommendations have 
been prepared to achieve this 
transformation. The physical 
recommendations include items 
such as streetscape improvements 
along Brecksville Road and the 
incorporation of more park space. 
Policy recommendations address 
the regulatory and market hurdles 
that Downtown could face when 
implementing the plan. Finally, the 
development concept for Downtown 
illustrates the future character 
of the area’s sub-districts and 
envisions a final transformation if the 
recommendations were followed. 

7. Implement the Downtown  
development concept

Downtown should emerge as a vibrant and competitive 
town center that attracts residents and visitors, and 
captures the spirit of the community. The district will 
consider the form of development just as closely as 
its function. Great care will be taken to ensure that 
new buildings meet the character of a traditional 
downtown and bolster the reputation of the district 
as the vibrant community center. Housing will play a 
critical role in this transformation. A range of options 
will be included, helping to build a captive market 
for retailers along Brecksville Road. Improvements 
to the streetscape will calm traffic and provide a 
more enjoyable and safe experience for pedestrians. 
Commercial investment will seek to leverage proximate 
assets to the downtown, including the 20,000+ 
workers along Rockside Road and the Cuyahoga 
Valley National Park. In all, the Downtown area will 
transform into a walkable and vibrant town center that 
serves residents, and attracts visitors to and from the 
Cuyahoga Valley National Park.

“Let’s make Downtown a desirable place to go so people that work in town will stay 
and spend money to uplift the area and create a more active city and strong economy”  

-public workshop participant
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DEVELOPMENT CONCEPT

The development concept for Downtown 
Independence provides a framework 
for future investment. The concept was 
developed to capture the community’s 
vision for the district and provide a tool for 
the plan’s implementation. Different from a 
more rigid site plan, the concept visualizes 
a possible future for the area should the 
recommendations be fully realized. It is 
intended to inspire future development or 
redevelopment but is not the only preferred 
scenario. 

The development concept proposes a mix 
of development types (character areas)
integrated into the existing street network 
through new connections. At the center, the 
“Core” character area hosts the greatest 
mix of uses at the highest density. Moving 
away from Brecksville Road, the intensity of 
development decreases and the mix of uses 
gives way to more traditional single-family 
housing and open space. Several parcels with 
existing development have been included in 
the planning area. It is not the intention of the 
plan or the city to force any redevelopment in 
Downtown but to identify future uses should 
the parcels transition over time. 

DEVELOPMENT INTENT

1 Develop a mixed-use district to serve as 
the heart of the community

2 Establish a street network to improve 
circulation

3 Improve the streetscape of Brecksville 
Road for pedestrian and vehicular traffic

4 Offer a diverse set of new residential 
opportunities for future and existing 
residents of Independence

5 Increase the Downtown housing base to 
support future retail

Enhancement of the Brecksville Road corridor will not only 
improve pedestrian connectivity, but also calm traffic and 
provide a sense of place within Downtown Independence.

27



Downtown Development Concept

N

Central  
Green  
Space

Central Green  
Space
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POSITIONED FOR SUCCESS

Downtown Independence is well positioned to fully realize the 
transformation called for in its vision. This is due to several factors: 

Consolidated land ownership. The city and several churches own over 50 percent of 
the land mass in the Downtown planning area. Consolidation of ownership means that 
transition or redevelopment can happen quicker and with fewer acquisitions. 

Large undeveloped, non-constrained areas. The planning area includes large 
swathes of undeveloped land, especially south of Stone Road. This land is relatively 
flat and dry, making development a simpler process.  

Latent market demand. The market analysis of the Downtown planning area 
identified a latent demand for housing designed to appeal to empty nesters and young 
professionals, and expanded retail and commercial space over the next five years. 

Community support. Through the public process for the 2013 Economic 
Development Strategic Plan and the public workshop for the Area Planning process, 
the community has shown strong support for the development of a more vibrant and 
walkable downtown.

daytime population for 
the city of independence

20,000
distance to the  

cuyahoga valley national park

miles1.5
new residential  

blocks

11

THE FUTURE FOR DOWNTOWN INDEPENDENCE

The diagram to the left illustrates one concept for the future 
development of Downtown. This long-term scenario breaks 
the 90 acres into multiple new blocks that are connected by 
existing and proposed streets. Each block has been assigned a 
development character type. These character types are places 
in the built environment that share similar characteristics 
in their function and form. In a character area, the scale of 
buildings and the sizes of lots are similar. The relationship 
of buildings to each other and to the streets, along with the 
pattern of the streets themselves, are consistent. The future 
character areas for Downtown Independence will be explored 
in further detail, but include the following below: 

THE CORE (DOWNTOWN)

A vibrant gathering place at the 
center of the city with a mix of 
diverse uses

MIXED DENSITY RESIDENTIAL

An integrated mix of homes and 
townhomes on small lots

TRADITIONAL NEIGHBORHOOD

A single-family residential 
district with diverse housing 
types on small lots

PROFESSIONAL HOME OFFICE

A residential district that allows 
professional offices within 
dwellings

acres~90
total size of the  

downtown  
planning area

40,000 sq ft 
potential commercial 

space over the next 
five years (2014-2019)
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CORE (DOWNTOWN)

The Core (Downtown) character type contains the highest density and 
greatest diversity of uses. These areas incorporate a mix of small and medium 
sized commercial and office uses, residential units, and retail uses (including 
shopping and dining). The building pattern and mix of uses increases the 
walkability of the district. In the Core (Downtown) character type all first floor 
uses (retail or commercial) interact with the street to create an engaging and 
dynamic environment. Uses on above ground floors include small office and 
residential. Parking is provided behind the building.

KEY CHARACTERISTICS

•	 Vibrant gathering place at the center of 
the city with a mix of diverse uses

•	 Small blocks with a streetscape designed 
to encourage pedestrian activity

•	 Vertical mix of uses within buildings 
including primarily commercial space on 
the ground level with residential or office 
above

•	 Parking is masked from the street
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MIXED DENSITY RESIDENTIAL

The Mixed Density Residential character type is an area reserved for 
varying densities of housing in close proximity to the commercial core. A 
mix of housing types are permitted. This includes single-family, duplex or 
townhouses. Access to the units is provided from the street or garages hidden 
behind buildings. Central passive park spaces are shared by residents, and 
allow for smaller personal yards. An emphasis is placed on street design with 
high quality street furniture (including lighting, benches, etc), wide sidewalks, 
street trees and landscaping, and on-street parking throughout.  

KEY CHARACTERISTICS

•	 An integrated mix of homes on 
small lots and townhomes

•	 Walkable and adjacent to downtown

•	 Density generally decreases with 
distance from commercial uses

•	 Grid-like street pattern with access 
corridors through blocks 
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TRADITIONAL NEIGHBORHOOD

The Traditional Neighborhood character type is reserved for single-family 
residential uses of varying sizes and styles. The supporting street network for 
the neighborhood is a more traditional grid pattern with garages in the rear of 
buildings. Central passive park spaces are shared by residents, and allow for 
smaller personal yards. Civic and community facilities are also integrated into 
the neighborhood. An emphasis is placed on street design with high quality 
street furniture (including lighting, benches, etc), wide sidewalks, street trees 
and landscaping, and on-street parking throughout.  Access into and out-of 
the neighborhood is provided at multiple intersections. 

KEY CHARACTERISTICS

•	 Single-family houses on small lots 
with a diversity of architectural styles 
and sizes. Various housing types and 
other uses may exist together on the 
same block

•	 Adjacent to or within a walkable 
proximity to the downtown center

•	 Extensive sidewalk network

•	 Civic or community facilities such 
as schools and churches can be 
integrated into the neighborhood
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PROFESSIONAL HOME OFFICE

The Professional Home Office character area maintains the appearance of an 
existing single-family neighborhood while widening the list of allowable uses 
to include limited commercial activity. Appropriate uses within the district 
are limited to professional offices that include small businesses and medical 
or other daytime, low-impact users. The home office classification allows for 
the rehabilitation of historic homes, but not for the construction of new non-
residential structures such as office buildings. Potential new businesses within 
the district would need to be evaluated based on their potential parking needs, 
as large parking lots would not be permissible. In the development concept 
for Downtown Independence the Professional Home Office character area is 
recommended along the east side of the town square. 

KEY CHARACTERISTICS

•	 Professional offices allowed within 
existing residential structures

•	 Could accommodate office or 
medical tenants

•	 Historic structures are preserved

•	 Character and structure of existing 
single-family homes would not be 
altered

•	 Minimal signage allowed for office 
tenants
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A phased approach to the transformation of Downtown 
Independence would rely on strong development regulations 
and a slow aggregation of development phases. 

A LONG-TERM APPROACH

It is clear that the full realization of the 
vision for Downtown Independence 
will take place over a series of 
development phases. The scale of the 
project and the realities of the short-
term (five year) market demands insist 
on a phased approach to development. 

The image to the right illustrates 
two proposed initial phases scaled 
to meet the short term demands of 
market and initiate the development 
process. Beginning with the  former 
middle school site, the rendering 
shows three new mixed-use buildings 
lining Brecksville Road. Further 
east, the mixed-density residential 
neighborhood has been developed 
along with several surface parking lots. 

The phased approach to development 
relies heavily on strong development 
regulations which, through the zoning 
code, enforce a development pattern 
that matches the vision for Downtown. 
A gradual development approach 
allows a single developer or multiple 
developers to invest in the planning 
area.
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The Process
The Area Planning process for the City of Independence took place over an eight-month period. The final results of the process represent a 
blending of conclusions drawn from technical research and the intuition and expertise of local stakeholders and the community at large. 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

•	 Results from two public planning workshops - The planning 
process included two rounds of community meetings where 
participants were able to review the findings and share their 
thoughts on the direction of the area plans. 

•	 Work of the Planning Committee - The process was led by 
a fourteen-member Planning Committee representative of a 
wide range of community interests

•	 Stakeholder Interviews - Dozens of interviews were 
conducted with key stakeholders including land developers, 
politicians, business owners, citizens, and others. 

CITY COUNCIL

City Council participated in two work 
sessions where they shared their ideas 
and direction for the planning areas. 

THE AREA PLANS

The final plans include the intuition of 
the public, the direction of leadership, 
and the technical understanding of the 
planning team and its research. 

TECHNICAL RESEARCH

•	 Analysis of existing physical and market conditions - The 
planning team gathered data and performed an analysis of 
the key physical and economic conditions and trends. 

•	 Review of existing development regulations - The city’s 
existing code was critically reviewed to identify opportunities 
and possible limitations.

•	 Review of existing planning material - The planning team 
gathered all relevant past plans and reviewed for key content. 

•	 Mapping of key environmental constraints - Each of the 
planning areas environmental constraints were mapped using 
GIS. 
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Context Map
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East Pleasant Valley Road Area Plan

Purpose

The Area Planning process for the City of Independence was 
initiated as a key action of the Economic Development Strategic Plan 
completed in 2013. The Strategic Plan called for area plans, design 
improvements, and market analysis for the major non-residential 
areas of Independence, including Downtown, Rockside Road Corridor, 
Community Campus, Cloverleaf, and East Pleasant Valley Road. The 
Area Plans are a method for achieving the community’s goals through 
deliberate action. The plans have identified physical and market 
conditions, exposed development constraints, and proposed high-
level recommendations for long-term improvement. 

East Pleasant Valley Today 

The East Pleasant Valley Road Corridor is 
an important working district for the city 
and is home to a number of key employers. 
With buildings set back from the road, the 
area includes a mix of large structures with 
warehousing, light manufacturing, and office 
uses. The combination of these uses and 
natural spaces makes this district unique to 
the region. It’s proximity to the Cuyahoga 
Valley National Park is an additional asset 
that could be leveraged. In all, the corridor is 
healthy, but lacks a cohesive, recognizable 
identity for marketing and promotion. 

The purpose of the area plan is to:

1 Enhance the quality of life for 
current and future residents

2 Provide long-term fiscal 
strength

3 Create environments 
that attract high-paying 
jobs 

4 Address the demand for 
housing options

5 Diversify the tax base with 
new opportunities 

KEY FINDINGS

Large building footprints 
throughout the area

Large building 
footprints contribute 

to substantial amounts 
of impervious surfaces 

within the area.

average building 
square footage

93,934
Aging building stock

As new tenants relocate to 
the area, existing facilities 
typically require updates 

and renovations. 

average year of 
building construction

1975

Distinct area created through 
similar zoning pattern

Zoning throughout the 
area has led to a cohesive 
appearance with similar 
building types, setbacks, 

and intensity of uses.

percent of acreage zoned 
light manufacturing

91%
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The Vision for East Pleasant Valley Road 

The East Pleasant Valley Road corridor will be 
strengthened as a key center for business that 
improves the overall fiscal health of the city. Through 
enhancements to the area’s aesthetics and identity, 
the corridor can be effectively marketed to minimize 
vacancy and improve the environment for workers. 
There are great opportunities within the corridor to 
create new recreational uses such as trails and open 
space. These should be explored and strategically 
implemented. 

Overall Recommendations
1 Improve the streetscape and 

general aesthetics along East 
Pleasant Valley Road
Lighting, landscaping, and pedestrian 
amenities, along with strict code 
enforcement, can help to build a safer 
corridor for pedestrians and a more 
beautiful area for the city.

2 Review or develop creative 
incentives to fill existing or 
future vacancies
Financial incentive packages are 
a standard method for attracting 
new investment into vacant or 
underdeveloped areas of a city.

3 Market an industrial campus for 
remaining undeveloped parcels
While future opportunities for 
redevelopment may emerge, these sites 
are logical development options for the 
near-term.

4 Explore recreational and open 
space opportunities
To take advantage of its natural setting 
and proximity to the Cuyahoga Valley 
National Park, the city should consider 
strategies to strengthen the connection 
of the area to the park and regional  
trail system.

5 Develop a unique brand for the 
corridor reinforced through 
physical signage and marketing 
materials
The corridor should cultivate an identity 
based on the unique characteristics that 
distinguish it from other commercial 
areas within the city and throughout the 
region.
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The following chapter provides an analysis of the key existing physical, 
character, and economic conditions and trends within the planning 

area. These findings were developed through field analysis, mapping 
and research. The results of these findings, along with the information 
received through stakeholder interviews and public workshops, serve 

as the foundation for the planning area recommendations. 

Findings and Analysis
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Background and Context
The corridor is located south of downtown and 
features a mix of commercial offices and light 
industrial spaces on wooded lots. Many of the 
buildings are situated towards the rear of the parcel, 
away from the roadway, but all feature visible road 
signage. Structures range from large warehouses to 
small offices offering a wide range of opportunities for 
growth.

The connection between Independence and Valley 
View was completed in 1958. The connection of  
East Pleasant Valley Road to Alexander Road in  
Valley View cost $2.8 million when it was completed 
in 1958. The project included a 2.5 mile extension of  
the road across the Cuyahoga River, acting as a key  
east/west connection across the natural boundary  
of the river. 

Previous citywide plans envisioned this area 
developed with a mix of office, laboratories, and 
light manufacturing uses. There have been two 
land use plans created for the City of Independence, 
completed in 1980 and 1997. Each study included the 
East Pleasant Valley Road corridor and envisioned the 
area filled with commercial and light industrial uses. 
To this end, much of the planning that was discussed 
has been fulfilled.

Planning for the future of the corridor is important, 
as there are several opportunities for expansion. 
These opportunities vary from existing building 
expansion, to warehouse renovations, as well as 
affording incentives towards new leases. Thus 
maximizing the potential return for the corridor.

sq ft93,934
average building size

Many large buildings with 
interior manufacturing and 

warehousing

%91
percentage of 

parcels zoned light 
manufacturing

A majority of parcels are zoned 
 for light industrial uses

400
total employees of 

kichler lighting

Buildings are 40 years  
old on average

average year structures were 
built along the corridor

1975

The corridor includes parcels 
bordering East Pleasant Valley 

Road and Rio Nero Drive

total size of  
the corridor

~239 ac

Home to one of the 
city’s largest employers

The 2.5 mile East 
Pleasant Valley Road 
connection between 
Independence and 
Valley View was 
completed in 1958. 
The corridor is now 
home to one of the 
city’s largest private 
employers, Kichler 
Lighting, as well as 
several other large 
employers. 

+
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Existing Land Use
The planning area is 239 acres divided into 28 
parcels. The majority of which (208 acres, 87%) is 
zoned as ‘Light Manufacturing’ (U-5A) with a small 
portion (21 acres, 9%) zoned as ‘Office Buildings 
and Laboratories’ (U-5). There are three vacant 
parcels totaling 46.9 acres currently zoned as light 
manufacturing. Most of the developable acreage is on 
one 38 acre site, located on the cul-de-sac occupied 
by Heidelberg Distributors.

Buildings along the corridor are typically between 
two and three stories with surface parking along the 
side of the structure. Many of the properties’ parking 
lots are not visible from the roadway, but most have 
abundant spaces available. Several of the properties 
have significant topography and were forced to 
construct retaining walls to achieve their desired 
building footprint. The buildings are generally set  
back from the roadway at least 50 yards and are 
visible through a buffer of trees. The Canadian 
Standards Association, in particular, is very secluded 
in an area set back from the road, and features a 
property surrounded by a wooded ravine providing 
privacy and scenery for the building. 

East Pleasant Valley Road is currently a three-lane 
paved roadway with a center turn lane, surrounded 
by large deciduous trees. Driving eastward from 
Brecksville Road there is a small vista as travelers 
drive downhill towards the Cuyahoga River. A speed 
limit of 35 mph slows traffic, however, the roadway’s 
design seems to promote higher speeds. With 
substantial building set backs, visitors are dependent 
upon signage visible from the roadway for wayfinding. 
The existing signage varies in size and location from 
parcel to parcel with the effectiveness varying from 
one sign to the next. Sidewalks line both sides of the 
corridor and fluctuate from zero to 15 feet away from 
the curb.

Similar lot size and roadway frontages have 
provided a fairly consistent density and aesthetic. 
There are a few select parcels which are much larger 
than others. Specifically, Kichler, Canadian Standards 
Association, and Heidelberg Distributors are located 
on parcels that are at least ten acres in size, compared 
to the average size of one acre for surrounding 
parcels. Even still, the general density of buildings 
along the corridor is fairly consistent.

Existing vegetation and topographical features 
have limited and directed development along the 
corridor. Several businesses required large retaining 
walls to allow for the appropriate number of parking 
spaces within a site. Many of the sites are located on 
wooded lots featuring both deciduous and coniferous 
trees. Specifically, the property of Canadian Standards 
Associated has a campus feel with a long driveway 
leading up to the main structure. Topography of 
the East Pleasant Valley Road area includes several 
ravines as well as a general slope towards the 
Cuyahoga River. This has caused nearly all properties 
to be regraded prior to construction.

Significant recent investment in infrastructure. 
In 2015 the city completed an improvement project 
along the length of East Pleasant Valley Road through 
the planning area. This project replaced existing water 
and sewer utilities, built new sidewalks, and created 
a conduit or pull box system for a future initiative to 
provide fiber-optic lines to area businesses. The full 
project scope is discussed in the following section.

2015 WIDENING PROJECT

Over the 2015 construction season, the 
city widened East Pleasant Valley Road and 
improved or replaced much of the existing 
infrastructure. The work plan included: 

•	 New water main (and new water service 
lines for the businesses between the 
main through to and including new water 
meters/vaults)

•	 Installation of a new gas main

•	 New Storm Sewers

•	 Improved and expanded sidewalks

•	 New curbs and drive aprons

•	 Installation of a conduit/pull box system 
able to house fiber-optic lines

•	 Road widening and rehabilitation and 
resurfacing
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Development Constraints
For the few parcels that are undeveloped there 
are several development constraints. The greatest 
limitation is topography, with slopes exceeding 
30% in a large amount of the available acreage. 
Approximately 25 acres of the available 47 acres 
could accommodate any facilities without extensive 
grading efforts. The largest available parcel is more 
than 38 acres in size but it lacks East Pleasant Valley 
Road frontage while maintaining direct roadway 
access.

Ownership Patterns
Corporations and LLC’s comprise the majority of 
property owners. Many of the current tenants are not 
the original owners of the structures, as a number of 
buildings were constructed in the mid-1960s. There 
has been sparse new construction along East Pleasant 
Valley Road since 2002. While some of the existing 
structures have recently had interior upgrades, and 
two have completed considerable renovations, many 
structures are still in need of remodeling. These are 
key limitations to several vacant structures along the 
corridor.

I400
Feet

LEGEND

I250
Feet

I250
Feet

Area Constrained from Development

Study Area Boundary

Total Acreage 239

Constrained 59

Slope 58

Wetland 1

Non-Constrained 180

Percentage Developable 75%

ENVIRONMENTAL CONSTRAINTS

Development Constraints Map
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Market Analysis
Food manufacturing, catering, and distribution 
activity have a location advantage within the East 
Pleasant Valley Road corridor. The corridor offers 
easy on/off access to the interstate highway system, 
thus avoiding traffic-congested commercial areas 
along Rockside Road. The planning area provides 
an attractive corridor that attracts a broad range of 
office, research and development, distribution, and 
light industrial uses. The topographical features and 
abundance of plant material provide a backdrop to the 
area which is appealing to commuters and employees.

NOTES FROM THE COMMUNITY WORKSHOPS

As a component of the Area Planning process, two community planning workshops 
were held to understand the public’s vision for the planning areas. The conversations 
and collected comments offered several themes for the future of each planning area. 
These include: 

•	 Maintain and preserve the beautiful, 
natural aesthetics of the corridor for 
future generations

•	 Add biking and hiking trails, improve 
sidewalks for pedestrians, and build 
a better connection to the Cuyahoga 
Valley National Park

•	 Consider better access and expanded 
options for public transportation 
along the corridor

•	 Use design and marketing to create a 
more cohesive area

There is one completely vacant and five partially 
vacant multi-tenant buildings. As the existing 
structures continue to age, their building classification 
will start to decline. Several structures have been re-
listed as Class B, while some of the newer structures 
continue to be listed as Class A. The corridor offers 
a wide variety of building sizes in light industrial and 
office spaces. Building footprints range from over 
600,000 sq ft down to 19,000 sq ft and average 
approximately 93,000 sq ft in size. There is a similar 
range in the cost per square foot of buildings with 
approximate rates of $20/sq ft on average.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The following chapter outlines a set of key physical and policy 
recommendations for the East Pleasant Valley Road corridor within 
Independence. The collective aim of these actions is to produce a 
stronger, more resilient corridor that serves as a fiscal asset to the 
City of Independence, and provides a more diverse, amenity rich area 
for residents and workers. The recommendations are both physical, 
including strategies to promote development and redevelopment; and 
policy driven, including recommendations for legislative action. Each 
high-level recommendation includes several targeted strategies for 
achieving the larger objective. 

1 Improve the streetscape and general  
aesthetics along East Pleasant Valley Road
Lighting, landscaping, and pedestrian amenities, along with strict 
code enforcement, can help to build a safer corridor for pedestrians 
and a more beautiful area for the city. 

2 Review or develop creative incentives  
to fill existing or future vacancies
Financial incentive packages are a standard method for attracting 
new investment into vacant or underdeveloped areas of a city.

3 Market an industrial campus for  
the remaining undeveloped parcels
While future opportunities for redevelopment may emerge, these 
sites are logical development options for the near-term.

4 Explore recreational and open space opportunities
To take advantage of its natural setting and proximity to the 
Cuyahoga Valley National Park, the city should consider strategies to 
strengthen the connection between the planning area and the park, 
as well as the regional trail system.

5 Develop a unique brand for the corridor reinforced 
through physical signage and marketing materials
The corridor should cultivate an identity based on the unique 
characteristics that distinguish it from other commercial districts 
within the city and throughout the region.

16
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1. Improve the streetscape and 
general aesthetics along East 
Pleasant Valley Road
The 2015 East Pleasant Valley Road widening 
project will improve the flow of traffic 
through the corridor as well as repave and 
rehabilitate its surface. Additional projects 
should be considered to improve the overall 
aesthetics and streetscape of the corridor 
in the future. Lighting, landscaping, and 
pedestrian amenities, along with strict 
code enforcement, can help to build a safer 
corridor for pedestrians and a more beautiful 
area for the city.

STRATEGIES

1. Introduce and standardize lighting along 
the corridor 
There are currently no pedestrian street lights 
along East Pleasant Valley Road. Given its 
high traffic volumes, multiple curb cuts, and 
sidewalks, consistent street lighting should be 
implemented to improve the visibility of vehicles 
and pedestrians and to improve the overall safety 
of the corridor. Light posts offer an additional 
opportunity to improve the general aesthetics 
of the area and could include banner signage, 
planters, or other decorative features. 

2. Strictly enforce existing building codes 
and standards  
As a light industrial corridor, it’s important 
that codes and standards for construction and 
operation are closely monitored. Existing building 
owners and operators have generally conformed 
closely with existing standards, but given the 
nature of their operations, ongoing oversight will 
be essential. 

3. Introduce crosswalks at lighted 
intersections 
Sidewalks line the majority of the corridor running 
from Brecksville Road toward the Cuyahoga 
Valley National Park. There are, however, no 
marked crosswalks along the corridor. The city 
could improve pedestrian mobility and safety 
by creating a marked and signaled crosswalk 

at the lighted entrance to the Kichler Lighting 
facility. This would improve the safety of crossing 
pedestrians and further incentivize the use of 
Kichler’s public cafeteria by other employees 
along the corridor. 

4. Plant street trees at regular intervals 
along the right-of-way 
One of the great assets of the East Pleasant 
Valley Road Corridor is its natural setting. Close 
to 40%, or roughly 90 acres, of the planning 
area is forested. The code-dictated spacing 
of development has allowed large swathes of 
trees to remain standing. Business and property 
owners have commented on the rarity of a 
light industrial area with such abundant natural 
scenery. The city can help strengthen this  
image and improve the canopy cover by 
implementing a tree-planting campaign along 
its right-of-way, especially targeting parcels with 
minimal tree coverage. 

INDUSTRIAL STREETSCAPES

The existing landscape could be expanded 
upon by taking on the opportunity afforded 
by a regime of hardy plant and hardscape 
materials. Specific street tree species 
should be selected for their salt tolerance 
and large truck clearance. Sidewalk and 
curb materials should be able to withstand 
standard truck tires. These areas could also 
take advantage of the large amounts of 
storm water which are produced through 
the use of drainage swales along roadways, 
rain gardens, or types of impermeable 
pavers within large lots.

photo by San Leandro Business Center

photo by Santa Monica Bay Restoration Commission
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2. Review or develop creative 
incentives to fill existing or 
future vacancies
Targeted financial incentive packages are 
a standard method for attracting new 
investment into vacant or underdeveloped 
areas of a city. The City of Independence has 
been tremendously successful in attracting 
and retaining businesses within each of 
its commercial areas by deploying a set of 
sensible and fair incentive packages targeted 
at deserving employers. These have included 
performance-based packages, grants, land 
write-down, infrastructure extensions, and 
more. This responsive and tailored approach 
to incentive delivery has helped the city win 
battles for high-profile employers such as the 
Cavaliers Practice Facility and the Cleveland 
Clinic Foundation Business Operations 
Center. Working with employers of varying 
sizes across multiple industries has allowed 
Independence to capture and retain a diverse 
portfolio of businesses. This makes the city 
more resilient to recession and has secured 
its fiscal health. 

Vacancies within the East Pleasant Valley 
Road corridor are unique when compared 
with other commercial districts in the city. 
Light industrial structures may be built 

for a very specific user, making re-use 
of vacant buildings challenging. The city 
should consider this additional hurdle when 
recruiting future businesses and develop 
incentive packages specific to the corridor. 

STRATEGIES

1. Evaluate existing incentives  
The city’s Economic Development Department 
should consider a regular review of its current 
incentive initiatives to evaluate their effectiveness 
within the East Pleasant Valley Road planning 
area. The strategies employed for attracting or 
retaining tenants should be calibrated to the 
area’s targeted sectors. To do so, the department 
should review its recent “wins” and “losses” 
in recruitment or retention to identify the 
determining factors in the decision. 

2. Include a case study for the East 
Pleasant Valley Road corridor on the 
city’s Economic Development webpage
The Economic Development Department 
maintains a set of case studies as part of its 
promotional material. It should use its evaluation 
process to develop a new case study of a business 
along the East Pleasant Valley Road corridor. 
The study should focus on the accommodations 
extended to the business that attracted them to 
Independence. It should describe the ongoing 
relationship between the tenant and the city and 
highlight the key advantages of the area. The 
case study should focus on the versatility of the 
corridor and reinforce its identity.

3. Target key sectors identified through  
the 2013 Economic Development 
Strategic Plan 
The Strategic Plan identified a set of six major 
industry sectors for which Independence 
may have a competitive advantage. The food 
manufacturing and catering sector (NAICS codes 
311 and 312) was identified in the report as a 
target growth sector especially well-suited for 
the East Pleasant Valley Road corridor. Small, 
independent, or boutique food companies that 
have both production and regional distribution 
needs focused in Northeast Ohio would be an 
ideal user for the corridor. The area offers easy 
on/off access to the interstates and is centrally 
located to serve a regional market.

4. Survey business owners  
With growing competition in the region, it is 
increasingly important for the city to understand 
the needs, concerns, and expectations of its 
business owners. The East Pleasant Valley 
Road corridor is no different. The Economic 
Development Department should consider an 
annual survey of key stakeholders (business 
operators, landowners, etc) along the corridor  
to understand their evolving needs. The  
survey could be used as a tool to evaluate 
physical projects, policy initiatives, and other 
future actions.
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5. Survey employees  
An additional survey should be extended 
specifically to workers within the planning area, 
as their views on principal issues may differ from 
their leadership. 

6. Launch an annual meeting for 
neighborhood businesses 
A neighborhood meeting could be co-hosted 
annually by the city and a rotating business along 
the corridor. Businesses, landowners, and key 
stakeholders would all be invited to share their 
progress over the year and develop strategies 
for strengthening the area in the future. The 
city could use the meeting as an opportunity 
to test new initiatives and projects, and gather 
direct feedback from businesses. The meeting 
could help to unite the corridor as a distinct and 
identifiable area, and improve the relationship 
between the private and public actors. 

3. Market an industrial campus 
for remaining undeveloped 
parcels 
The East Pleasant Valley Road corridor has 
very few undeveloped parcels remaining. Of 
the roughly 240 acres within the planning 
area, only two parcels, totaling just over 46 
acres, remain undeveloped. While future 
opportunities for redevelopment may 
emerge, these sites are logical development 
options for the near-term. The city should 
explore creative methods for marketing these 
available sites, both regionally and nationally, 
to develop them with a productive and 
conforming use.

STRATEGIES

1. Work with Heidelberg Distributing to 
understand their long-term plans
The largest undeveloped parcel within the district 
is adjacent to the Heidelberg Distributing facility. 
This 38-acre site could be considered by the 
distributor if it chooses to expand its current 
operation. The site has environmental constraints 
related to severe slope and wetland areas; 
however, these could be mitigated to provide a 
large, central space for development. The city 
should work with Heidelberg to understand 
the organization’s long-term plans for its site. 
If there is limited interest in the parcel, the city 
should consider highlighting it on its website and 
targeted promotional materials. 

2. Develop a marketing package 
highlighting the planning area for 
prospective businesses  
As a component of the branding process, the 
city’s Economic Development Department should 
prepare a marketing package highlighting the 
key advantages of the East Pleasant Valley Road 
corridor. The package could be organized in a 
number of ways, but should include: 

•	 A brief overview of the city’s advantages
•	 An introduction to the EPV corridor
•	 An overview of the area’s advantages, 

including available incentives
•	 Case studies and testimonials
•	 Recommended development or 

redevelopment sites

Additionally, the package should be adaptable to 
varying forms of media (print, online, long-form, 
short-form, etc).

3. List available parcels with the JobsOhio 
InSite application and other comparable 
webtools 
JobsOhio is a state-wide, non-profit, private-
sector organization that helps businesses 
relocate and expand throughout Ohio. In 
collaboration with TeamNEO, the organization 
maintains a list of buildings and sites available 
within Northeast Ohio. The city could better 
utilize this in combination with its existing tools 
to provide broader exposure for its available sites 
and leverage regional development organizations. 
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4. Explore recreational and 
open space opportunities
The East Pleasant Valley Road corridor 
borders the Cuyahoga Valley National Park. 
This proximity creates an interaction that 
should be leveraged as an amenity for the 
area. The city should consider strategies to 
strengthen this connection. Projects could 
improve the physical connection between 
the corridor and park, or explore new open 
space opportunities in appropriate locations 
throughout the planning area. 

STRATEGIES

1. Work with Cuyahoga Valley National 
Park to explore a passive recreation area 
in the far east of the planning area 
A roughly 10 acre parcel just east of the planning 
area and north of East Pleasant Valley Road offers 
a unique opportunity for collaboration between 
the city and the Cuyahoga Valley National Park. 
If connected via a new trail, the area would 
represent an entrance point into the community 
along the Towpath. The site is used informally 
today as a sledding hill. Through a partnership 
with the National Park Service, the city could 
develop a mechanism for regulating activity on 
the site and improving safety and access. This 
action could have the added effect of improving 
the interaction between the city and the National 
Park, and potentially spur future collaborations. 

2. Connect the corridor to the regional trail 
network with a new multi-use path
The Cleveland region maintains well over 100 
miles of paved multi-use trails connecting 
suburban communities with downtown 
Cleveland. One key corridor, the Towpath Trail, 
runs along the Ohio and Erie Canal adjacent to 
Independence. This path connects the city with 
downtown Cleveland and is part of the larger 
Ohio-to-Erie trail system, a trail from Cincinnati 
to Cleveland. The city’s proximity to this trail 
is a unique asset and should be leveraged by 
exploring a trail connection through the East 
Pleasant Valley Road corridor. 

It’s understood that such a connection would 
be expensive considering the need to build a 
bridge over the Cuyahoga River. Should this 
cost preclude such a connection, the city should 
consider a circular multi-use path behind the 
existing businesses on the north side of the road. 
This circular path would serve employees and 
visitors to the area in the near term and could 
be developed in such a way to allow a future 
connection east to the Towpath or north to the 
Hemlock Creek Trail. 

OHIO & ERIE CANAL 

TOWPATH TRAIL

Covering over 85 miles and 
connecting four county 
populations, the Towpath 
Trail offers a valuable 
recreational amenity to the 
region. Using the historic 
framework established by the 
Ohio and Erie Canals, the trail 
offers many opportunities 
such as: hiking biking, birding, 
kayaking, horseback riding, 
running, and canoeing. With 
50 trailheads, there are ample 
opportunities to access 
communities along the trail. 

Following a trade route 
which dates back to 1827, 
the trail will span over 100 
miles when it achieves its 
fully planned vision. The 
Towpath Trail partners 
with organizations such 
as; Cleveland Metroparks, 
Summit Metroparks, Stark 
Parks, Tuscawaras County 
Park Department and the 
Cuyahoga Valley National 
Park. These partnerships 
ensure the longevity and 
success of the trail.
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5. Develop a unique brand for 
the corridor reinforced through 
physical signage and marketing 
efforts
The East Pleasant Valley Road corridor 
should cultivate an identity based on the 
unique characteristics that distinguish it from 
other commercial areas within the city and 
throughout the region. The corridor’s identity, 
or brand, would provide a useful reference 
point for marketing materials and internal/
external promotion. A fundamental step in 
the process would include the development 
of a name or moniker that matches the 
planning area’s character. 

STRATEGIES

1. Develop the East Pleasant Valley Road 
corridor brand 
Identifying the essence: The city should engage a 
small group of stakeholders in a work session to 
identify the core characteristics of East Pleasant 
Valley Road that distinguish it from other 
industrial parks within the region. Considering its 
uses, the corridor is extraordinarily unique. It’s 
natural setting combined with its accessibility 
and regional centrality make it a desirable choice 
for light manufacturing, flexible office, or research 
and laboratory uses.  

Developing the Name: The current reference to 
the planning area as the “East Pleasant Valley 
Road corridor” does not adequately distinguish 
it from other commercial areas within the city or 
region, and does not clearly outline its geography. 
Because the name references a thoroughfare, it’s 
unclear which parcels are included, and which 
are not. A brand, of course, is much more than 
a name, but by first distinguishing the area with 
a unique label, the city can establish marketing 
material which promote the key characteristics of 
the corridor and increase the area’s exposure. 

Implementing the brand: The city and Economic 
Development Department have an opportunity 
to aggressively promote the newly branded 
area through the community’s website and 
across other regional economic development 
organizations.

2. Establish gateway features at each end 
of the corridor
Establishing a definable “place” will be an 
important element of the planning and marketing 
efforts for the East Pleasant Valley Road corridor. 
Gateway locations provide the first visual cues 
for people travelling through the area. Features 
and entry signs should be designed in a manner 
that coordinates with the city and the planning 
area’s identity, and provide an attractive first 
impression. 

3. Develop wayfinding signage 
requirements that improve the 
consistency of signs along the corridor 
and reinforce the brand  
Consistent wayfinding signage should be 
implemented across the corridor to reduce 
visual clutter and support the area’s brand. 
Implementation of unique street signs and other 
directional wayfinding signs within the planning 
area should clearly and succinctly provide 
direction with the same level of character as 
major gateway signs. Private signage should 
be encouraged to conform to the same general 
design parameters through financial support or 
other incentives. 

Clover Island Gateway

The Gateway Arch serves as an entry point to the 
community of Port Kennewick, Washington. The painted 
iron beam spans the two lane entrance and rises 28 feet. 

It serves as a focal point for the community which lies 
behind it and has historical ties to the downtown.
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The Process
The Area Planning process for the City of Independence took place over an eight-month period. The final results of the process represent a 
blending of conclusions drawn from technical research and the intuition and expertise of local stakeholders and the community at large. 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

•	 Results from two public planning workshops - The planning 
process included two rounds of community meetings where 
participants were able to review the findings and share their 
thoughts on the direction of the area plans. 

•	 Work of the Planning Committee - The process was led by 
a fourteen-member Planning Committee representative of a 
wide range of community interests

•	 Stakeholder Interviews - Dozens of interviews were 
conducted with key stakeholders including land developers, 
politicians, business owners, citizens, and others. 

CITY COUNCIL

City Council participated in two work 
sessions where they shared their ideas 
and direction for the planning areas. 

THE AREA PLANS

The final plans include the intuition of 
the public, the direction of leadership, 
and the technical understanding of the 
planning team and its research. 

TECHNICAL RESEARCH

•	 Analysis of existing physical and market conditions - The 
planning team gathered data and performed an analysis of 
the key physical and economic conditions and trends. 

•	 Review of existing development regulations - The city’s 
existing code was critically reviewed to identify opportunities 
and possible limitations.

•	 Review of existing planning material - The planning team 
gathered all relevant past plans and reviewed for key content. 

•	 Mapping of key environmental constraints - Each of the 
planning areas environmental constraints were mapped using 
GIS. 
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Context Map
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Purpose

The Area Planning process for the City of Independence was 
initiated as a key action of the Economic Development Strategic Plan 
completed in 2013. The Strategic Plan called for area plans, design 
improvements, and market analysis for the major non-residential 
areas of Independence, including Downtown, Rockside Road Corridor, 
Community Campus, Cloverleaf, and East Pleasant Valley Road. The 
Area Plans are a method for achieving the community’s goals through 
deliberate action. The plans have identified physical and market 
conditions, exposed development constraints, and proposed high-
level recommendations for long-term improvement. 

Cloverleaf Today 

Cloverleaf is a primarily industrial and 
commercial area with good visibility but 
poor identity as a cohesive district. The 
area encompasses the northern portion of 
the city between I-480 and the Cuyahoga 
River. It is bisected by I-77 into an eastern 
and western portion and the city’s 
corporate boundary defines the border to 
the east and west.

The purpose of the Area Plan is to...

1 Enhance the quality of life for 
current and future residents

2 Provide long-term fiscal 
strength

3 Create environments 
that attract high-paying 
jobs 

4 Address the demand for 
housing options

5 Diversify the tax base with 
new opportunities 

KEY FINDINGS

With connection points 
to several surrounding 

communities, the couple 
hundred acres comprised 

in the study area are 
bounded by the Cuyahoga 

River and I-480, as well 
as a CSX railroad.

acres of land in the 
cloverleaf study area

289

The array of 
transportation options 

makes Cloverleaf a 
convenient location 

for industrial uses and 
warehouses.

zoned as either 
commercial or light 

industrial land

83%

The confluence of 
West Creek and the 

Cuyahoga River exists 
within the Cloverleaf 
planning area and is 
largely effected by 

significant storm events 
as both water courses 
swell to flood stages.

million gallons of 
storm water capacity 

during events

100
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The Vision for Cloverleaf 

Cloverleaf will be strengthened as an industrial and 
manufacturing area through the maintenance and 
improvement of its infrastructure, the appropriate 
enhancement of its streetscape and aesthetics, and the 
cultivation of a unique brand for marketing purposes. 
Development and redevelopment will leverage the 
district’s unique visibility and access to the greater 
region. Finally, the West Creek Confluence Stream 
Restoration project will be supported and strengthened 
to enhance this unique amenity and to promote it as a 
regional recreational attraction. 

Overall Recommendations
1 Explore creative development and redevelopment 

opportunities
Creative redevelopment will be necessary to make use of transitional 
or vacant spaces over time.

2 Improve the streetscape and general aesthetics 
throughout the planning area
Stakeholders and business owners within the Cloverleaf planning 
area have expressed an interest in initiatives to beautify the area.

3 Develop a unique identity for the planning area
The Cloverleaf planning area should cultivate an identity based on 
the unique characteristics that distinguish it from other commercial/
manufacturing districts within the city, or throughout the region.

4 Evaluate existing infrastructure
To ensure the long-term viability of the planning area, the city should 
consider Cloverleaf as a special infrastructure zone.

5 Support the West Creek Conservancy
The city should recognize this project as an important new amenity, 
work with the West Creek Conservancy to streamline future projects, 
and identify programs or activities to help activate the new park.
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Background and Context
Cloverleaf is primarily an industrial and 
commercial area with good visibility but poor 
identity as a cohesive planning area. The area 
encompasses the northern portion of the city 
between I-480 and the Cuyahoga River. It is 
bisected by I-77 into an eastern and western 
portion and the city’s corporate boundary defines 
the border to the east and west.

The area is just under 300 acres and contains  
roughly 200 acres of non-constrained land. The 
remaining 100 acres are constrained by areas 
of steep slopes (greater than 30% grade) or 
wetlands. There are a number of overlapping right-
of-ways and linear barriers that cross through 
the area. These include the interstate, two state 
routes, a CSX rail line, the Cuyahoga River, West 
Creek, and the Ohio Canal. The result is a fairly 
disjointed assemblage of uses and irregularly 
shaped parcels.  

A master plan for Cloverleaf was completed in 
2004 and includes several recommendations 
for the planning area. Generally, the plan 
recommended the planning area cultivate a 
unique identity, develop and enforce a more 
stringent maintenance code, and provide improved 
circulation for pedestrian traffic. The area was 
mentioned in the 1980 Master Plan as a less rigid 
district for manufacturing, storage, distribution 
and service establishments.  

Planning 
area has

zoned as either 
commercial or light 

industrial land 

83%
Confluence Park serves as 

an environmental aide

million gallons of 
storm water capacity 

during events 

100
Structures in area 

are aging

year in which 
independence tower 

was constructed

1968

Left: The Independence Tower was the first of its kind in 
the city, and one of the first large office buildings in metro 
Cleveland, built outside of the central business district. 

Above: Confluence Park has undergone a 
transformation from an industrial park to a 
conservation area and wetland basin.

ac289
total cloverleaf  

study area

Large  
planning area
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Existing Land Use
There is a mix of retail, residential, office, industrial, 
and transportation uses. This combination or 
diversity of uses is more pronounced within the 
Cloverleaf area than in any other planning area of 
the city. The density of these uses vary, but are most 
intense in the portion west of I-77. 

The West Creek Confluence Restoration and 
Stormwater Improvement Project was initiated 
in 2013, in the western portion of the area. The 
ten-acre site is at the confluence of West Creek and 
the Cuyahoga River. The project intends to transform 
the lowland areas west of I-77 back into a healthy 
riparian corridor with a new stream channel, bank 
stabilization, and native vegetation. Restoration of the 
site will provide significant improvements to water 
quality and habitat functions downstream.

The intersection of Brecksville Road with 
Granger Road and several elevation changes 
have created an overlapping road network. In 
this network there are five community gateways 
and five major intersections.

The area has a variety of irregular parcel sizes 
and shapes. The average acreage for the 80 
parcels within the district is 3.3 acres. There are 
8 parcels exceeding ten acres in size, but the 
majority (84%) are smaller than 5 acres.

The area lacks a cohesive identity. The issue 
of identity was raised during the 2004 Master 
Planning process. The plan outlined the need to 
improve identification elements such as signage 
and/or plantings throughout the planning area, 
and establish a unique brand for the planning 
area as a whole.

The Independence Office Tower was the first 
of its kind in the city. The tower has recently 
improved signage and has quality access to the 
region. Vacancy in the tower is slightly higher 
than city averages, but the structure is older than 
many of the comparable office buildings along 
Rockside Road to the south.

2004 MASTER PLAN

The City of Independence worked in 
cooperation with Cawrse and Associates 
to provide a master plan for the area known 
as Cloverleaf as well as the area along 
Brecksville Road north of Rockside Road. 

The plan was created to serve as a guide 
for future development concerns felt by 
both the City of Independence and area 
residents. Maintaining economic stability 
and preserving character and open space in 
the target areas were the most prominent 
recommendations.

Recommendations included enforcement of 
existing codes, funding of the West Creek 
project, emphasizing the history of the area, 
enhancing pedestrian circulation, and the 
creation of an identity for the area. Lastly, it 
was recommended that zoning classification 
Office/Office-Warehouse (U-5) be 
permitted within the Cloverleaf area due to 
interstate visibility and proximity.

City of Independence Master Plan - Target Areas 1 and 2

The West Creek Conservancy project has begun to transform the 
wetland area in the western portion of the Cloverleaf. 
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Ownership Patterns
The area is divided into a total of 80 parcels. These 
vary in size and orientation. The numerous right-of-
ways for the expressway, streets, and rail, combined 
with environmental factors such as the Cuyahoga 
River and West Creek have created a diversity in 
parcel sizes and shapes. 

The majority of land, roughly 210 acres or 75%, is 
held privately. Government ownership is the second 
largest share with 34 acres, or 12%. Independence 
Excavating and its related companies are the largest 
landowner with ten parcels totaling 67 acres. The City 
of Independence owns three parcels totaling just over 
twelve acres. 

NOTES FROM THE COMMUNITY WORKSHOP

As a component of the Area Planning process, a two community planning workshops 
were held to understand the public’s vision for the planning areas. The conversations 
and collected comments offered several themes for participant’s view for the future of 
the district. These include: 

•	 Add bike and hiking trails, improve 
sidewalks for pedestrians, and build a 
better connection with the Cuyahoga 
Valley National Park

•	 Improve wayfinding throughout the 
district with enhanced signage

•	 Improve the brand and image of the 
district with appropriate aesthetic 
investments 

•	 Use design and marketing to create a 
more cohesive district

Economic Analysis
The Cloverleaf area provides the city’s only real 
opportunity for heavier industries, such as the 
construction supply activity that currently anchors 
this area. That being said, the visual streetscape 
along key corridors such as Brecksville Road and Old 
Brecksville Road on the east side of I-77 could be 
enhanced as a gateway into the City of Independence. 
There are opportunities for signage and gateway 
treatments to help define this area as an attractive 
business hub, with a focus on industrial uses. 

Development Constraints
Just over 90 of the 300 acres are environmentally 
constrained. The two factors analyzed included slope 
(grades exceeding 30%) and large (greater than 1 
acre) wetland areas. 

Significant steep slope areas exist throughout the 
district. These areas don’t preclude development, 
but add significantly to its preparation and cost by 
requiring grading operations before construction. Just 
under 70 acres within the Cloverleaf focus area have a 
slope greater than 30%. 

Roughly 23 acres within the district are wetland. 
The West Creek Conservancy project, occurring to 
the north of Granger Road, preserves ten acres for 
the remediation of the creek bed and treatment of 
stormwater as it enters the Cuyahoga River to the 
north. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The following chapter outlines a set of key physical and policy 
recommendations for Cloverleaf. The collective aim of these actions 
is to produce a stronger, more resilient corridor that serves as a fiscal 
asset to the City of Independence, and provides a sense of place for 
business owners and employees. The recommendations are both 
physical and policy driven. Each high-level recommendation includes 
several targeted strategies for achieving the larger objective. 

High Level Recommendations

1 Explore creative development and  
redevelopment opportunities

2 Improve the streetscape and general aesthetics 
throughout the district

3 Develop a unique identity for the planning area

4 Evaluate existing infrastructure

5 Support the West Creek Conservancy

Aerial Perspective

This aerial section of the planning area presents the gamut 
of challenges and opportunities: interstates, railroads, 
waterways, and disparate development patterns.
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1. Explore creative development 
and redevelopment 
opportunities
There are relatively few remaining 
development opportunities within the 
Cloverleaf planning area. Environmental 
constraints (such as steep slopes, wetlands, 
and protected areas) and existing uses leave 
few sites open for immediate development. 
Creative redevelopment will be necessary to 
make use of transitioning or vacant spaces 
over time. The planning area has the long-
term advantage of being central to the region, 
with quick access into downtown Cleveland 
and to Interstates 77 and 480. The city should 
think creatively about the re-use of land within 
the planning area and offer future developers 
flexibility as they consider their options. 

STRATEGIES

1. Inventory existing buildings
The city should conduct a detailed inventory of 
the buildings within the planning area in order 
to predict, prioritize, and direct redevelopment. 
Quantitative vital statistics should be gathered that 
include the age of the building, square footage, 
owners, use, vacancy, parking accommodations, 
etc. A qualitative assessment would accompany 
the vital statistics and include information on 
recent renovations, levels of disrepair, presence of 
the building from the street, landscaping, and other 
conditions. 

2. Provide a vision for large-scale 
redevelopment sites  
Several large sites within the planning area have 
the potential to transition over time. The sites 
range in size from roughly 13 to 26 acres. Three 
specific cases have been identified as follows, 
though more may exist. 

Site A: The 13-acre site includes three parcels 
split by Old Brecksville Road. One of the three 
parcels has been previously developed, but 
buildings have since been demolished. The site’s 
advantages include moderate elevations, possible 
visibility from the I-77 / I-480 interchange with 
frontage along Brecksville Road, and existing 
utility service. 

Site B: The roughly 22-acre site straddles the 
CSX right-of-way, which has been discussed 
by the Cuyahoga Scenic Rail line for a future 
extension into downtown Cleveland. The initiative 

represents a long-term goal for the organization 
and would require a serious investment. The 
city should develop an accordingly long-term 
vision for the future use of the site to leverage 
the opportunity presented by the extension and 
identify appropriate future uses. 

Site C: A local company, Independence 
Excavating, owns a large 26-acre site south 
of its headquarters, northwest of the I-480 
/ I-77 interchange. The company uses a 
majority of the site as a piling area for debris 
generated throughout its regional operations. 
The company has no current plans to sell or 
develop the property; however, they may see 
an opportunity in the long-term to open up the 
property for development. Similar to Site “A”, 
the Independence Excavating site offers future 
development tremendous visibility from the 
I-480 / I-77 interchange. 

I500
Feet

C

B

A

Potential Development Opportunities
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2. Improve the streetscape and 
general aesthetics throughout 
the planning area
Stakeholders and business owners within the 
Cloverleaf planning area have expressed an 
interest in initiatives to beautify the area. A 
number of recommendations from the 2004 
Master Plan might have addressed this issue. 
However, many were never fully realized. 
These and other strategic actions should be 
taken to improve the overall aesthetics of 
Cloverleaf. Interventions, however, should 
respect and understand the working nature 
of the planning area and not interfere with its 
heavy operations. 

STRATEGIES

1. Implement the landscaping initiatives 
from the 2004 Master Plan
The 2004 Master Plan called for an aggressive 
landscaping initiative for the most visible 
areas within the planning area. This included 
plantings within the interstate interchange, 
landscaping within existing medians, and tree 
plantings along the major thoroughfares. Eleven 
years on, few of these actions have been fully 
realized, or maintained if initiated. The city 
should re-evaluate which initiatives will have the 
greatest impact on the planning area’s aesthetics 
and move forward with implementation. The 
city should seek to maximize the visibility of 
these plantings, and prioritize resilient, low-
maintenance species. 

2. Implement wayfinding signage in 
prominent locations
The various grade changes and confusing street 
network make it difficult to find addresses within 
the planning area. For first-time visitors, this is 
especially challenging. To improve navigability, 
the city should consider large wayfinding signage 
at key intersections. Consistent wayfinding 
signage would reduce visual clutter and support 
the planning area’s brand. All unique street signs 
and other directional wayfinding signs within 
the planning area should clearly and succinctly 
provide direction with the same level of character 
as major gateway signs. Private signage should 
be encouraged to conform to the same general 
design parameters through financial support or 
other incentives and regulations. 

INDUSTRIAL STREETSCAPES

The existing landscape could be expanded 
upon with hardy plant and hardscape 
materials. Specific street tree species 
should be selected for their salt tolerance 
and sufficient clearance for large vehicles. 
Sidewalk and curb materials should be able 
to withstand the weight of standard truck 
traffic. These areas could also mitigate 
the large amounts of storm water which 
are produced through the use of drainage 
swales along roadways, rain gardens, or 
impermeable pavers within large lots.

photo by San Leandro Business Center

photo by Santa Monica Bay Restoration Commission
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3. Develop a unique identity  
for the planning area
The Cloverleaf planning area should 
cultivate an identity based on the unique 
characteristics that distinguish it from other 
commercial/manufacturing planning area 
within the city and throughout the region. 
The district’s identity, or brand, would 
provide a useful reference point for marketing 
materials and internal/external promotion. 
A fundamental step in the process would 
include the development of a name or 
moniker that matches the planning area’s 
character. 

STRATEGIES

1. Establish gateway features at  
entrances to the planning area
Establishing a definable “place” is an important 
element of planning and marketing efforts for 
the Cloverleaf planning area. Gateway locations 
provide the first visual cues for people travelling 
into the planning area. Features and entry 
signs should be designed in a manner that 
coordinates with both the city’s and the planning 
area’s identity, and provides an attractive first 
impression.

DOWNINGTOWN TECH CENTER

Serving the Borough of Downington, 
Pennsylvania, the technology center provides 
a mix of retail and commercial facilities. 
Utilizing an existing brownfield site once 
home to a Pepperidge Farm Factory, the 
development pattern has been sporadic. 
Wayfinding and signage provide a clearer 
navigation method for the community and 
exhibit a common theme throughout.

2. Develop the Cloverleaf brand
Identifying the essence: The city should engage 
a small group of stakeholders in a work session 
to identify the core characteristics of Cloverleaf 
that distinguish it from other manufacturing or 
commercial areas within the region. 

Developing the Name: The district’s current name 
“Cloverleaf” references the historic cloverleaf 
interchange connecting US-21 or Brecksville 
Road and US-17 or Granger Road. This piece of 
infrastructure has historic significance as one 
of the earliest uses of now ubiquitous cloverleaf 
pattern. While the intersection itself is actually 
within the Village of Valley View, the Cloverleaf 
name is a fairly well-established moniker for 
the surrounding planning area. The city should 
embrace and strengthen this identity for the 
purposes of marketing and development. 

Implementing the brand: The city, along with the 
Economic Development Department, has an 
opportunity to aggressively promote the new 
branded planning area through the community’s 
website and across other regional economic 
development organizations.

Courtesy of L&H Sign Company - lhsigns.com
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4. Evaluate existing 
infrastructure 
Existing uses within the Cloverleaf planning 
area exact a heavy toll on the street network 
and infrastructure. This degradation is to be 
expected considering the heavy amounts of 
truck traffic and through-commuting that 
takes place. To ensure the long-term viability 
of the planning area, the city should consider 
Cloverleaf as a special infrastructure zone. 
Regular evaluations of streets, utilities, 
lighting, etc, should be conducted to identify 
and prioritize necessary projects. 

STRATEGIES

1. Develop an inventory of necessary 
infrastructure projects for the  
Cloverleaf planning area 
The Engineering Department should frequently 
conduct a detailed survey of the necessary 
infrastructure improvements and/or repairs 
based on short-term, mid-term, and long-term 
views. The analysis would be limited to the 
Cloverleaf planning area and engage community 
stakeholders. 

2. Develop a hierarchy for  
infrastructure projects 
Based on the inventory of necessary work, the 
city should prioritize the identified projects based 
on immediate need and impact. 

5. Support the West Creek 
Conservancy
The Confluence project is one of the first 
completed projects of the West Creek 
Stream Restoration initiative. The 10-acre 
site is located north of Granger Road, 
between the Kurtz Brothers building to 
the east and Independence Tower to the 
west. The restoration process is building 
new banks, developing natural riffles, and 
establishing a riparian buffer. The result 
is a more natural stream that meanders 
through six acres of restored wetlands. The 
transformation this project has created 
cannot be understated. The city should 
recognize this project as an important 
new amenity, work with the West Creek 
Conservancy to streamline future projects, 
and identify programs or activities to help 
activate the new park. 

STRATEGIES

1. Explore the feasibility of a canoe/
kayak livery at the West Creek 
Confluence 
As the full West Creek Restoration project 
is realized, the riparian corridor will extend 
west and south into Brooklyn Heights, Seven 
Hills, and Parma across its 14-square mile 
watershed. A canoe/kayak livery placed at 

OHIO & ERIE CANAL 

TOWPATH TRAIL

Covering over 85 miles and 
connecting four county 
populations, the Towpath 
Trail offers a valuable 
recreational amenity to the 
region. Using the historic 
framework established by the 
Ohio and Erie Canals, the trail 
offers many opportunities 
such as: hiking biking, birding, 
kayaking, horseback riding, 
running, and canoeing. With 
50 trailheads, there are ample 
opportunities to access 
communities located along 
the trail. 

Following a trade route 
which dates back to 1827, 
the trail will span over 100 
miles when it achieves its 
fully planned vision. The 
Towpath Trail partners 
with organizations such 
as; Cleveland Metroparks, 
Summit Metroparks, Stark 
Parks, Tuscawaras County 
Park Department and the 
Cuyahoga Valley National 
Park. These partnerships 
ensure the longevity and 
success of the trail.
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WEST CREEK CONFLUENCE

“Restoration of the site will provide significant 
improvements to water quality and habitat functions 
upstream.”

Formerly, the 10 acre site housed parking lots, 
a five acre warehouse, and a few local business 
establishments. Now, confluence area between 
West Creek and the Cuyahoga River is being 
restored to facilitate storm water storage as well 
as habitat restoration. 

Starting in 2007, West Creek Conservancy 
worked in partnership with the Northeast 
Ohio Regional Sewer District and the City of 
Independence to acquire the land and begin the 
transformation. Funding was obtained through 
several Ohio Environmental Protection Agency 
and Ohio Division of Natural Resources grants 
totaling nearly three million dollars.

The physical transformation included removal of 
existing impervious surfaces, as well as a channel 
built to direct the creek. The 1,000 linear feet of 
West Creek was then able to naturally reach the 
banks of the Cuyahoga. 

The most recent phases of the project have seen the 
installation of thousands of native plant species to 
the riparian area. With the addition of native plant 
materials and proper stream design, the confluence 
will provide a restored floodplain to ease the burden 
that is often seen in the Cloverleaf area. Future plans 
include recreational amenities such as walking paths, 
boat launches, and a connection to the Ohio and Erie 
Canal Towpath Trail.

Courtesy of West Creek Conservancy - westcreek.org

the confluence would help to activate the space 
and bring in visitors from the city and the region. 
The city should work with the West Creek 
Conservancy to explore the feasibility of such 
a project, and determine possible collaboration 
opportunities.

2. Connect the future park to the Towpath 
Trail via the proposed West Creek 
Greenway Trail
Preliminary plans have been developed to flank 
the West Creek with a greenway trail from 
south Parma to the Towpath trail just north of 
Independence. This connection would be an 
important amenity for the confluence park and 
a tremendous asset for Independence. The city 
should work with the West Creek Conservancy 
and other regional recreation actors to facilitate 
the completion of this connection. 

21



City of Independence, Ohio

22



Community Campus Area Plan

Community Campus
AREA PLAN

August, 2015



City of Independence, Ohio

FOR QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS PLAN CONTACT:

Jeremy Rowan 
Economic Development Director 
City of Independence 
6800 Brecksville Road 
Independence, Ohio 44131 
(216) 524-3853 
rowanj@independenceohio.org

planning NEXT 
1269 Grandview Avenue 
Columbus, Ohio 43212 
(614) 586-1500 
www.planning-next.com

02



Community Campus Area Plan

COMMUNITY CAMPUSCOMMUNITY CAMPUS  
AREA PLAN
Contents

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  3

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 9

Background and Context 10

Existing Land Use 11

Character Assessment 12

Development Constraints 13

Economic Analysis  14

RECOMMENDATIONS 15

Supporting documents are found in a separate Appendix:

Appendix A. Economic Analysis and Strategic Recommendations

Appendix B. Development Regulations Analysis and Strategic Recommendations

Appendix C. Planning Workshops Memorandum

Appendix D. Open House Summary

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

MAYOR

Greg Kurtz

CITY COUNCIL

Vice Mayor Anthony Togliatti

Carl Asseff 

Jim Crooks

Dave Grendel

Kathleen Kapusta

Bob Wagner

Patricia Wisnieski

PLANNING COMMITTEE

Mayor Kurtz, Independence

Dr. Carl Asseff, City Council, 
Independence

John Veres, Finance Director, 
Independence

Jeff Markley, City Planner, 
Independence

Joe Balog, Dalad Group

Bob Leibold, CBRE

Fred Scalese, Carnegie Companies

Roy Minoff, Kichler Lighting

Donnie Digeronimo, Independence 
Excavating

Will Wachs, RWK Services

Dean Smith, Smith and Nejedlik, Inc.

Lynette Slama, Cuyhahoga Valley 
Chamber of Commerce

Glenn Brokaw, Resident

Bill Michaels, Resident

CITY STAFF

Jeremy Rowan

Vern Blaze

Liberty Schindel

Donald Ramm

Gregory J. O’Brien

CONSULTANTS

planning NEXT

Randall Gross Development 
Economics

McBride Dale Clarion

A SPECIAL THANKS TO

The Holiday Inn Rockside Road

City of Independence Community 
Services

Cuyahoga County

Mayor Dell’Aquilla, Seven Hills

Ed Foley, Seven Hills Planning 
Commission

1



City of Independence, Ohio

The Process
The Area Planning process for the City of Independence took place over an eight-month period. The final results of the process represent a 
blending of conclusions drawn from technical research and the intuition and expertise of local stakeholders and the community at large. 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

•	 Results from two public planning workshops - The planning 
process included two rounds of community meetings where 
participants were able to review the findings and share their 
thoughts on the direction of the area plans. 

•	 Work of the Planning Committee - The process was led by 
a fourteen-member Planning Committee representative of a 
wide range of community interests

•	 Stakeholder Interviews - Dozens of interviews were 
conducted with key stakeholders including land developers, 
politicians, business owners, citizens, and others. 

CITY COUNCIL

City Council participated in two work 
sessions where they shared their ideas 
and direction for the planning areas. 

THE AREA PLANS

The final plans include the intuition of 
the public, the direction of leadership, 
and the technical understanding of the 
planning team and its research. 

TECHNICAL RESEARCH

•	 Analysis of existing physical and market conditions - The 
planning team gathered data and performed an analysis of 
the key physical and economic conditions and trends. 

•	 Review of existing development regulations - The city’s 
existing code was critically reviewed to identify opportunities 
and possible limitations.

•	 Review of existing planning material - The planning team 
gathered all relevant past plans and reviewed for key content. 

•	 Mapping of key environmental constraints - Each of the 
planning areas environmental constraints were mapped using 
GIS. 
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Context Map
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Purpose

The Area Planning process for the City of Independence was 
initiated as a key action of the Economic Development Strategic Plan 
completed in 2013. The Strategic Plan called for area plans, design 
improvements, and market analysis for the major non-residential 
areas of Independence, including Downtown, Rockside Road Corridor, 
Community Campus, Cloverleaf, and East Pleasant Valley Road. The 
Area Plans are a method for achieving the community’s goals through 
deliberate action. The plans have identified physical and market 
conditions, exposed development constraints, and proposed high-
level recommendations for long-term improvement.  

Community Campus Today 

The City of Independence’s Campus houses a 
majority of the community’s civic, educational, 
and recreational uses. In an area just over 160 
acres, the district contains the High School 
and Middle School, City Hall, Civic Center, 
Fire Department, City Service Facility, Library, 
and a little more than a dozen playing fields, 
tennis courts and recreational spaces. This 
concentration of community spaces makes 
for a busy and vibrant district. Within the 
planning area are several large parcels with 
little or no development. These undeveloped 
areas represent the best opportunities for the 
Community Campus to expand. 

The purpose of the Area Plan is to:

1 Enhance the quality of life for 
current and future residents

2 Provide long-term fiscal 
strength

3 Create environments 
that attract high-paying 
jobs 

4 Address the demand for 
housing options

5 Diversify the tax base with 
new opportunities 

Bounded by Brecksville 
Road and I-77, the area 
known as Community 
Campus plays host to 
the majority of civic 

institutions for the City 
of Independence.

acres of land included in the 
community campus study area

The city owns a large 
majority of the parcels 

in the study area. There 
are three privately held 
parcel groupings within 
the boundary, one being 

26 acres alone.

properties owned by the 
city or school system

83%
Recreational amenities 

abound. In addition 
to the athletic fields 

there are tennis courts, 
a swimming pool, 

playgrounds, horseshoe 
pits, bocce courts, and 

a recreation hall.

athletic fields

10161ac

KEY FINDINGS
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The Vision for Community Campus 

The Community Campus will maintain its role as 
the activity center of the city by considering the 
incorporation of uses that compliment its existing 
civic character and strengthen its viability as a 
cohesive district. City leaders should consider the non-
conforming uses within the planning area and examine 
the cost/benefits of possible relocation. Additional 
parcels within the planning area, not currently 
owned by the city, should be considered for possible 
consolidation into the campus. City leaders should also 
consider the merits of exploring independent and/or 
assisted living facilities within the campus planning 
area. Greater accessibility into and out of the area 
will be a priority and include not only vehicular traffic, 
but pedestrians and cyclists as well. Streetscape and 
gateway improvements will improve the aesthetics 
and identity. Overall, the Community Campus will 
continue to serve as the center of activity for the city 
by supporting existing uses, considering the relocation 
of non-conforming facilities and the incorporation of 
new complementary uses.

Overall Recommendations
1 Evaluate acquisition 

opportunities for vacant or 
undeveloped land adjacent to 
the campus
Undeveloped parcels adjacent to the 
campus should be considered for 
purchase by the city to ensure future 
uses will be compatible with existing 
civic uses.

2 Consider the relocation of  
the city’s service facility
Moving the city’s service facility to a 
more appropriate area of the city would 
remove any potential conflicts and also 
create an opportunity for re-purposing 
the site’s ten acres.

3 Connect the campus to local and 
regional all-purpose trails
A connection across the campus 
from the future Hemlock Creek Trail 
could occur along Selig Drive and then 
continue south and west until meeting 
with the existing regional trail system in 
the City of Seven Hills.

  

4 Improve access and navigability
A new connection could run north 
and south from Chestnut to Hillside. 
The connection should be tested 
within affected neighborhoods, and 
scaled (full service road or multi-use 
path) based on the leadership’s best 
judgement.

5 Explore an independent/
assisted living opportunity
The city should carefully explore the 
development of an independent  
and/or assisted living housing facility in 
the Community Campus study area.

6
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Community Campus Amenities I300
Feet
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City of Independence, Ohio

Background and Context
The Community Campus is located southwest of 
downtown and includes the majority of the civic 
uses for Independence. The only building visible 
from Brecksville Road is City Hall. The majority 
of access to the campus is directed through Selig 
Boulevard. The area is comprised of sports fields 
and large community buildings. All of the acreage 
south of Selig Boulevard houses academic 
buildings and sports fields. The city’s service 
facility and yard are located at the western 
terminus of Selig Boulevard.

Previous citywide plans envisioned the campus 
with civic uses. There have been two land use 
plans completed for the City of Independence 
in 1980 and 1997. Both studies included the 
Community Campus as a public area intended 
for civic use. Three parcel groupings are privately 
owned within the study area. The 1980 plan 
recommended these residential parcels should be 
absorbed into the public’s landholdings. 

As additional civic uses arise in the future, 
citizens will look to Community Campus for 
their location. This has been shown true in 
the past few decades as the city has continued 
to place civic uses in this area. Citizens have 
generally viewed the campus as the best location 
for new civic uses as it is centrally located and 
walkable for most of the city’s neighborhoods. 

%83
percentage of land owned 

by the city or schools

Majority of properties are owned 
by government organizations

100
community garden plots

The Independence 
Community Gardens

ac14
average parcel size

Area characterized 
by large parcels

Independence features a distinct architectural style among civic 
structures. Future civic buildings should mimic this architectural theme.

10
total athletic fields

A center for recreation and 
sports competitions

A large, central district oriented 
toward the community 

land included in the community 
campus study area

161ac
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Existing Land Use
The planning area is 161 acres divided into 12 
parcels. The majority of which (130 acres, 83%) is 
zoned for public use with a small portion (31 acres, 
17%) zoned as residential. The majority of the 
residentially zoned acreage consists of one 26+ acre 
parcel in the northwest corner of the campus. The 
parcels are relatively large in size, averaging greater 
than 14 acres per parcel.

Most of the structures and properties are city 
owned and the buildings have similar architectural 
styles and character. This continuity gives the 
campus a cohesive aesthetic. These civic uses include 
a High School, Middle School, Library, Community 
Center, City Hall, Fire/Police Departments, and  
numerous park spaces. There are three entrances 
onto the campus, two of which are from within 
residential neighborhoods. This creates a degree 
of separation between the campus and community 
members who do not live in the two neighborhoods. 

Selig Boulevard serves as a gateway to the campus. 
The main thoroughfare is an aesthetically pleasing 
boulevard featuring native plant material and exposed 
stone embankments. Beyond Wisnieski Parkway, the 
boulevard ends, becoming a two lane street. 

Many of the streets have sidewalks allowing for 
pedestrian access to the facilities and recreational 
areas. This main street on campus also features 
mature street trees and landscape elements that 
screen parking lots from vehicular traffic, contributing 
to the pedestrian experience. However, some 
distances between activity areas across the campus 
may be too great to consider the area fully walkable.

Many recreational uses are located within the 
campus. There are ten sports fields including softball, 
baseball, football and soccer fields. In addition to 
these, the campus also includes fenced-in community 
garden plots, tennis courts, various playground types, 
a swimming pool, and a recreation hall.

Bottom: Selig Boulevard streetscape looking west, this view highlights 
the well-established street trees, but also the lack of sidewalks.

Top: A number of recreational amenities exist within Community 
Campus, including both city and school facilities.

11



City of Independence, Ohio

I330
Feet

Land Use Map

N I - 7 7

I N D E P E N D E N C E

B
R

EC
K

SV
I L L E  R

O
A

D

LEGEND

Commercial

Residential

Parks and Open Space

Utility

Institution

Industrial

12



Community Campus Area Plan

NOTES FROM THE COMMUNITY WORKSHOP

As a component of the Area Planning process, 
two community planning workshops were held to 
understand the public’s vision for the planning areas. 
The conversations and collected comments offered 
several themes for participant’s view for the future of 
the planning area. These include: 

•	 Consider the planning area as a priority area 
for senior housing projects like assisted and 
independent living facilities.

•	 Purchase surrounding private lots for the 
expansion of the Community Campus for future 
generations.

•	 Continue to maintain strong community events 
and recreational offerings at the Civic Center while 
considering and adding new conforming uses. 

•	 Work on trail connections between the campus 
and surrounding regional bike trail system.

Ownership Patterns
The public ownership of the majority of land in the 
planning area offers flexibility to future plans. The 
city has a number of options with future plans as 
many of the uses within the area are relatively flexible 
in terms of their location. The service facility location, 
for instance, has been considered for relocation due 
to safety and aesthetic reasons. Ball fields and other 
active recreational uses can be rearranged within 
the area to accommodate any changes in future use. 
The consolidated ownership of the privately owned 
parcels would provide an easier path for potential 
development on these lots. 

ASSISTED LIVING MARKET  

FEASIBILITY ANALYSIS (2014)

The feasibility study completed by the 
Kemper Companies tested the market 
potential and demand for assisted or 
independent senior housing within the 
Independence market area. The Community 
Campus has been identified through the 
community workshop, and stakeholder 
interviews as a possible location for such a 
use. Some of the highlights from the study’s 
findings include: 

•	 The Independence preliminary market 
area identified close to 22,000 residents 
over the age of 75. 

•	 The group will grow by 20% over next 
five years. 

•	 There are currently 980 beds or units 
within the area, these have very low  
levels of capacity with a current 
occupancy of 94%.

•	 At a required household income of 
$55,000 per year, the estimated 
additional demand within the study area 
included 645 units in 2016, and 736 units 
in 2019. 

Danbury Independent and Assisted  
living facility in Cuyahoga Falls

Market Analysis
A strong market for assisted and/or independent 
living exists within the City of Independence. 
As defined by the 2014 feasibility analysis, the 
Independence market area will add roughly 20% 
more residents over the age of 75 in the next five 
years. This growth has decreased the vacancy in 
existing graduated housing facilities, and pushed 
occupancy to 94%. The resulting demand has created 
a strong market to develop new housing alternatives, 
especially within Independence where very few 
options now exist. The Community Campus’ proximity 
to recreational amenities, available land, and natural 
setting make it an appropriate possible location for 
such a project.
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ENVIRONMENTAL CONSTRAINTS

Development Constraints
Few constraints exist within the area. There 
are few environmental constraints on the 
land already controlled by the city within the 
campus. The parcel zoned residential to the 
northwest has a gas easement, topographical 
changes, and a small network of meandering 
streams. If the existing service department 
area is to be relocated, there would likely be 
remediation processes required before any 
development could take place. 
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Recommendations
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The following chapter outlines a set of key physical and policy 
recommendations for the Community Campus. The collective aim 
of these actions is to produce a stronger, more resilient planning 
area that serves as an asset to the City of Independence, and 
provides a more diverse, amenity rich planning area for residents. 
The recommendations are both physical, and policy driven. Each 
high-level recommendation includes several targeted strategies for 
achieving the larger objective. 

High Level Recommendations
1 Evaluate acquisition opportunities for vacant or 

undeveloped land adjacent to the campus
Undeveloped parcels adjacent to the campus should be considered 
for purchase by the city when available to improve the land area and 
flexibility of the campus in the future.

2 Consider relocating the city’s service facility
Moving the city’s service facility to a more appropriate area of 
the city would remove any potential conflicts and also create an 
opportunity for re-purposing the site’s ten acres.

3 Connect the campus to local and regional bike trails
A connection across the Campus to the Hemlock Creek Trail could 
be provided along Selig Boulevard, run southwest to Hillside and 
continue into the City of Seven Hills.

4 Improve access and navigability
A new roadway should be considered to connect the campus to 
Chestnut to the north and south to Hillside. The connection should be 
tested within affected neighborhoods, and scaled (full service road or 
multi-use path) based on the leadership’s best judgement.

5 Consider developing an  
independent/assisted living opportunity
The city should carefully explore the development of an independent 
and/or assisted living housing facility in the Community Campus 
study area.

Civic Hub

Expanding upon and strengthening 
the civic core which currently 
exists in Community Campus.
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1. Evaluate acquisition 
opportunities for vacant or 
undeveloped land adjacent to 
the campus
Several vacant or undeveloped parcels 
border the existing campus. These should 
be considered for purchase by the city, when 
available, to improve the land area and 
flexibility of the campus in the future. The 
parcels would offer the city room to expand 
its current recreational amenities or explore 
the addition of new complementary uses. 
Ownership by the city would also help to 
ensure any new development emulates the 
current character of the campus. 

STRATEGIES

1. Prioritize acquisition opportunities  
The city should consider all undeveloped, 
underdeveloped, or vacant parcels contiguous 
to the Community Campus as opportunities for 
future expansion. There are several of these sites 
adjacent to existing city property. They range in 
size from 1.5 to 26 acres. Access, cost, usability, 
and other pertinent criteria should be studied to 
prioritize the acquisition of these parcels. The 
city should not allow these parcels to be sold to a 
private interest. 

2. Develop a site plan for the 26-acre 
parcel 
If the city chooses to pursue the purchase of the 
largest available parcel contiguous to existing 
city property, it should develop a plan that clearly 
indicates its intended use and the character of 
any future development. 

3. Create a land bank for future  
community use
The city should consider acquiring adjacent 
properties when feasible and assemble a land 
bank for future expansion. There are roughly 
30 acres of undeveloped or partially developed 
parcels surrounding the campus. This additional 
land would offer the city greater flexibility in its 
facilities planning, and more room to expand its 
services and features in the future. Conversely, 
the land bank might also allow the city to maintain 
the natural state of these parcels and preclude 
any non-conforming private development. 
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2. Consider relocating the  
city’s service facility
The current location for the service facility, at 
the far west side of the Community Campus, 
does not fully conform with the civic uses 
of the area. Heavy trucks and equipment 
are forced to cross the campus and pose 
potential safety hazards as they interact with 
recreational users, students, and others. 
Moving the facility to a more appropriate 
area of the city would remove any potential 
conflicts and also create an opportunity for 
repurposing the site’s ten acres. It should be 
stressed that any consideration of moving 
the facility should be carefully examined 
and a clear benefit outlined before such a 
process be initiated. 

STRATEGIES

1. Identify suitable locations for a  
future site within better  
conforming planning areas
The city should identify suitable locations for 
the relocation of the ten-acre service facility. 
An appropriate district will be capable of 
supporting heavy truck traffic, noise, and other 
potentially disruptive uses. Based on these 
requirements, a planning area oriented toward 
industrial or manufacturing uses would be ideal. 
The Cloverleaf and East Pleasant Valley Road 
corridor planning areas align closely with the 

needs of the service facility. Once an area has 
been identified, a more targeted site assessment 
should be conducted. Parcels that meet the need 
requirements outlined in the feasibility study will 
be prioritized from most to least suitable based 
on cost, location, accessibility, and other criteria. 

2. Perform a feasibility study for moving 
the city’s service facility
A rational and objective study into the feasibility 
of relocating the existing service facility should 
be performed. This study would first establish 
the needs of the facility including its access 
requirements and the space required for its 
operation- the current facility uses just over ten 
acres. The study would then establish relocation 
scenarios based on facility needs. Conforming 
planning areas for the service facility should be 
oriented toward industrial or manufacturing uses. 
The Cloverleaf and East Pleasant Valley Road 
planning areas should be a focus. Cost estimates 
should be developed based on the complexities of 
each scenario. Finally, it is recommended a time 
frame for executing each scenario be developed, 
including a rough outline of necessary tasks. 

Independence Service Facility

The existing facility resides on roughly 10 acres and 
houses a garage, office space, and several acres of yard 
storage facilities. Visible from I-77, there are some 
concerns about the visual appeal of the working area. 
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3. Connect the campus to local 
and regional all-purpose trails
The completion of the Hemlock Creek Trail, 
just east of the Campus, will allow cyclists 
to ride from the center of Independence to 
the Towpath Trail. A connection across the 
Campus to this new trail could be provided 
along Selig Boulevard and run southwest to 
Hillside, continuing into the City of Seven 
Hills. This would represent a critical east-
west connection from the Towpath Trail into 
Independence, Seven Hills, and Parma. 

STRATEGIES

1. Connect the Community Campus to the 
regional trail network with a new  
multi-use trail along Selig Boulevard
The Hemlock Creek Trail connection will end just 
east of Campus. This offers a logical opportunity 
to extend the trail into the district along Selig 
Boulevard, and potentially further west into 
Seven Hills. A trail extension would improve the 
connection of the community to the regional 
trail network, and allow for direct access into the 
National Park from the Campus. The alignment of 
the trail would need to be determined. This east-
west linkage would meet a regional need pointed 
out in the West Creek Greenway Trail Plan.

The Cleveland region maintains more 
than 100 miles of paved multi-use trails 
that help to connect communities. One 
key recreational corridor, the Towpath 
Trail, runs along the Ohio & Erie Canal just 
east of Independence. This path connects 
Independence with downtown Cleveland 
and is part of the larger Ohio-to-Erie trail 
system, a trail from Cincinnati to Cleveland. 
The city’s proximity to this trail is a unique 
asset and should be leveraged by improving 
the connections from the Community 
Campus. 

2. Build a cycling station or  
trailhead to serve local and  
regional trail users
A campus cycling station could be located 
along the new connection to the Hemlock 
Creek Trail along Selig Boulevard. The 
station could serve as a highly visible hub 
for local and regional bike excursions to and 
along the Towpath Trail. Cycling stations 
such as this typically provide trail users with 
a number of helpful amenities including: 
parking for cars and bicycles, rest room 
and changing facilities, tethered tools 
for bike maintenance, water and vending 
machines, maps for the local and regional 
trail network, along with other helpful uses. 
Beyond this more practical function, the 
station would also stand as a visual gateway 
to the city for cyclists using the regional trail 
network.

XENIA BIKE STATION

Serving as a trailhead and central gathering 
space, the Xenia Bike Station provides several 
amenities not only to the five regional trails to 
which it connects, but also to the surrounding 
nine acre park. The structure is a replica of an 
1880’s railroad station once located nearby. 
Today, it houses restrooms, a water source, 
railroad museum, event room, and rooftop 
overlook space, as well as ample parking.

photo by Ken Ratcliff

photo by David Hoskin
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Covering over 85 miles and 
connecting four county 
populations, the Towpath 
Trail offers a valuable 
recreational amenity to the 
region. Using the historic 
framework established by the 
Ohio and Erie Canals, the trail 
offers many opportunities 
such as: hiking biking, birding, 
kayaking, horseback riding, 
running, and canoeing. With 
50 trailheads, there are ample 
opportunities to access 
communities along the trail.

Following a trade route 
which dates back to 1827, 
the trail will span over 100 
miles when it achieves its 
fully planned vision. The 
Towpath Trail partners 
with organizations such 
as; Cleveland Metroparks, 
Summit Metroparks, Stark 
Parks, Tuscawaras County 
Park Department and the 
Cuyahoga Valley National 
Park. These partnerships 
ensure the longevity and 
success of the trail.
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Community Campus Area Plan

4. Improve access and 
navigability
Access in and out of the area could be 
improved with the introduction of a north-
south road or multi-use path along the I-77 
corridor at the far west of the planning area. 
The new route would run north to Chestnut 
and south to Hillside. The connection should 
be tested within affected neighborhoods, and 
scaled (full service road or multi-use path) 
based on the leadership’s best judgement. A 
full vehicular connection would push cross 
traffic out of the internal campus street 
network, and could include a bike lane and 
sidewalks to improve pedestrian and cycling 
access into the campus.

STRATEGIES

1. Explore the feasibility of a new road 
connection between Chestnut and 
Hillside flanking the I-77 corridor
Access in and out of the area could be improved 
with the introduction of a north-south road along 
the I-77 corridor at the far west of the planning 
area. The new road would connect in the north at 
Chestnut and to the south at Hillside and include 
bike lanes and sidewalks to improve pedestrian 
and cycling access into the campus. The 
feasibility of the connection should be explored 
by the engineering department, and tested with 
affected neighborhood residents and other key 
stakeholders.

2. Consider implementing roundabout 
features at key intersections
The city should consider moving away from four-
way stop intersections and toward roundabouts. 
This transition would improve pedestrian safety, 
slow traffic, and provide an opportunity for 
landscaping and gateway features throughout 
the campus. Roundabouts manage peak-traffic 
loads more efficiently than standard four-way 
intersections by allowing a constant stream of 
traffic. For a planning area like the campus, which 
plays host to many large-scale sporting events, 
this model would better facilitate the movement 
of vehicles into and out of the planning area.

3. Improve streetscape features 
throughout the Campus
As improvements are considered for the western 
portions of Selig Boulevard, careful consideration 
should be given to match the character and 
aesthetics established at the boulevard entryway. 
Any improvements should be consistent in 
hardscape materials, lane widths, signage, and 
plant materials. Consistent street trees would 
help to improve the pedestrian experience and 
could be designed to improve the performance of 
the stormwater system through the retention of 
rainwater. 
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5. Develop an approach to the 
incorporation of an independent  
and/or assisted living opportunity

The city should carefully explore the development 
of an independent and/or assisted living housing 
facility in the Community Campus planning area. 
The community has a demonstrated demand based 
on recent analysis and currently offers very few 
options for this type of housing. With proximity to 
the community and civic center, recreational uses, 
and natural setting, the Community Campus provides 
immediate access to amenities often incorporated 
into independent and assisted living facilities. For 
demonstration and discussion purposes, several 
options for incorporating this type of facility in the 
Community Campus have been developed and are 
outlined below. 

AN AGING POPULATION

A recent study into the housing needs 
for aging residents, including those 
living in Independence, revealed the 
demographic of 65 to 74 year-olds 
in the study area will grow by more 
than 20% over the next five years. 
The study measured the relative 
demand for assisted living units 
within a market area or sub-region. A 
total demand for 645 units in 2016, 
and 736 in 2019 (for households 
with an income above $55,000) was 
established by the study. 

While these findings include 
the larger sub-region, it can be 
reasonably assumed that a scaled 
demand exists within the City of 
Independence specifically. With a 
median age of 45, approximately 
20% of the city’s population is over 
the age of 65. Considering the next 
youngest group of residents (between 
ages 50 and 64) is the community’s 
largest, the city’s average age will 
increase quickly over the next decade. 

Source: U.S. Census, ACS 2010-2013 (3 year estimates) 
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A LACK OF DIVERSITY IN HOUSING

The city is approaching buildout and with 
the recent economic downturn the housing 
market has been primarily driven by re-sales.
With an average of only 47 sales per year, 
there is relatively little turnover in the market, 
and residents tend to age in place. Given the 
increasing numbers of empty-nesters (4,870 
new households between 55 and 74 in the 
next five years in the market area) the local 
market is approaching a demographic profile 
that is increasingly older and less diverse. 

It is well understood that housing needs 
can vary with age or station in life. The 
Independence market provides very well 
for established couples raising a family. As 
they age, however, and seek to downsize 
or require assistance in their daily life, the 
options within the city drastically narrow. 
Older residents currently have very few, if 
any, options to meet their smaller space 
demands inside the city.  

Because of this, the city and its residents 
have expressed an interest in developing 
housing options for older residents that allow 
them to stay in the community as they age 
and reduce their accessibility.  

AN APPROPRIATE SETTING

The Community Campus’ collection of civic and recreational uses, 
combined with nearby available land, make it an appropriate location 
for an independent and assisted living development. The city has a 
number of considerations for such a development, that should be 
weighed carefully before a project is pursued. Some criteria include: 

•	 The overall number of units or project scale

•	 The continuum of care provided. Project examples can range from 
55+ housing, on-site care, to skilled nursing facilities

•	 The appropriate location for the facility, within  
the existing owned parcels or an adjacent unowned parcel

•	 The impact on existing facilities

Although independent and assisting living developments are discussed 
for the Community Campus, the city should also consider the merit 
of these developments in other parts of the community. There may 
be appropriate locations for independent or assisted living facilities in 
other commercial districts, as well as existing residential areas.

15 %
3,148 total residents

percentage living alone 
over 65 in the market area

Many older residents  
are living alone 

11% Ohio

0
facilities within 

city limits 

There are no independent 
or assisted living options 

in Independence

1

2

4

3

EXISTING FACILITIES 

The following are the existing 
and planned independent 
or assisted living facilities 
within five miles of the City 
of Independence. 

1. Sunrise at Parma

2. Caring Tree Senior Care

3. Mount Alverna Village

4. Marymount Place
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INTRODUCTION TO THE SCENARIOS 

Rather than a single development 
recommendation, the area plan has 
provided a set of development scenarios 
for an assisted/independent living project 
within the Community Campus planning 
area. These demonstrations are meant to 
illustrate possible options to locate a facility 
within the campus. Before exploring any 
of the suggested site options further, city 
leaders will need to reach consensus on the 
idea of locating an independent / assisted 
living facility within the Community Campus. 

Scenarios A, B, C, and D all range in the 
nature of their aggression. The first would 
be the least invasive and use currently city-
owned property to house an assisted or 
independent living facility. This first scenario 
would also leave the service facility in its 
current location. Subsequent scenarios, 
which are outlined in the diagrams, propose 
the displacement of the service facility. 
This newly vacated facility site could be 
used for a living facility. Finally, the last 
scenario requires the purchase of the largest 
available parcel in the northwest section of 
Community Campus for an independent or 
assisted living facility.

SCENARIO A

Assume the site must 
be placed on city-owned 
property and that the 
service facility does not 
move.

SCENARIO B

Assume the service 
facility moves and the 
housing takes its place.

Site a

Site b

Site a

Service Facility 
Relocated
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MARKET IMPLICATIONS  

Since most of the existing facilities 
house government operations, and 
the concept is for a “community 
campus,” marketing is less relevant 
for this sub-area. A market 
assessment completed in 2014 
indicated demand for the concept of 
an independent and assisted living 
facility. However, the city would need 
to assess the availability of sites, 
as proposed in the sub-area plan. 
Then perhaps the city would confer 
with various graduated care facility 
developers to identify an approach 
that best suits the interests and needs 
of the community. 

The city’s leadership, economic 
development and finance directors 
would identify prospective graduated 
care facility developers, gauge 
interest in the campus and request 
development proposals from 
interested teams. A key requirement 
of the proposals would be a market 
analysis, financial feasibility analysis, 
and proposed marketing strategy 
that addresses the city’s interests and 
concerns.

SCENARIO C

Assume the service 
facility moves and another 
institutional use relocates 
to a portion of the site.

SCENARIO D

Site a assumes the city 
moves to purchase the 26 
acre site in the north for 
the purpose of developing 
this housing. 
Site b assumes the city 
moves to purchase the 4.4 
acres north of City Hall 
and potentially repurpose 
an existing housing 
structure for a facility.

Site a

Service Facility Relocated

Reuse existing office building

Site a

Site b
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 An Office Market Analysis was completed for the city of Independence, 
with a particular focus on the Rockside Road Corridor that extends from 
Independence into Seven Hills. Ultimately, the purpose of the market analysis 
was to forecast office tenanting potential for rehabilitated, redeveloped and new 
space in mixed-use environments along the Rockside Road Corridor. This 
corridor has functioned as the premier suburban office node in Northeast Ohio for 
several decades, but faces increased competition from newer, mixed-use 
developments and renewed interest in Downtown Cleveland.  
 

Findings from the market analysis were meant to help inform a sub-area 
planning effort led by Planning-Next that emerged from recommendations 
provided in the City of Independence’s 2013 Economic Development Strategic 
Plan (EDSP). That Strategic Plan examined the economic development 
opportunities for the city and determined that there was a need to enhance the 
competitiveness of existing business nodes through existing building 
rehabilitation and upgrading, mixed-use redevelopment, and infill. A sub-area 
plan for the Rockside Road Corridor was meant to help provide direction on how 
to achieve a more competitive business environment. The effort was extended to 
include portions of Rockside Road in neighboring Seven Hills.  
 
 While the EDSP examined the economic development opportunities in 
depth, this office market analysis was meant to drill down further to determine the 
potential for office space and to identify the key types of office tenants that 
should be targeted for the corridor.  
 
 Section 1 of this report revisits office market trends in the region and the 
sub-market covering Independence, Seven Hills and the Rockside Road 
Corridor. Section 2 provides a summary of market forecasts for office demand 
within the market area, while Section 3 discusses the potential for specific types 
of office tenants in the Rockside Road Corridor. Finally, there is a discussion of 
the opportunities for development of an “Innovation Zone” concept for a green 
field site owned by the City of Independence within the Rockside Road area.   
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Section 1. EXISTING MARKET CONDITIONS 
 
 This section summarizes a review of existing office market conditions 
within the Northeast Ohio region and the Independence sub-market in particular. 
Office market trends are revisited and key findings discussed relating to shifts in 
the market for office space.  These findings update the review of office market 
conditions conducted for the Economic Development Strategic Plan in 2013.  
 

Cleveland & Northeast Ohio 
 

Northeast Ohio has a total inventory of about 92.3 million square feet of 
office space, according to data provided by Team NEO and various brokers in 
the region. The Northeast Ohio Office Market, although cyclical in nature, has 
seen declining absorption on average since 2001.  Overall, Northeast Ohio has 
absorbed an average of about 520,000 square feet of office space per year 
(300,000 in the Cleveland market), although annual take-up has ranged from 
negative 900,000sf to more than 1.4 million square feet of positive absorption. 
The market has emerged from the recession with office demand and positive net 
absorption of office space since 2012/13. However, the Cleveland market 
absorbed less than 100,000 net square feet overall in 2014. 
 
Supply and Occupancy 
 
 According to data produced by Jones Lang LaSalle, Cleveland-area 
vacancy increased from about 16.4% in 2006 to a height of 22.0% in 2011, 
before falling back to 20.4% in 2014. Vacancy still hovers at around 20.3% in 
early 2015 (or 20.8%, according to NAI/Daus) and Cleveland is one of only four 
markets in the U.S. with office vacancies averaging more than 20%.  
 
 There has been very little new speculative office construction in the 
Cleveland market during the last several years, although there is some build-to-
suit construction underway in the Southwest sub-market. Occupancy and rental 
rates have not yet risen to the level where demand would support new 
construction of speculative office buildings in most of the Cleveland market. At 
the same time that there is little new construction, several office buildings in 
central Cleveland are being converted to residential uses.  
 
Rents 
 
 Cleveland-area rents have also fallen or stagnated since 2006. Rents 
reached $20.00 in 2007 before falling back to $18.93 in 2013 and $18.98 in 
2014. Rents are still lower so far, at $18.95/sf, in 2015. Thus, despite the fact that 
supply has remained stagnant or even declined, demand has not pushed up 
rents on a regional basis. That being said, there is some differentiation in rents 
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by class. Rents for Class A space appear to be increasing slowly (standing at 
$22.94/sf in Q1 2015) while those for Class B space are falling ($17.36/sf)  as 
companies move up and out of older space. Such shifts up and down in the 
market occur whether the overall market is growing or not. 
 

Independence / Rockside Road 
 

By virtue of its location and excellent accessibility to the regional interstate 
system, Independence developed as the region’s major suburban office node 
and remains more competitive than other locations for attracting office tenants. 
This part of the South Cleveland Sub-market comprises a total office inventory of 
more than 4.0 million square feet, constituting about 5.0% of the regional 
Northeast Ohio market including Cleveland and Akron. Most of this space is 
concentrated in the Rockside Road Corridor. Full-service rents average about 
$19 per square foot, which are among the highest in the metropolitan region. 
There is a large amount of available space, estimated at about 20%, including 
direct vacancy of at least 17%. Absorption averaged a respectable 79,000 
square feet in the Independence sub-market in 2012.1 
 

The Independence Office Market has remained relatively stable, with 
slowly increasing net absorption of about 50,000 square feet per year on average 
since 2001. Nevertheless, Independence experienced negative absorption in 
about 6 of the last 12 years. The Rockside Road area is generally considered a 
stable market, accounting for an average of about 10% of total Northeast Ohio 
absorption. Location remains the key factor in Rockside Road’s success in 
attracting businesses that draw employment from the regional labor market. The 
corridor’s excellent geographic position between east and west, and between 
Cleveland and Akron-Canton, at the crossroads of the regional highway network, 
yields logistical advantages for companies drawing from the region’s commuter 
shed.  

 
Investment in Rockside Road office properties has increased during the 

past year, with real estate entities reinvesting in buildings resulting in higher 
occupancies and revenue yields.  Building upgrades have included renovated 
lobbies, technology upgrades and other investments that help the area’s 
buildings retain their competitiveness in the regional market. 
 
Occupancy 
 
 As noted above, total office vacancy in Independence exceeds 20%, 
which is lower than it was two years ago but remains an unacceptably high 
vacancy rate.  Between 2005 and 2013, the local vacancy rate gradually 
increased over time from about 21% in 3rd quarter 2005 to a peak of nearly 27% 
in 3rd quarter 2011. However, since that time, occupancy has improved fairly 

                                                 
1 Based on data generated through CoStar. 
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consistently to the current 19/20% figure. In general, vacancy stayed within a 
range of 20 to 25% for seven years prior to 2014. In the broader South Sub-
Market, vacancy had increased to a high of 26% in 2013 before falling back to 
18.8% by 2014.   
 
 Thanks to reinvestment and upgrading of existing buildings, several 
tenants have relocated into Independence and the Rockside Road Corridor in the 
past year. GrafTech International, which is re-orienting itself towards he 
production of engineered graphite products for electronics, aerospace and 
energy industries, has relocated its headquarters and research activities from a 
330,000 square-foot facility in Parma to 23,680 square feet in Independence as 
well as a 23,000 square-foot Innovation and Technology Center in adjacent 
Brooklyn Heights.  While the relocation represents a gain for the Rockside Road 
Corridor, it results from a consolidation and a 25% cost-saving decrease in 
headquarters employment for the company in the broader Cleveland area. 
 
 Longbow Research, University Hospitals and the IRS have all recently 
relocated into or upgraded space in the Rockside Road Corridor. Longbow 
Research, which provides institutional asset management services including 
market research and data collection, is relocating from neighboring Seven Hills 
into Independence but remaining in the Rockside Road Corridor.   
 
Rents 
 
 The broader South sub-market surrounding Independence offers average 
rents in the $17.50 to $18.50 range. Rents peaked at more than $21 in 2001 and 
have not returned to that rate in 14 years. Rents fell to a low of $15.63 in 2005 
and remained relatively stagnant at around $16-17 until 2013, when they finally 
exceeded $18.00 per foot. Since then, rents have again remained relatively 
stable within the $18.00 range in this sub-market. Thus, competitive rents in a 
desirable location have helped boost occupancy to levels that are higher than in 
other parts of the regional market.  
 

Summary 
 
 The Northeast Ohio and Cleveland-area office markets are gradually 
recovering from the effects of the financial crisis and recession in 2010. However, 
the region’s office market has not yet generated sufficient demand to fill vacant 
buildings and Cleveland is among only four markets nationwide with vacancy 
levels exceeding 20%. Rents remain lower than their peak years, and there is 
very little new construction of speculative office space. Overall supply is declining 
as office buildings downtown are converted into residential properties. Despite 
the decrease in overall supply and relatively low rents, overall vacancy remains 
high in this region.  
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 The Rockside Road Corridor is still one of the most competitive locations 
for office tenants in the region. While buildings are aging, the City of 
Independence has taken pro-active steps to attract investors to rehabilitate office 
buildings, which has helped improve occupancy. In a stagnant regional market, 
much of the office leasing activity results from companies moving up into higher-
class space or relocating due to consolidation or upgrading to a new location. 
Independence has benefitted from lateral moves - move-ups and relocations – 
but significant new demand has not yet been generated through net growth in the 
broader regional market.  
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Section 2. OFFICE DEMAND 
 
 Demand for office space was forecasted for the sub-market including 
Independence and Seven Hills. Office demand was calculated and forecasted 
based on projected changes in regional office employment, productivity and other 
economic factors affecting relevant office sectors as well as on regional 
absorption trends and the sub-market’s capture of demand within the competitive 
market.  The findings from this analysis are summarized below.  
 

Regional Growth Drivers 
 
 Key office sectors will add about 1,000 jobs per year in the Akron-Canton 
MSA and 3,000 jobs per year in the Cleveland MSA over the next five years, 
based on projections generated by state and regional sources. Those jobs will 
generate demand for up to about 2.5 to 2.9 million square feet of office space in 
Northeast Ohio. 
 
Table 1. OFFICE SPACE DEMAND IN KEY OFFICE GROWTH 
  SECTORS, NORTHEAST OHIO, 2014-2019   
            
  Jobs Per Year Share in Off Space  2019 Office  
Industry Akron Cleveland Office Per Emp  Demand (sf)  

  
    

  

Finance/Insurance          100           320  0.59 235         291,150  

Real Estate            40           160  0.59 235         138,650  

Professional & Technical Svcs          230        1,010  0.59 235         859,650  

Management of Companies          260           350  0.60 250         457,500  

Administrative Services          320        1,020  0.78 190         992,950  

Membership Organizations            70           210  0.65 190         172,900  

  
    

  

TOTAL       1,020        3,070            2,912,800  

  
    

  

Sources:  Ohio Department of Jobs and Family Services; U.S.  

  Economic Census; and Randall Gross / Development  

  Economics.       
 
 While there will be growing demand generated by these growth sectors, 
other sectors of the economy will continue to stagnate and office demand in 
those sectors will fall. As such, the overall net yield in office demand will be 
somewhat lower, forecasted optimistically at 1.6 to 1.8 million square feet region-
wide. The purpose of focusing on the growth sectors is to illustrate the sources 
for the highest demand for office space in the regional economy. 
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The largest drivers of office demand in the region over the next five years 

will include the following, based on projected office-related employment growth 
for the two large northeast Ohio metropolitan areas. 
 
Cleveland 
 
 Within the Cleveland market, there will be sustained growth in 
administrative support services, including companies that supply employment or 
human resources (e.g. temp agency) services, business support services and 
other administrative support.  There will also be substantial growth in 
professional and technical services, including computer systems design, 
management & research consulting services, scientific and technical services, 
architecture, engineering, accounting and tax preparation services, legal 
services, advertising and public relations. Other growth sectors including 
management support services, membership organizations and associations, and 
real estate. Downtown has been successful in retaining or attracting some of 
these sectors, such as legal services which tend to concentrate in the center city. 
 
Akron-Canton 
 
 The Akron-Canton market will also see some growth in administrative 
support and employment services, engineering, accounting, management 
services, membership organizations and associations, and financial services.  
 

Office Space Absorption  
 
 Office absorption averaged 480,000 square feet per year between 2001 
and 2014. However, that period included several dramatic cycles with peaks in 
2002, 2005-2008, and 2013; and valleys in 2003 and 2009-2012.  
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 While there has been positive net absorption during 8 of the last 15 years, 
the overall trend generated through linear regression analysis suggests a gradual 
decrease in absorption over the long-term. Among the factors impacting on office 
absorption have been region’s sluggish economic growth, especially among 
office demand-generating sectors, and an “over-hang” of Class B and C space 
that dampens the market. During 2014, the industrial sector saw some modest 
growth but office vacancies increased and absorption actually fell.  Downtown 
Cleveland, the region’s largest office sub-market, saw negative absorption of 
about 50,000 square feet. Meanwhile, suburban markets saw a modest net gain 
in absorption of 80,000 square feet. That amount is enough to support the typical 
floor plate of one large suburban office building but not enough to drive down the 
region’s vacancy rate (estimated at 17% to 20%, depending on the source).  
 
 Based optimistically on sustained absorption rates, office space 
absorption of about 1.75 million square feet is forecasted through 2019. This 
absorption pace is roughly equivalent to the office demand forecasted based on 
employment projections for office sectors, or 1.6 to 1.8 million square feet. This 
number includes both leasable and built-to-suit office space demand. 
 

Competitive Framework 
 
 There is significant competition for office tenants around Northeast Ohio. 
For many years, Rockside Road benefitted from the flight of tenants from 
Downtown Cleveland. But Downtown has been regaining some of its appeal for 
certain types of businesses. Several companies have relocated Downtown from 
the suburbs. At the same time, new mixed-use nodes on the east and west sides 
of Cleveland are drawing increasing numbers of office uses.  
 
 Chagrin Highlands, a 630-acre east-side corporate community in 
Beachwood is located in the I-271 Corridor. The competitive advantage of this 
location is proximity to executives who live in surrounding areas and therefore 
want easy access to their offices. Corporate headquarters for companies such as 
Eaton Corporation, along with University Hospitals’ Ahuja Medical Center and 
extensive retail/commercial development have increased exposure for this 
location. Two office buildings with a total of 267,000 square feet offer leasable 
space for corporate and professional service tenants.  
 
 Crocker Park, in the Westlake area, offers an attractive mixed-use 
environment that is increasingly attracting corporate and other business uses. 
This west-side development offers proximity to Cleveland-Hopkins International 
Airport and to lake-front communities on the west side of the city. Financial 
services firms including Fidelity Investments, Morgan Stanley, Compass Bank, 
Huntington Bank, Merrill Lynch, Wells Fargo and others are well-represented 
here. 
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 Office tenants and build-to-suit office uses are also attracted to various 
other locations throughout the Cleveland metropolitan area and to places 
towards the south/east like Hudson in the Akron-Canton area.  
 

Rockside Road Office Growth Potential 
 

Demand for office space in Independence and neighboring parts of Seven 
Hills was forecasted based on industry and employment forecasts yielding 
demand for office space in the region. This information was coupled with historic 
absorption trends, office inventory and supply, and an analysis of the competitive 
market framework.  

 
Ultimately, the analysis determined that the Rockside Road Corridor is 

likely to capture net new demand for at least 265,000 leasable square feet over 
the next five years (2014-2019).  This number does not include lateral shifts 
within the existing market, such as tenants moving from within Rockside Road (or 
consolidating from buildings somewhere in the region to a site in Rockside Road) 
but downsizing or occupying the same amount of space. Demand for office 
space in the corridor is still generated to a large extent based on the competitive 
advantages of the area’s location and logistics, being served by the 
transportation network accessing downtown Cleveland, east and west suburbs, 
Akron-Canton, and Cleveland Hopkins International Airport.  Accessibility to the 
broadest cross-section of the regional labor force is the key advantage for 
Rockside Road as a business location. 
 

Innovation Zone 
 

A site has been identified for creation of an “Innovation Zone” concept that 
would promote development of science & technology, research & development, 
and innovative clean manufacturing as a showcase for Independence’s strengths 
as an innovation hub. The concept was tested through an “Opportunities 
Assessment” that reviewed the City’s targeted industry base along with more 
detailed assessment of the region’s technical industries.  
 

The key science and technology sectors driving demand for office, R&D 
and related uses include Information Technology (IT) & Business Process 
Outsourcing (BPO), Engineering, and Life Sciences. The Cleveland MSA is 
projected to generate about 6,500 jobs in these sectors within the next five years, 
yielding an estimated demand for about 675,000 square feet of office, R&D and 
laboratory space. Despite the appealing qualities of Cleveland’s life sciences 
brand (which is being marketed aggressively by local and state economic 
development agencies), by far the greatest demand will come from the IT sector 
and even the biosciences depend on information technology. Office demand 
generated by projected science and technology job growth is summarized below. 
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Table 2.   OFFICE DEMAND GENERATED BY KEY SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY 
                SECTORS, NORTHEAST OHIO, 2014-2019     
          
Key Sectors Ann. Jobs 2019 Total SF/Emp Square Feet 

  
   

  
Information Tech & BPO 605 3,024 190        574,608  

Engineering 61 305 230          70,150  

Life Sciences 24 120 240          28,800  
  

   
  

TOTAL 690 3,449          673,558  

  
   

  

Sources: State of Ohio, BOMA, and Randall Gross /  
  Development Economics     

 
Independence may have the opportunity to “target” perhaps 140,000 to 

190,000 square feet of this tech-related demand for office, R&D and tech space, 
some of which would locate within the proposed “Innovation Zone.” The largest 
share of this opportunity would be generated by businesses engaged in 
information technology and BPO. The “target” represents a standard in terms of 
scale and phasing for such an endeavour. As noted in the 2013 Economic 
Development Strategic Plan, Independence has certain strengths for attracting 
engineering-related services such as aerospace, civil, computer hardware, 
environmental, and other engineering services; as well as companies engaged in 
information technology and BPO/business processing.   
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Section 3. ROCKSIDE ROAD TARGETS 
 
 Key recruitment targets for the Rockside Road Corridor are recommended 
based on the findings of the Market Analysis, combined with the 
recommendations of the Economic Development Strategic Plan.  
 

Primary Recruitment Targets  
 
 The primary targets are described not as “industries” per se, but as 
company administrative and other functions that can exist among businesses in 
many different types of industries. Administrative support services, engineering, 
and management support services, which the Corridor has attracted successfully 
for years, remain key primary targets. In addition, companies engaged in 
professional and technical services, finance, and real estate are also important 
targets. Finally, the corridor is competitive for attracting membership-based 
organizations and associations which serve a regional or national base.  
 
Innovation Zone 
 
 As noted previously, more than 6,500 jobs will be created in key sectors 
relating to information technology, engineering, environmental and health 
sciences. This growth is expected to occur despite stagnation in other sectors in 
the regional economy. As a result, it is important to target and recruit companies 
in industries that are most likely to experience growth in the near term. The 
largest numbers of jobs will be created in companies that hire computer systems 
analysts and customer support personnel. But there will also be significant job 
growth in software development, computer support, information security, bill and 
account collections, and various engineering fields. The table on the following 
page summarizes projected job growth in target activities relevant to 
Independence and the Innovation Zone. 
 

Again, key target activities will have significant numbers of workers 
engaged in computer systems analysis and customer service / BPO, along with 
computer support, software development, information security, bill and account 
collections, and engineering. The latter category in particular includes civil, 
industrial, mechanical and environmental engineering. Other target employers 
are focused on actuarial services and database administration, among other 
activities. The technology, BPO, engineering and other services would be 
complemented by the attraction of manufacturing companies using “clean” 
computer-aided technology and tech-heavy production systems. Employment 
growth among these activities is summarized below. 
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Table 3.  TARGET TECHNOLOGY-RELATED BUSINESS 

               ACTIVITIES, INDEPENDENCE, 2019   
      
  Annual   
Sector/Service Growth Rate Total Jobs 

  
 

  
Computer & Info Science 3.9%                70  

Computer Systems Analysis 2.5%           1,250  

Software Developers/Systems 2.3%              830  

Database Administration 2.1%              200  

Network Systems Admin 2.6%              170  

Computer Support Specialists 2.4%              660  

Information Security/Web Dev 1.4%              560  

Other Computer Support 1.7%              270  

Actuarial Services 0.8%              160  

Bill and Account Collections 1.1%              580  

Customer Service    0.9%           1,300  

Civil Engineering 0.9%              130  

Industrial Engineering 0.5%              120  

Mechanical Engineering 0.4%              100  

Environmental & Health Sciences 2.9%              130  
  

 
  

TOTAL   6,530 

  
 

  
Sources: State of Ohio, BOMA, and 
  Randall Gross / Dev. Econ. 

 
“Clean” manufacturing would be an attractive use within the Innovation 

Zone. However, the Economic Development Strategic Plan and further research 
continue to suggest that Independence is in heated competition with other 
communities throughout Ohio for a limited number of such uses. Some of the 
best opportunities relate to food & beverage production, which is a growing and 
typically, “clean” industry that is attracted to logistical nodes like Independence.  
Product assembly is an opportunity and the region is expected to add about 40 
assembly jobs per year in the next few years.   Growth is also expected for 
machinists and computer-controlled machining.  

 
Companies such as contractors engaged in testing, inspections, precision 

tooling, sorting, and sampling would be appropriate as part of an Innovation Zone 
business mix. Fabricated metal products, computer electronics, and 
transportation equipment production industries will continue to expand with the 
economic recovery.  
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Initial Marketing & Development Strategies 

 
 Strategic planning guidance for business recruitment has been provided in 
the Economic Development Strategic Plan (EDSP). This input is summarized 
below along with additional recommendations for reaching out to the target 
tenants for Rockside Road.  
 
Building Product and Environment 
 

As noted in the 2013 Economic Development Strategic Plan, preferences 
for office design, format and location are changing in some sectors. Open-space 
plans are becoming more popular as they are more efficient, reduce costs, and 
help promote staff networking and team-building. Urban, mixed-use locations are 
becoming more attractive than office parks for some businesses that are trying to 
recruit young “smart” tech and service workers. Downtown Cleveland is once 
again attracting large businesses due to its re-emerging “vibe,” central location 
and amenity value. 

 
In order to attract office tenants and absorb space at a higher rate, it has 

been recommended that consideration be given to assisting investors and 
companies engaged in rehabilitating and upgrading their buildings. It was also 
noted that there is a need to consider reformulating portions of the Rockside 
Road Corridor to establish more walk-able, mixed-use nodes. The rehabilitation 
of office space can be accomplished where amenity value helps to sustain rents 
and build residual value for investors.  Redevelopment is also an option, although 
infill may be most appropriate. Attention to Rockside Road’s product is important 
because of the need to sustain value and attract or retain Class A tenants. Such 
value in turn helps sustain the tax base and fund local services. New product 
allows existing tenants to “move up” and stay within Rockside Road and also for 
recruitment of potential “drop in” uses.  Since the completion of the EDSP, the 
City of Independence has already taken steps to successfully attract investors 
through incentives to promote building rehabilitation.  
 

The problem with new construction is that it would take 10 years at 
projected rates to absorb the 1.1 million square-foot “overhang” of rentable office 
space (or perhaps 700,000-800,000 square feet of competitive space) available 
in the South Sub-market, before demand warrants construction of new multi-
tenant buildings. That situation does not discount the possibility of large “drop-in” 
and build-to-suit projects (such as companies relocating from Akron or other 
parts of the NE Ohio market for accessibility), or for the possibility of creating 
“move-up” space.    

 
Strategic recommendations for strengthening the Rockside Road Corridor 

were produced in a separate Strategic Planning document, but the overall focus 
would be on identifying and targeting functionally-obsolete buildings and sites. 
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Nodes should be established for redevelopment including mixed-use, walk-able 
districts with supportive uses including restaurants and retail businesses.  
 

Where target buildings and nodes intersect, efforts should be made to 
establish a framework for redevelopment. Where target buildings do not intersect 
with target nodes, focus would be on rehabilitation/enhancement of existing 
buildings and new infill commercial/mixed-use development within that node. 
New mixed-use development could include some new Class A office space that 
allows for existing tenants within the Rockside Road Corridor and South Sub-
Market to “move up” to new space in an exciting new node. Such space would be 
developed almost as “build-to-suit” through discussions with existing area 
tenants.  

 
Ultimately, the addition of some new office space will allow the Rockside 

corridor to retain the existing businesses that might otherwise relocate to newer 
Class A space. The new space could also help attract new businesses to the 
community. In that case, the creation of some new space would not have to 
result in a “zero-sum” game for retaining Rockside tenants.  

 
It is important to create amenity value in support of office and other 

employment-generating uses such as through high-end residential and mixed-
use development nearby. Over the longer term, if there is a market opportunity 
expansion of office space, it would be better to integrate office uses into mixed-
use development.  
 
Innovation Zone  
 

The concept for an “Innovation Zone” for Independence at a City-owned 
site would be oriented to R&D, technology-based, and clean manufacturing 
businesses as an approach for diversifying the tax base. A separate Strategic 
Planning document has provided some detail on marketing, development and 
financing strategies for the Innovation Zone. The strategies build on initial 
recommendations as outlined below.  

 
First, it is important to establish a strong anchor for the Innovation Zone 

site will be absolutely critical for marketing and attracting spin-off and other uses. 
Key anchors might include a research arm of a respected academic institution, 
the R&D division of a corporate brand, or a large government contractor.   

 
To enhance the competitiveness of the Innovation Zone, a package of 

incentives and amenities would be offered and marketed pro-actively. Up-front 
site infrastructure would need to be put into place. As noted above, focus should 
be given to identifying an anchor use(s) that can establish the site and brand it as 
a center for innovation and production. Finally, the marketing niche would be 
oriented to engineering and information technology. 
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Downtown Independence 
 

As the population and commercial base grows and downtown becomes 
more of an attractive destination, it could attract small office uses including 
potentially design, technology and professional service firms.  However, the initial 
focus for office development and tenant recruitment would be concentrated in the 
Innovation Zone and Rockside Road Corridor.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 A Retail Market Analysis was completed for the city of Independence, with 
a particular focus on the city’s Downtown area. The purpose of the retail market 
analysis was to forecast retail, restaurant, entertainment, and personal services 
potential for rehabilitated, redeveloped and new space or sites in Downtown 
Independence. The Downtown area no longer serves as the primary retail-
commercial node for the city, so there is a need to look at potential for Downtown 
and to identify opportunities for reinventing its role within the competitive market.   
 

Findings from the market analysis were meant to help inform a sub-area 
planning effort led by Planning-Next that emerged from recommendations 
provided in the City of Independence’s 2013 Economic Development Strategic 
Plan (EDSP). That Strategic Plan examined the economic development 
opportunities for the city and determined that there was a need to enhance the 
performance of Downtown due to its importance to the city’s overall brand and as 
a the city’s traditional business district. A sub-area plan for Downtown was meant 
to help provide direction on how to enhance the competitiveness of the area for 
business and also how best to integrate housing and other uses.   
 
 This retail market analysis was meant to define the potential for retail 
space and to identify the key types of retail uses that should be targeted for 
recruitment to the Downtown area.  
 
 Section 1 of this report summarizes the Downtown area’s existing uses 
and analyzes its physical characteristics and positioning as a commercial 
business node. Section 2 provides a summary of market forecasts for retail 
demand within the broader trade area, while Section 3 discusses the potential for 
specific types of retail tenants and uses in the Downtown area. Finally, there is a 
discussion of the “recommended mix” of business uses that would help 
strengthen Downtown as a commercial and mixed-use node.    
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Section 1. SITE ASSESSMENT & EXISTING CONDITIONS 
 
 This section summarizes existing conditions and assesses the Downtown 
Independence area as a location for commercial business uses.  Key 
characteristics including access and visibility, existing inventory and surrounding 
uses, building stock, marketing and others are assessed as they relate to the 
overall competitiveness of Downtown Independence as a retail and commercial 
business location.  
 

Access and Visibility 
 
 The commercial heart of Downtown Independence is situated along 
several blocks straddling Brecksville Road, roughly between Daisy Avenue on 
the north and the Public Square, on the south side. Chestnut Street is the main 
cross street, providing access west into Seven Hills. However, the civic “heart” of 
Independence is actually located further south at the Community Campus west of 
Brecksville Road along Selig Road. In this area are located the City’s Fire 
Department, Police Department, City Hall, Public Library, and various recreation 
facilities including a large community center and an outdoor pool.  
 
 While Brecksville Road (Ohio Route 21) carries some commuter traffic 
north to Downtown Cleveland from the region’s southern suburbs, Most north-
south commuter traffic is now concentrated on I-77, just a few blocks to the west. 
Brecksville Road daily traffic counts (ADT) averaged about 15,000 in 
Independence in 2013. This number compares with more than 90,000 on I-77. 
Furthermore, commercial uses on Brecksville Road compete with those located 
just a few blocks north on Rockside Road, which has ADTs exceeding 101,000, 
according to the Ohio Department of Transportation. Finally, there is only limited 
east-west traffic (connecting to I-77), generated primarily by local households in 
Independence and surrounding communities.   
 
 Interstates 77 and 480 provide excellent access from all directions to 
Independence, but Downtown Independence lacks direct access and exposure to 
I-77 and to other major traffic routes. Even Chestnut Street, the main cross street 
providing Downtown with access west into Seven Hills, provides no eastward 
access due to the presence of the Cuyahoga River and the Cuyahoga Valley 
National Park (CVNP). Thus, even local access is constrained from the east. 
Existing Downtown traffic is likely to be sourced locally or from the south in 
Brecksville.  
 

But more importantly, Downtown is isolated from and lacks exposure to 
the Rockside Road employment base, which is the primary driver for retail 
demand in the area. Those office workers account for an estimated 76% of the 
trade area’s retail market. Commuter patterns do not draw these thousands of 
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workers east and south to Downtown Independence, since it’s much easier to 
access I-77 and I-480 directly from Rockside Road. Demand generated by area 
workers is siphoned off by retail businesses located along the Rockside Road 
Corridor. Because of the location of the Downtown business district and 
associated commuter patterns, Downtown draws its primary market from a 
narrow north-south trade area along Brecksville Road. 
 

Existing Uses 
 
 Downtown Independence has a total inventory of approximately 110,000 
square feet of commercial space, but only 40% of that space is utilized by retail 
businesses. Most space is either occupied by personal and other service 
businesses or is vacant. As a result, Downtown does not function as a true 
shopping district. Compounding this issue is the fact that Downtown does not 
serve as the civic hub of the community, with most City offices and public 
community functions concentrated at the Community Campus, located southwest 
of Downtown. With most retail and employment-generating businesses situated 
along Rockside Road, limited commercial use on Brecksville Road, and City Hall 
located elsewhere; Downtown Independence does not really function as the 
“Main Street” of Independence.  
 

Table 1. EXISTING RETAIL INVENTORY,  
  DOWNTOWN INDEPENDENCE, 2014 
      
Primary Category Square Feet Share 
  

 
  

Convenience Goods                   16,540  30.2% 
Shopper's Goods                   19,500  35.6% 
Eating & Drinking                     5,572  10.2% 
Entertainment                     1,200  2.2% 
Personal Services                     5,500  10.1% 
Vacant                     6,400  11.7% 
  

 
  

TOTAL                   54,712  100.0% 
  

 
  

Sources: Cuyahoga County Assessor, Businesses, 
   Carnegie Companies, and Randall Gross /  
   Development Economics. 

 
 Among the largest anchor uses in Downtown Independence are non-retail 
service businesses such as Vodrazka Funeral Home. With less than 55,000 
square feet of retail space (including 6,400 square feet vacant), Downtown 
Independence would barely qualify as a convenience center and is even smaller 
than most “neighborhood” centers (of 70,000 to 90,000 square feet).  As shown 
above, about one-third of retail space is occupied by convenience uses such as 
the CVS drugstore and the flower shop, but without an anchor supermarket. 
About one-third is occupied by “shopper’s goods” stores which draw from a 
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broader trade area, but with less than 20,000 square feet of these uses, there is 
no destination appeal. Further, the “shopper’s” goods stores in Independence are 
still geared mainly to a local market including Ace Hardware and the auto parts 
store.  While there is some nominal space taken for restaurants and personal 
services, it is barely enough to support a handful of such businesses.  
 

For all intents and purposes, there is no entertainment per se in 
Downtown Independence. The 1,200 square-foot Independence Community 
Theater has been included here for illustrative purposes but it is not really a 
commercial entertainment use, serving more a community purpose and operating 
as a not-for-profit entity. Coupled with eating & drinking opportunities, 
entertainment can help broaden the market for a Downtown area and increase its 
destination draw. Without these uses, Downtown is much more dependent on the 
local market base. And in the case of Independence, exposure is limited to the 
broadest share of the retail market base, driven by Rockside Road workers.  
 
 The City’s Middle School site offers opportunities for mixed-use 
redevelopment in the heart of the Downtown area. The site has good exposure 
on Brecksville Road and is located adjacent to convenient retail and commercial 
uses. Because the site is large, it does not require significant assembly of 
individual parcels. And because the site is under public control, the City can work 
with developers to help leverage redevelopment in a way that is suitable and 
acceptable to the community.  
 
Surrounding Uses 
 
 The area surrounding Downtown on the west includes primarily single-
family residential neighborhoods of Independence and, further west, Seven Hills. 
These tidy, well-manicured neighborhoods include some residents who originally 
moved to Independence decades ago and are “aging in place” in their homes. 
Just south of Downtown, as noted before, is the Community Campus which 
includes City Hall and several municipal offices and community functions. Further 
south is the city of Brecksville, which offers a somewhat more substantive 
downtown area including retail, residential and office uses.   
 

Cuyahoga Valley National Park (CVNP). East of Downtown is the 
massive Cuyahoga Valley National Park (CVNP), which extends north along the 
Cuyahoga River and south towards Akron.  The Canal Visitors Center, an 
important intake hub for the park, is located south-east of Downtown along the 
river at Hillside Road. The park provides a wonderful recreation resource for the 
region and a potential source of tourists, but also effectively creates a natural 
boundary for the trade area for Downtown Independence. Downtown is not likely 
to draw much traffic from the east due to limited access and the presence of this 
park.  
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Physical Characteristics 

 
 Most of the retail/commercial space in Downtown Independence is 
clustered within about four blocks along Brecksville Road between Daisy and 
Elmwood avenues (or the Public Square).  Several commercial spaces were built 
as strip shopping centers, including the largest, Independence Square Plaza. 
Others were built as stand-alone buildings. Independence Square is oddly 
configured in a shape that is perpendicular to Brecksville Road, which has 
impeded effective marketing of this center. Retail spaces located closest to 
Brecksville benefit from good exposure and ample parking. But spaces located 
further towards the “back” or eastern end of the center lack exposure. The 
challenges inherent in marketing those back spaces are evident in the amount of 
vacant space concentrated at the eastern end of the center (as of summer 2014).  
 
 In addition to commercial spaces, there are several churches and office 
structures in the Downtown area. St. Michael Catholic Church is situated in a 
prominent place, anchoring the center of Downtown at Chestnut and Brecksville. 
As noted before, the Vadrazka Funeral Home is also a large anchor in the 
Downtown area, situated in a long building with excellent exposure near Valley 
View Drive. Several banks and office buildings are scattered throughout the area, 
including on side streets. Offices also occupy first-floor space in several of the 
shopping centers, which reduces the retail commercial activity fronting onto 
Brecksville Road.  
 
 The Public Square area is a relatively attractive park space with traditional 
buildings set back around the square. The large, attractive Independence United 
Methodist Church is located in this area. The old City Hall building is now utilized 
by the Independence Community Theater, as noted above. The theater helps 
provide an active use on the Square. Several buildings in the Downtown area 
offer the remnants of colonial design or features (such as the mini Liberty Bell on 
the shopping center) that once helped brand the city as a traditional small town.  
But overhead wires and lighting distract from that concept.  
 
 Downtown offers attractive sidewalks, brick pavers, and infrastructure 
such as bus shelters. Overall, Downtown is potentially walk-able but the lack of 
active retail frontage and pedestrian accommodation make walking and shopping 
less desirable. Strip centers with up-front parking also distract from the 
possibilities of Downtown offering a more intimate, walkable shopping experience 
in Independence as compared with the traffic-laden Rockside Road Corridor.  
 

Marketing and Management 
 
 Downtown does not currently offer a mechanism devoted specifically to 
marketing, management or development. The streets, sidewalks and public 
infrastructure are well-maintained by the City. But there is little outreach 
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marketing or recruitment specifically for Downtown, nor a management entity 
focused specifically on Downtown development, financing, or management. The 
2013 Economic Development Strategic Plan (EDSP) provided the specific 
recommendation for a Downtown Improvement Authority (DIA) to assist small 
business growth and help leverage private investment. The DIA would help 
package programs and incentives, provide technical assistance to businesses, 
and link with tax increment financing to achieve broader redevelopment 
objectives as outlined in the EDSP.  
 

Summary 
 
 Downtown Independence offers the opportunity for a walk-able 
commercial district that is distinct from Rockside Road and attractive for 
residents and visitors alike. There are several businesses including a drugstore 
and a hardware store that provide necessary goods and services to the 
community. However, there is less than 50,000 square feet of occupied retail 
commercial space (as of summer 2014) and no anchors. The area lacks the 
kinds of dining and entertainment uses that help to strengthen the destination 
markets for downtowns and complement other uses including housing.  A key 
question pursued in the sections that follow relate to the demand for more anchor 
retail uses, dining and entertainment in the Downtown area.  
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Section 2. RETAIL TRADE AREA DEMAND 
 
 Demand for retail space was forecasted for Independence with a particular 
focus on Downtown. Retail demand was calculated and forecasted based on 
projected household demographic patterns in the Downtown independence 
Trade Area, as well as on potential expenditures generated by tourism, workers, 
and inflow for destination uses. The findings from this analysis are summarized 
below.  
 

Trade Area Definition 
 
 As noted in the previous section, the Downtown Independence Trade Area 
(from which Downtown draws at least 80% of its sales) is relatively constricted. 
The Cuyahoga Valley National Park (CVNP) provides a natural boundary on the 
east. Rockside Road forms a northern boundary and I-77 bounds the trade area 
on the west. Only to the south does the trade area extend for some distance 
towards the city of Brecksville, from where some commuters and others travel 
north into Independence and to Rockside Road for work, business or shopping.  
 
 For the purposes of this analysis, the trade area has been disaggregated 
into five sub-areas. Sub-Area A is the central business district (CBD) or 
Downtown area, including surrounding neighborhoods within walking distance 
that form part of the primary trade area. Sub-area B is the Brecksville Road 
corridor, the other portion of the primary trade area. Sub-area C is the Rockside 
Road Corridor where there are significant numbers of workers who form part of 
the potential market for Downtown Independence. Sub-area D is the community 
of Seven Hills, which is accessible to Downtown from the west and forms part of 
the market for Downtown Independence retailers and other businesses. Finally, 
Sub-area E comprises the Brecksville area and south-west, which form part of 
the Brecksville Road commuter-shed. Other areas are considered as part of the 
“destination” market or inflow to the trade area for Downtown Independence.  
 

Demographic Trends 
 

Downtown Independence Trade Area demographics have remained 
relatively stagnant, but incomes are increasing in the area. Between 2000 and 
2014, population within much of the trade area declined. The most significant 
decrease was in Sub-Area B, which comprises a significant part of the primary 
trade area along Brecksville Road.  This are saw a population decrease of nearly 
400 or 6.5%. Within the Downtown area itself, population fell by about 20 or 
0.3%. But population also fell in the Rockside Road area and in Seven Hills. The 
only portion of the trade area with growing population base was Brecksville. 
Demographic trends are summarized in the following table.  
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Table 2. DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS, RETAIL TRADE AREA,    
  INDEPENDENCE CBD, 2000-2014     
            2000-2014 Change 
Factor 2000 2010 2014 Number Percent 
  

    
  

Trade Area A 
    

  
Population                  5,690          5,731            5,672               (18) -0.3% 
Households                  2,136          2,220            2,206                70  3.3% 
HH Income  $            98,158   N/A   $      80,419   $   (17,739) -18.1% 
  

    
  

Trade Area B 
    

  
Population                  5,789          5,521            5,410             (379) -6.5% 
Households                  2,080          2,063            2,043               (37) -1.8% 
HH Income  $          165,601   N/A   $    111,073   $   (54,528) -32.9% 
  

    
  

Trade Area C 
    

  
Population                  1,435          1,402            1,361               (74) -5.2% 
Households                    543             550               535                (8) -1.5% 
HH Income  $            94,820   N/A   $      83,621   $   (11,199) -11.8% 
  

    
  

Trade Area D 
    

  
Population                  6,693          6,645            6,539             (154) -2.3% 
Households                  2,603          2,740            2,698                95  3.6% 
HH Income  $            93,370   N/A   $      79,759   $   (13,611) -14.6% 
  

    
  

  
    

  
Trade Area E 

    
  

Population                  7,594          8,135            8,157              563  7.4% 
Households                  2,953          3,286            3,300              347  11.8% 
HH Income  $          126,650   N/A   $    104,717   $   (21,933) -17.3% 
  

    
  

Note: Income expressed in constant 2013 dollars. 
 

  
  

    
  

Sources: Nielsen. and Randall Gross / Development Economics.   

 
 The household base within the trade area is not large, but it has been 
increasing. While population fell in most of the trade area, the household base 
actually increased in some places. In Brecksville, the number of households 
increased by nearly 12% (or 400). The household base also increased in the 
Downtown area and in Seven Hills. The number of households increased, even 
with a decrease in population, because of declining household size. In areas like 
Downtown Independence, the aging of the population means that there are more 
households with fewer people (especially children).   
 
 Due to the effects of the recession, household incomes fell throughout 
most of the trade area. The highest incomes are found in the Brecksville Road 
Corridor ($111,000) and in Brecksville itself ($105,000). The lowest incomes in 
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the trade area are in Seven Hills and in the heart of Independence, both of which 
have household incomes of about $80,000. Again, an aging population signals a 
decrease in household incomes as two-wage earning households become more 
dependent on pensions or savings. The Brecksville Road Corridor saw the 
largest decrease in household incomes since 2000, at nearly one-third (in 
constant dollars – adjusted for inflation). Meanwhile, households near the 
Rockside Road Corridor saw the smallest real decrease in incomes (about 12%) 
since 2000.  
 

Demographic Forecasts 
 
 Over the next five years, the trade area is expected to continue seeing a 
decrease in population. But importantly, growth in the household base will slow if 
fewer young families move in to the area to complement the aging households 
and balance the demographic mix.  
 

Table 3. DEMOGRAPHIC FORECASTS, RETAIL TRADE AREA,  
  INDEPENDENCE CBD, 2014-2019   
          
      2014-2019 Change 
Factor 2014 2019 Number Percent 
  

   
  

Trade Area A 
   

  
Population                  5,672          5,609                (63) -1.1% 
Households                  2,206          2,189                (17) -0.8% 
HH Income  $            80,419   $    82,421   $       2,002  2.5% 
  

   
  

Trade Area B 
   

  
Population                  5,410          5,293              (117) -2.2% 
Households                  2,043          2,015                (28) -1.4% 
HH Income  $          111,073   $  117,292   $       6,219  5.6% 
  

   
  

Trade Area C 
   

  
Population                  1,361          1,318                (43) -3.2% 
Households                    535             519                (16) -3.0% 
HH Income  $            83,621   $    93,675   $      10,054  12.0% 
  

   
  

Trade Area D 
   

  
Population                  6,539          6,431              (108) -1.7% 
Households                  2,698          2,655                (43) -1.6% 
HH Income  $            79,759   $    88,448   $       8,689  10.9% 
  

   
  

Trade Area E 
   

  
Population                  8,157          8,197                 40  0.5% 
Households                  3,300          3,320                 20  0.6% 
HH Income  $          104,717   $  112,895   $       8,178  7.8% 
  

   
  

Note: Income expressed in constant 2013 dollars.   
  

   
  

Sources: Claritas, Inc. & Randall Gross / Development Econ. 
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 The total number of households within the trade area is expected to fall by 
about 84, despite the addition of about 20 households in Brecksville. Households 
or “rooftops” are a primary indicator of retail demand since households generate 
retail expenditures.  That being said, household incomes are also an important 
measure of demand, since more disposable income can generate more retail 
expenditures even if the population and household base are declining. 
 
 As the region and the nation continue to recover from the 2010 recession, 
household incomes will increase. All portions of the trade area will see an 
increase in household incomes over the next several years. The biggest increase 
will be among households in the Rockside Road area, where incomes will grow 
by about 12%. Incomes will increase by 11% in Seven Hills. But the area 
surrounding Downtown Independence will only see modest income growth of 
about 2.5%, again partly due to the aging of the population base.  
 

Household TPI Forecasts 
 
 Based on the demographic projections, total personal income (TPI) within 
the trade area can be forecasted. Between 2014 and 2019, TPI will increase by 
$65.2 million or 6.5% to a total of $1.075 Billion.  
 

Table 4.  TPI FORECASTS, INDEPENDENCE CBD   
  PRIMARY TRADE AREAS, 2014-2019   
          
  TPI (000) 2014-2019 Change 
Trade Area 2014 2019 Amount Percent 
  

   
  

A  $     177,404   $     180,420   $      3,015  1.7% 
B  $     226,922   $     236,343   $      9,421  4.2% 
C  $       44,737   $       48,617   $      3,880  8.7% 
D  $     215,190   $     234,829   $     19,640  9.1% 
E  $     345,566   $     374,811   $     29,245  8.5% 
  

   
  

Total  $  1,009,820   $   1,075,021   $     65,202  6.5% 
  

   
  

Notes: Total personal income (TPI) expressed in    
  thousands of constant 2013 dollars.   
  

   
  

Source: Randall Gross / Development Economics.   
 
 Thus, despite the expected decrease in population and household base, 
growth in incomes will sustain an increase in total personal income (TPI). The 
fastest growth in TPI will be in Seven Hills, where TPI will expand by 9.1%. 
However, the largest share of income growth will be in Brecksville, which will add 
nearly $30 million in total personal income over the five-year period.  
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Household Expenditure Potentials 

 
 Trade-Area demand (or expenditure potential) represents that share of 
total income available for the purchase of retail goods and services. This amount 
is calculated based on the share of income spent in each specific type of retail 
business or service establishment. Between 2014 and 2019, trade area retail 
expenditure potential is expected to increase by $52.6 million or 15.4% to a total 
of $394.2 million. Again, the largest share of this growth in expenditure potential 
will be concentrated in Brecksville, which is located within commuting distance to 
Downtown Independence.  
 

Tourism Retail Demand 
 
 Retail demand generated by visitors to the Cuyahoga Valley National Park 
(CVNP) was also calculated. The number of out-of-town visitors totals an 
average of about 1,969,000 per year. The average spend per visitor was $64.23 
in the regional economy, excluding lodging and transportation.  
 

Table 5. TOURISM-GENERATED RETAIL 
  DEMAND, DOWNTOWN TRADE AREA 
      
Factor Factor Total 
  

 
  

Annual Tourists 
 

                  1,969,063  
Total Spend  $            64.23   $           126,478,000  
  

 
  

  Restaurants  $            19.66   $             38,702,852  
  Retail Trade  $              6.87   $             13,529,402  
  Entertainment  $              6.68   $             13,157,642  
  

 
  

Sources: U.S. National Park Service, Smith 
  Travel Research, and Randall  
  Gross / Development Economics. 

 
 About $38.7 million is spent by tourists on restaurants, another $13.5 
million on retail shopping and $13.2 million on entertainment. This demand 
represents a potential market for Downtown Independence due to the proximity 
of the park’s visitor centers to Downtown and the possibility of co-branding and 
tie-ins that could increase exposure for Downtown businesses. It is important to 
note that, while representatives of existing businesses have not garnered 
significant sales from tourists, none are really oriented to that market. There is 
nevertheless the opportunity to increase capture of such sales potential given the 
proximity of Downtown Independence to CVNP.  
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Rockside Road Employee-Generated Demand 

 
 As noted earlier, Rockside Road workers generate a significant share of 
the demand for retail goods and services in Independence. It is estimated that 
those workers currently generate about $82 million in retail, service and eating & 
drinking expenditures. The amount is expected to increase by $3.5 million to 
$85.5 million by 2019.  
 

Table 6. EMPLOYEE-GENERATED RETAIL 
  DEMAND, ROCKSIDE ROAD ($000) 
        
Type of Business 2014 ($000) 2019 ($000) Change ($000) 
  

  
  

Convenience          42,335            43,849                1,514  
Shopper's Goods          29,842            31,062                1,220  
Entertainment              416                436                     20  
Eating & Drinking            6,564              7,205                   640  
Personal Services            2,822              2,921                     98  
  

  
  

TOTAL ($000)          81,980            85,473                3,493  
  

  
  

Sources: Building Owners and Managers Association 
   (BOMA); Rockside Road businesses,  
   and Randall Gross / Development Economics. 

 
 The largest share of employee expenditures is on convenience goods and 
services (e.g., gas stations, convenience or take-out food, etc). There are a 
number of sandwich and take-out convenience food establishments in the area 
that form part of this mix. About one-third of worker expenditures are generated 
for a wide variety of shopper’s goods ranging from apparel and accessories to 
auto parts. To some extent, such needs are not necessarily being met in the 
Rockside Road Corridor at present. Full-service dining and personal services 
round out the types of retail needs that are generated by Rockside Road 
workers.   
 

Summary 
 
 Downtown Independence has a primary trade area that is constrained on 
three sides by highways, corridors or parks which form boundaries over which 
consumers do not by necessity travel.  As such, the trade area is elongated 
south along Brecksville Road into Brecksville, which forms an important source 
market for goods and services in Downtown Independence. Downtown 
businesses also generate some sales from Independence residents living near 
Downtown, from those in the Brecksville Road Corridor, residents of Seven Hills 
and those living and working in or near the Rockside Road Corridor.  Since 2000, 
this area has generally experienced demographic stagnation, as the population is 
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aging and fewer young professional families are moving into the area. Population 
and incomes fell, although declining household size temporarily boosted the 
number of households. Within the next five years, household growth will slow but 
incomes are gradually picking up as the region and nation emerge from one of 
the nation’s worst recessions. The growth in incomes will generate higher total 
personal income within the trade area as well as higher disposable income 
available for retail purchases. Aside from household expenditures, there is also a 
large source of potential tourist sales sitting on Downtown Independence’s 
doorstep, in the form of the Cuyahoga Valley National Park. Further, there is 
significant purchasing power concentrated among employees in the Rockside 
Road Corridor. The problem is that Downtown Independence is not located within 
the commuter shed favoring retail sales near Rockside and I-77.  
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Section 3. DOWNTOWN INDEPENDENCE  
RETAIL POTENTIALS 

 
 This section summarizes findings from a competitive framework analysis 
that determined the potential for Downtown Independence to capture sales 
generated by households, workers and tourists within its trade area. An analysis 
of the competitive position of Downtown within the regional retail base was 
conducted and Downtown capture assessed for each type of retail or service 
business in the current market and by 2019. He findings from this analysis are 
summarized below, followed by recommendations on the appropriate retail 
business mix for strengthening Downtown Independence as a location for retail 
businesses and mixed-use opportunities.  
 

Competitive Framework 
 
 The Rockside Road Corridor is the primary competitor for everyday 
expenditures including groceries, pharmacy and other convenience goods. 
Rockside Road also competes for lunch-time worker expenditures on take-out 
food and restaurants.  Downtown Brecksville is probably the most important 
competitor for the specialty market and as a downtown area located within or 
near the Downtown Independence Trade Area. Seven Hills also has commercial 
corridors that compete for convenience and shopper’s goods sales, but is less 
competitive for the specialty market. Other specialty centers and small town 
“Main Street” retail throughout the region is competitive for the specialty 
purchase. But Independence has the competitive advantage of being located 
adjacent to the CVNP and is not far from the region’s transportation crossroads.  
 

Downtown Independence Potentials 
 
 The retail market analysis determined that there is an existing gap or 
demand for about 40,000 square feet of additional retail uses in the Downtown 
Independence area. The addition of this amount of retail/commercial use would 
help Downtown qualify as a neighborhood center. However, the analysis also 
forecasted potential for another 90,000 square feet if a more pro-active effort 
were made to recruit anchors, market Downtown as a destination, and draw 
workers and residents to a mixed-use, walk-able small town environment.  
 
 “Local” Retail Potentials.  Under a scenario where Downtown is 
promoted and marketed to attract new tenants, Downtown Independence could 
be expected to attract up to about 40,000 to 50,000 square feet of retail and 
service businesses serving the existing trade area. Much of this demand would 
be captured for some additional shopper’s goods (which is severely lacking in 
Downtown) as well as additional convenience goods uses. There is a slight over-
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supply of personal services use in the Downtown area, so additional beauty 
salons or barber shops are not warranted at this time. 
 

Table 7.  SUMMARY LOCAL RETAIL DEMAND BY USE    
   DOWNTOWN INDEPENDENCE CBD, 2014-2019    
  

   
  

  Gross Demand (SF) Existing Warranted 
Type of Good 2014 2019 Uses Demand 
  

   
  

Convenience               32,700            33,704                 16,540         17,164  
Shoppers Goods               50,495            52,127                 19,500         32,627  
Eating/Drinking                 8,293              8,541                   5,572          2,969  
Entertainment                 1,173              1,213                   1,200               13  
Personal Services                 5,125              5,304                   5,500            (196) 
  

   
  

  TOTAL               97,787          100,890                 48,312         52,578  
Existing Vacant 

  
                6,400    

Net New Space 
   

      46,178  

  
   

  
Source: Randall Gross / Development Economics.   

 
 “Destination” Retail Potentials.   In a scenario where a more pro-active 
approach is undertaken to recruit anchor tenants and market Downtown as a 
destination, then Downtown could attract closer to 100,000 square feet of 
additional retail uses.  This number would include nearly 50,000 square feet of 
shopper’s goods space, about 22,000 square feet in convenience goods, nearly 
20,000 square feet of restaurants and 12,000 square feet of entertainment use.  
 

Table 8.  SUMMARY DESTINATION RETAIL DEMAND BY USE  
   DOWNTOWN INDEPENDENCE CBD, 2014-2019    
  

   
  

  Gross Demand (SF) Existing Warranted 
Type of Good 2014 2019 Uses Demand 
  

   
  

Convenience               36,988            38,167                 16,540         21,627  
Shoppers Goods               64,838            67,617                 19,500         48,117  
Eating/Drinking               19,982            21,769                   5,572         16,197  
Entertainment               11,527            13,011                   1,200         11,811  
Personal Services                 6,043              6,254                   5,500             754  
  

   
  

  TOTAL             139,378          146,819                 48,312         98,507  
Existing Vacant 

  
                6,400    

Net New Space 
   

      92,107  

  

   
  

Source: Randall Gross / Development Economics.   
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 A more detailed summary of potential by specific use is shown in the 
Appendix of this report. Unfortunately, the market analysis does not forecast 
sufficient potential to support a full-service supermarket. There is however, 
sufficient demand to warrant smaller specialty stores including a hobby, toy and 
game shop; gift and souvenir stores; antiques or other home furnishings; and 
sporting goods stores.  There is also the potential opportunity for full-service 
restaurants and entertainment uses including live music. Again, the Appendix 
provides more detail on the specific potentials for each type of business.  
  

Recommended Business Mix 
 
 It is recommended that Independence pursue the concept of the DIA as 
introduced in the Economic Development Strategic Plan.  The DIA or the City, 
working with private developers, could pursue the redevelopment of key sites 
including the Middle School site as well as reconfiguration and/or upgrading of 
the shopping center. Working through the DIA, the City would recruit businesses 
that are geared to creating a specialty destination district oriented to local 
residents but also to CVNP tourists and Rockside Road workers. While 
Downtown Independence is not likely to attract significant numbers of Rockside 
Road workers on a regular basis, there is the opportunity to capture some of 
those worker’s after-work expenditures on specialty shopping as well as on full-
service dining and entertainment.  The recommended business mix would be 
oriented towards these specialty markets that are not otherwise part of the 
Rockside Road business mix or other business districts within the area.  
 

Table 9. OVERALL RECOMMENDED RETAIL MIX 
  DESTINATION MARKET, DOWNTOWN  
  INDEPENDENCE, 2019   
        
Type of Business     Square Feet 
        
Town Center Grocery / Specialty Food / Café          8,500  
Gas/Convenience              4,500  
Apparel/Accessory/Shoe            3,200  
Home Furnishings/Antiques & Garden            4,200  
Expansion of Existing Hardware/Bldg/Garden Supply          3,800  
Independence Used Bookstore            1,500  
Gift/Vintage/Novelty Stores            3,500  
Hobby/Toy/Game Store(s)            5,000  
Office/Stationary              1,200  
Outdoor/Sporting Goods/Expanded Bike Shop          2,600  
Fast Food/Takeaway              2,500  
Full-Service Restaurants          12,000  
Entertainment/Cultural Venue          12,000  
Liquor/Wine Shop              3,200  
  

  
  

Total            67,700  
  

  
  

Source: Randall Gross / Development Economics. 
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 The recommended mix includes a specialty food market, convenience 
uses, antiques/home furnishings, hobby/toy, office supply, full-service restaurants 
and entertainment. Apparel & accessories, specialty bookstore, gifts/novelties, 
and expanded outdoor sporting goods stores are also recommended in addition 
to the businesses that already exist.  
 

Key Concepts and Strategies 
 
 The market findings suggest the need and opportunity to create a 
“destination” appeal for Downtown Independence. The recommended business 
mix includes uses that lend themselves to destination branding and marketing. 
Recommendations on investment and business support were provided in the 
Economic Development Strategic Plan completed in 2013. More detailed 
recommendations relating to the marketing concepts are provided below. 
 
Destination Themes and Associated Tenants 
 
 The recommended mix of businesses is oriented to several key marketing 
themes, including “healthy living,” “outdoor recreation,” and “antiques and 
hobbies.” Being located near the visitor center for the Cuyahoga Valley National 
Park suggests that Downtown take advantage of the brand and theme of the 
park, which is oriented to the enjoyment of nature, trails, healthy living and 
outdoor recreation. Being near an important tourism generator but also supplying 
an aging population may suggest the opportunities for businesses that specialize 
in antiques and hobbies.  
 
 To reiterate, the tenant mix focuses on fresh food concepts, dining, culture 
and entertainment, antiques and home furnishings, hobbies and outdoor 
recreation. Such uses would complement and co-brand with the CVNP but they 
would also appeal to the younger workers and those with disposable income who 
work in the Rockside Road Corridor. Independence can also be a weekend 
destination for antiquing and visiting the park.  
 
Use of Space 
 
 There is a need to focus tenanting on the ground-floor spaces, which 
should be universally oriented to retail, restaurants and other active uses rather 
than as “blank wall” offices. As noted earlier, there is also the opportunity to 
establish new, mixed-use spaces on underutilized sites. The Middle School site 
provides an opportunity for mixed-use redevelopment including retail and 
housing. The shopping center provides an opportunity for re-configuration and 
upgrading to accommodate more restaurants and specialty shops.  
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Housing 
 

A housing “opportunities assessment” determined that there are 
opportunities for developing housing in the Downtown area of Independence. 
Housing can be integrated into both of these sites and at other locations in or 
surrounding the Downtown area. Ultimately, the integration of housing can help 
strengthen Downtown by adding “rooftops” and generating some sales, but 
mainly by enhancing the overall street life and activity that makes for an exciting 
destination. Infill, adjacent housing could be developed for empty nesters as well 
as for professionals. Target typologies include clusters and patio homes, 
condominiums and mixed-use developments. Ultimately, the key is 
“maintenance-free” living, which is a desirable product in the Cleveland suburbs.  
 
Civic or Cultural Hub 
 
 In order to market Downtown Independence as a destination, it is 
essential that a civic or cultural hub be established in the Downtown area. There 
is a need to re-establish Downtown as the community’s civic “heart,” since most 
civic and community uses have been relocated outside of Downtown to the 
Community Campus. Downtown is already home to a small community theater. 
There are opportunities to build on this small venue to create more destination 
cultural uses that draw people to Downtown Independence to live, shop, work, 
and dine. Such venues might be a unique cultural venue that includes rehearsal 
spaces, performance stages and café or full-service dining. The market potential 
for this specific use has not been tested, but the opportunity is there to establish 
an anchor use. Ultimately, such uses help put the Downtown area “on the map” 
and create synergies that draw attention to an isolated commercial district that 
otherwise lacks exposure.  
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APPENDIX 

 
Table A-1. WARRANTED RETAIL DEMAND   
  BY USE, DOWNTOWN INDEPENDENCE, 2014 & 2019 
          
  Gross Demand (Sq Ft) Existing Warranted 
Type of Good 2014 2019 Uses Demand 
Convenience 

   
  

  Grocery            5,111              5,252                -            5,252  
  Convenience            2,288              2,380                -            2,380  
  Specialty Food            7,464              7,697           4,315          3,382  
  Health/Pers Care          12,391            12,790         10,725          2,065  
  Gas/Convenience            4,398              4,543                -            4,543  
  Florist            1,018              1,051           1,000               51  
  Liquor/Smoke            4,317              4,453              500          3,953  
     Sub-Total          36,988            38,167         16,540         21,627  
  

   
  

Shoppers Goods 
   

  
  Apparel            1,989              2,125           1,000          1,125  
  Accessories               291                 337                -               337  
  Jewelry            1,068              1,102                -            1,102  
  Shoes               369                 418                -               418  
  Furniture            1,534              1,586                -            1,586  
  Home Furnishings            2,365              2,446                -            2,446  
  Appliances            2,078              2,147                -            2,147  
  Hardware/Bldg/Home            9,815            10,137           8,400          1,737  
  Garden Supply            3,543              3,662                -            3,662  
  Other Bldg            8,232              8,491           1,500          6,991  
  Department Store            6,163              6,365                -            6,365  
  Gen Mdse            2,914              3,033                -            3,033  
  Auto Dealers               428                 443                -               443  
  Auto Supply            7,611              7,854           6,500          1,354  
  Electronics/Comp               637                 658                -               658  
  Books/Music            1,016              1,064                -            1,064  
  Camera/Photo               154                 174                -               174  
  Gift, Novelty, Souvenir            3,098              3,385                -            3,385  
  Hobby/Toy/Game            6,037              6,334           1,000          5,334  
  Luggage/Leather               164                 169                -               169  
  Office/Stationary            1,209              1,246                -            1,246  
  Sewing/Piece                690                 712                -               712  
  Sporting Goods            3,433              3,730           1,100          2,630  
     Sub-Total          64,838            67,617         19,500         48,117  
  

   
  

Dining & Entertainment 
   

  
  Restaurant-FF            5,948              6,493           3,600          2,893  
  Restaurant-FS          11,141            12,237                -           12,237  
  Drinking Establishmt            2,894              3,039           1,972          1,067  
  Entertainment          11,527            13,011           1,200         11,811  
     Sub-Total          31,509            34,781           6,772         28,009  
  

   
  

Personal Services            6,043              6,254           5,500             754  
  

   
  

        TOTAL        139,378          146,819         48,312         98,507  
Existing Vacant 

  
         6,400    

Net New Space 

   
      92,107  

  
   

  
Source:  Randall Gross / Development Economics.    
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STRATEGIC RECOMMENDATIONS 

For Independence Sub-Area Plans 
 

Strategic recommendations for development, marketing, management and 
financing are provided below for each of the sub-areas and in general for the 
Rockside Road Corridor to help inform planning and development within 
Independence.  
 

It is recognized that the sub-area planning process emerged from 
recommendations contained in the Economic Development Strategic Plan 
prepared by Randall Gross / Development Economics for the City of 
Independence. That strategic plan identified a need to reconfigure portions of the 
city’s traditional office environments as lively, mixed-use, walk-able places to 
appeal to an evolving work culture and ensure that the Rockside Road Corridor 
remains relevant and competitive for attracting high-quality jobs.  The Strategic 
Plan already provided a number of recommendations for development, 
marketing, management and financing, some of which are referenced here as 
they relate more specifically to the planning sub-areas.  New recommendations 
are also made based on the findings of the office and retail market analyses 
conducted for the sub-areas.   
 

The recommendations are organized by sub-area for the sake of clarity, 
although it is recognized that by doing so there is some degree of duplication. As 
a result, policy or program recommendations common to multiple areas are 
referenced back to the sub-area where they are first mentioned. 
 

Rockside Road Corridor 
 
 The Economic Development Strategic Plan prepared by Randall Gross / 
Development Economics and the planning recommendations established by 
Planning-Next clearly emphasize the need for upgrading existing buildings and 
enhancing the overall environment within the corridor as an approach for 
retaining the city’s strong business mix while allowing it to accommodate shifting 
business recruitment and operational requirements. As stated in the Economic 
Development Strategic Plan:  
 

The economic analysis has determined that Independence will 
gradually lose some of its competitiveness for attracting and 
retaining office employers unless office space is upgraded and the 
office environment changes to encourage more of a sense of place.  
Independence residents understood and agreed that, if the City is 
to remain competitive in the shrinking Cleveland market, then it 
must modernize its office stock. This (report) provides 
recommendations for encouraging the development of mixed-use 
business nodes (such as through zoning and land use regulations), 
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encouraging the rehabilitation and redevelopment of office building 
stock through development of a special incentives or CRA district, 
and through marketing and recruitment of businesses to under-
performing or newly redeveloping office space.  

 
 Nationwide, there is an awareness that the traditional patterns of office 
park development no longer appeal to a growing number of businesses. Surveys 
conducted by Randall Gross / Development Economics indicate that a shift in 
lifestyle choices has been most pronounced among well-educated millennial 
workers, especially those in growing technology-driven fields. Many of these 
workers are making employment choices based on lifestyle rather than solely on 
job title and salary. Today’s workers understand that job security is fleeting and 
therefore, employment choices are made as much on where people want to live 
and work, as they are on how much they will be paid.  
 
 Acknowledging the Challenges. Regardless of the shift in market 
dynamics, it is clearly challenging under the best of circumstances to enable 
physical change in existing business environments. It is much easier to just let 
property owners make their own decisions. Experience suggests, however, that 
property owners will not band together to enable the types of building and 
infrastructure improvements that may be required.  
 
 In reality, the challenges associated with aging office parks are not very 
different from those seen in most downtown or central-city revitalization projects. 
Yet, downtown areas often benefit from revitalization efforts, especially now that 
market demand has returned to many downtown areas. The Rockside Road 
Corridor, which once benefited from the collapse of Downtown Cleveland as a 
business node, must now compete with a revitalized Downtown for certain types 
of growing businesses.  
 
 The following strategy suggests approaches for moving at least several 
steps forward with implementation of rehabilitation and revitalization in the 
Rockside Road Corridor as recommended in the Economic Development 
Strategic Plan. The financing and incentive recommendations focus on 
infrastructure improvements and selected business recruitment incentives not 
already addressed through the marketing recommendations in the Strategic Plan 
or through branding exercises that the City has already completed. In addition, 
recommendations are provided for long-term approaches to redevelopment 
within more specific nodes yet to be determined. These recommendations can 
also be applied to the Lombardo Center business district in Seven Hills, which is 
considered a part of the Rockside Road Business Corridor. 
 
Management Approach  
 
 The following overall approach is recommended to guide rehabilitation and 
revitalization within key areas of the Rockside Road Corridor over time. The City 
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has access to a large parcel in the Northwest Quadrant for green field 
development and there are ample opportunities for upgrading of existing building 
space. As such, it is not anticipated that the City of Independence will focus 
urgently on redevelopment in the next few years. Over the long-term, as the 
Northwest Quadrant site develops and existing buildings are fully functional, 
Independence will have few options for business development and employment 
growth other than through targeted redevelopment.  
 

Short-term Rehabilitation Focus.  In order to enhance the 
competitiveness of the Rockside Road Corridor, initial steps would focus on 
encouraging the rehabilitation of existing building stock and establishing some 
amenity value. To accomplish this task, the City’s Economic Development 
Director would engage with stakeholders such as by meeting with property 
owners, businesses, and real estate brokers to initiate discussions about 
appropriate buildings for rehabilitation, existing infill opportunities, and ways to 
enhance amenity value.   
 

A suggested format for this engagement would include initiating meetings 
with brokers to gain insights on appropriate buildings and areas that would 
benefit from rehabilitation; followed by one-on-one meetings with individual area 
property owners and developers to gauge short-term interest in rehabilitation, 
infill and amenity development. The key advantage communicated to property 
owners is the potential for increasing the value of their properties, through: 

 
1. Rehabilitation of buildings to a higher standard to generate higher rents 

and long-term value.  
 

2. Establishment of sites for higher-density infill development which, in turn, 
enhances the overall value of properties that otherwise contain a “sea” of 
under-utilized (and lower-value) parking lots. 
 

3. Public amenities and mixed-uses which help to re-establish and 
strengthen the market for Rockside Road as a business destination and 
therefore, increase asking rents and cash flow, which translates into 
higher long-term asset value.   

 
Long-Term Redevelopment Approaches. Since this planning effort did 

not produce redevelopment plans for Rockside Road, a long-term effort would be 
undertaken in the future to identify and prioritize those areas that are best suited 
to phased redevelopment through a CRA (as detailed in the Strategic Plan) or 
other approach. Longer-term management approaches for redevelopment are 
summarized in the Appendix of this report.  
 
 Corridor-Wide Marketing & Management Entity. It is recommended that 
the City of Independence and the City of Seven Hills collaborate on marketing, 
management and infrastructure financing within the Rockside Road Corridor. By 
doing so, both jurisdictions stand to gain from the broader market penetration 
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and economies of scale that could be achieved for the corridor. The management 
component of such an entity might relate to the coordination of agreements 
between the two communities as well as oversight of specific management 
issues that may impact on the corridor as a whole. The entity could be 
established under a JEDD or other mechanism to be determined jointly by the 
two cities. Regardless of the specific mechanism, a collaborative approach will 
benefit both communities. Ultimately, most office use will be concentrated in the 
Independence portion of the Corridor, but joint marketing approaches (aside from 
each community’s individual company recruitment efforts) will benefit both 
communities by raising the overall profile of the Corridor.  
 
Financing & Incentives 
 
 Infrastructure financing is one area where the two communities could work 
together to improve the traffic problems and enhance the amenity value of 
Rockside Road. Planning-Next has recommended the following physical-related 
improvements along the Rockside Road Corridor: 
 

1. Improve connectivity for pedestrian and vehicular traffic 
2. Develop an approach to the redevelopment of aging office buildings that 

increases connectivity, promotes walkability, and encourages vertical mix 
of uses.  

3. Allow for the infill or parcels within existing development (as illustrated 
through the Physical Demonstration) 

4. Identify and develop park and gathering space opportunities 
5. Improve the overall aesthetics of the corridor 
6. Develop the parcels in the Northwest of the planning area with competitive 

product that maximizes the area’s potential (note: The Northwest Sub-
Area is discussed separately in these recommendations). 

 
In the short-term, efforts should be focused on rehabilitation and 

upgrading of existing building stock, and on the development of new amenities 
that add value to the corridor as a place to work. Over time, there are 
opportunities for redevelopment and for financing the broader infrastructure 
improvements recommended in the sub-area plan.  
 
 Rehabilitation of Existing Buildings. The recommendation for building 
rehabilitation originates in the Strategic Plan, which suggests that the City 
develop a package of incentives to encourage rehabilitation as part of the CRA.  
The incentives are discussed in detail in the Strategic Plan, but include such 
programs as: 
 

 Capital Access and Linked Deposit programs 
 Grants 
 Green Building / Energy Efficiency programs (such as through the State’s 

SEID program – special energy improvement districts) 
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 Tax abatements 
 Density/FAR bonuses for buildings that meet key thresholds 
 Expediting Permitting for building rehabilitation 

 
The Strategic Plan had also recommended that quality standards be put 

into place and recognition & rewards given for those buildings that meet high 
quality standards set by the City. It was also recommended that the City 
encourage rent-to-own programs and condominium ownership in certain 
buildings to increase owner occupancy and longevity.   
 
 Infill within Existing Parcels. There may be opportunities to encourage 
infill in existing parcels, as recommended in the sub-area plan. The City would 
engage with property owners and developers to discuss the opportunities for infill 
on specific sites, such as where there is surface parking and access beyond 
what may be required for an existing building, or where there are opportunities 
for shared parking. Rent structures may not yet warrant construction of significant 
new speculative infill office space, but there is a need to encourage development 
of owner-occupied space in the City. Thus, the City can work as “matchmaker” 
between existing property owners who may have underutilized land, and 
prospective companies that the City is recruiting to Independence. Some of the 
same incentives noted above for building rehabilitation could be applied to new 
infill construction. 
 
 Parks and Gathering Spaces.  The Strategic Plan emphasized the need 
for public gathering and event spaces as a desirable amenity within the business 
areas. Capital development of public spaces can be woven into the roadway 
improvements package and included in TIF financing. In order to reduce the 
long-term burden on the City of Independence for maintenance of such 
amenities, which are primarily oriented to benefitting office workers, it is 
recommended that development agreements be reached with the master 
developer to ensure that property owners will contribute to a maintenance fund 
for ongoing upkeep of any event spaces, parks, or other open space amenities in 
these areas. Beyond these local / site-serving amenities, the City should also 
ensure that there are opportunities for Independence to connect to the regional 
trail system from the Rockside Road business areas.   
 

Longer-term Road and Streetscape Improvements. The list of sub-area 
improvements implies a number of longer-term physical infrastructure 
improvements with an emphasis on connectivity and promotion of a street “grid” 
that improves walk-ability while increasing the number of potential infill 
development pad sites. By reducing the surface parking area within a given office 
park and instituting some elements of a street grid, there is the opportunity to 
create a number of higher-density infill sites that would add significant value to 
properties.  
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Since none of these areas involves the green-field development of roads, 
the likely scenario is the building of roadways linking existing dead-end streets or 
creating streets in areas that are already paved as surface parking lots. To 
enhance walkability, these new streets (along with any existing streets within the 
redevelopment districts) would be lined with sidewalks and pedestrian-oriented 
streetscape amenities including street trees, cross-walks, benches, gateway 
signage, and identity lighting. Many of the streetscape improvements can be 
used to enhance the “aesthetic” qualities of the office environment. Stormwater 
improvements and associated infrastructure would also be a part of this roadway 
development program. 

 
As already detailed in the Economic Development Strategic Plan, Tax 

Increment Financing (TIF) is recommended for financing such road 
improvements. Ultimately, it can be argued that the development of a road grid 
from Rockside Road will help distribute traffic and reduce overall traffic 
congestion along the Rockside Road Corridor. In doing so, such roadway 
construction serves a public good and is meant not just to benefit the individual 
property owners within the redevelopment district but all of the residents and 
workers in Independence. Further, the roadway improvements will help establish 
a new context for development and enhance the overall marketability of 
Independence for attracting new business.  

 
Finally, new businesses will generate additional income and property tax 

revenue to support the city’s services. Therefore, investment in new roads that 
provide connectivity within these redevelopment districts should be publicly-
financed. TIF allows the City to fund the improvements over a set period based 
on the potential net new tax revenues generated rather than by raising taxes on 
residents and businesses.  
 
 Major road and infrastructure projects that benefit the overall marketing 
and redevelopment of the Corridor might also be financed through the use of a 
JEDD or other mechanism in coordination with the neighboring community of 
Seven Hills. If such infrastructure costs are shared, then both communities could 
reap benefits through a lowered tax burden.  Furthermore, new green field 
mixed-use development in Seven Hills or higher-intensity office development in 
Independence could result in traffic impacts that affect the entire corridor. 
Through joint investment in infrastructure upgrades, there are opportunities to 
avoid or ameliorate such impacts.  
 
Incentive Packages for “Support Uses” 
 

The type of incentive that might benefit both Seven Hills and 
Independence is one that helps strengthen the overall market in the corridor. As 
noted previously, attracting high-concept restaurants, entertainment and activities 
that help create a “buzz” serve to replicate (on a smaller scale) the efforts of 
Downtown Cleveland to attract and retain creative industry, technology and other 
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workers. Thus, if both Seven Hills and Independence were to provide an 
equivalent incentive to attract high-concept full-service restaurants, 
entertainment, and other “support” activities that bolster the overall “live-work-
play-recreate” concept for the corridor, then the effort may ultimately help 
establish Rockside Road as a “place to be.”   
 

Appropriate incentives for attracting such uses might include property tax 
abatements or other capital financing, loans or tax abatements aimed at these 
specific types of uses. Such incentives would of course be tied to lease 
agreements and investments in capital could revert back to the City that issued 
the incentives should the business falter.   
 
 If Independence and Seven Hills work together and target incentives to 
the uses that benefit the entire corridor, both communities stand to benefit. This 
approach contrasts with the more commonly-used tactic of using direct, 
negotiated financial incentives to more broadly attract large businesses in a 
competitive regional bidding  process. This is not to say that either Independence 
or Seven Hills should necessarily abandon those negotiated incentives. Rather, 
the approach recommended here is to add a corridor-wide “incentive layer” that 
helps market the corridor more broadly to those retail, restaurant, entertainment, 
recreation, and other complementary uses that support core business 
development efforts in both communities.  
  

Northwest Quadrant Sub-Area: 
The Independence Innovation Zone 

 
 The City of Independence has had the foresight to purchase one of the 
last remaining large parcels of undeveloped land within its borders in order to 
guide its development and maximize the economic and fiscal returns to the City. 
The City has also taken a major step forward in visioning the potential 
development of this site as a mixed-use business center that provides a modern 
product appealing to businesses and residents alike. As a green field site, the 
“Northwest Sub-Area” offers opportunities for diversifying the city’s product mix 
and offering that cannot be easily or quickly achieved elsewhere.  
 
Concept Plan Development Program 
 

The 70+ acre site plan programs build out with 4.6 million square feet of 
“mixed use employment space” plus 400 to 450 residential development units, 
internal open space, and sufficient room to accommodate a large corporate “drop 
in” employment-generating use. The plan is conceptualized with buildings built to 
the edge of blocks in a grid, which helps distribute traffic and creates a walk-able 
“urban” mixed-use environment.  
 
 The market analysis indicated that the City should target recruitment of 
140,000 to 190,000 square feet of office, R&D and tech use within five years of 
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initiating marketing for the Innovation Zone or by about 2020. This number does 
not include any institutional uses or other “non-market” anchors that are recruited 
to spur development of the zone. Nor does this number include any “drop-in” 
uses such as a large company relocating its offices or manufacturing facilities to 
Ohio. Ultimately the first 5-year phase of development would be focused on 
developing infrastructure and creating amenity value, recruiting institutional or 
other anchor uses, and attracting up to 200,000 square feet of solid, exciting 
tech-oriented uses that help to establish the context and brand for this Innovation 
Zone. 
 
Marketing and Development Strategy 
 
 The Northwest Quadrant Sub-Area would be marketed and developed as 
the city’s “Innovation Zone.” As such, the marketing concept draws on the 
strengths of the location and of growing institutions and innovation-driven 
industry in Northeast Ohio. The Market Analysis noted that the Cleveland MSA 
will create 3,500 jobs in the information technology (IT/IS), business process 
outsourcing (BPO), engineering and life sciences by 2020, generating demand 
for 650,000 square feet of laboratory and advanced manufacturing/engineering 
space.  
 

The Market Analysis suggested that Independence could target capturing 
demand for 140,000 to 190,000 square feet of this demand at the Innovation 
Zone. Independence offers particular marketing strengths for attracting 
engineering-related services: aerospace, civil engineering, computer hardware, 
environmental; as well as information technology and business process 
outsourcing. The city as already proven itself as the regional anchor for 
administrative and management functions.  

 
 The analysis also indicated that the Innovation Zone is an appropriate 
location for advanced manufacturing. While the region’s manufacturing base has 
been declining for decades and there is heated competition for any new high-
value manufacturing, Independence offers some competitive advantages for 
attracting food & beverage production, product assembly, machining and 
computer-controlled machining, testing, inspections, precision tooling, sorting, 
and sampling. The region retains its strength as a production center for 
fabricated metal products, computer electronics and transportation equipment 
manufacturing. Independence, like many communities in Northeast Ohio, can 
compete for growth and expansion within these regional industries.   
 
 Conceptual Business Mix. Based on the findings of the Market Analysis, 
it was recommended that marketing and recruitment for the Innovation Zone 
focus on a mix of information technology (IT/IS), business process outsourcing, 
engineering-related services and high-value product assembly for distribution. It 
was also recommended that sites be established to accommodate “drop in” uses 
including relocations within the region and State-generated leads. The proposed 
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concept plan has accommodated this opportunity. While it can take many years 
to capture a large “drop in” use, Independence will remain competitive if it has a 
“shovel-ready” site in a high-quality mixed-use park environment to 
accommodate such uses.  
 
 Recruiting Anchor Uses. Having a large green field site without services 
does not provide Independence with much of a “leg up” on the competition for 
business recruitment. Certainly having serviced, “shovel ready” sites in an 
attractive environment with excellent access to the interstate system (without 
traffic congestion) will provide a major marketing benefit. But to leverage the 
market and initiate marketing efforts, it is highly recommended that the City work 
on recruiting an anchor use that would strengthen the Innovation Zone brand, 
making it more than just words on a plan. In other words, the City should recruit a 
name or use that is synonymous with innovation.  
 
 Examples of such an anchor use might be the research arm of a 
respected educational or other institution. Having a technical college, while not 
research and development-oriented, would nevertheless help establish the site 
with an institutional presence and an on-site, ready workforce. Attracting the 
research & development, BPO, or product testing division of a large or 
recognized corporate brand would certainly place the Innovation Zone on the 
map. Finally, attracting a large government agency or a government contractor to 
the site, particularly one focused on information technologies, engineering, or 
health care, would also help establish the innovation brand on a regional level.  
 
Management 
 
 Initially, marketing and planning for the Innovation Zone would be 
managed by the City’s Economic Development Director. The City would issue an 
RFP for a master developer, who would submit plans that must be consistent 
with the sub-area planning principles and marketing recommendations outlined in 
this sub-area plan.  
 

The City would develop and offer a package of targeted incentives for 
locating in the zone, with such incentives tied closely to the production of high-
paying jobs in key sectors. Management of the zone might be organized under 
the auspices of a public development authority appointed by the City of 
Independence to guide the zone’s development (or “CIC” as indicated in the 
Economic Development Strategic Plan). The authority would be established with 
a “sunset clause” that ensures it ceases to exist once the site is mostly (80-90%) 
developed. However, a strong development management agreement with a 
master developer could achieve the same aims without requiring the 
establishment of government oversight. The City must determine whether there 
is sufficient oversight to ensure that the site is developed in a way that is wholly 
consistent with the City’s intentions of maximizing the number of high-paying 
jobs.  
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Infrastructure & Financing 
 
 The sub-area plan appears to require the establishment of a roadway grid, 
along with the associated stormwater and streetscape design elements. The site 
would also require water and sewer extension. It is not clear as to whether 
additional capacity is required to service the site, but for the purposes of this 
conceptual planning phase, it is assumed that overall capacity is sufficient. The 
City would work in partnership with the master developer to finance basic 
infrastructure improvements such as roads, water/sewer and streetscaping. The 
City could employ tax increment financing (TIF) to finance key bulk infrastructure 
projects such as water/sewer mains and trunk roads, to leverage private 
development investment in reticulation services and streetscape.  Unlike green 
field residential projects, it is in the City’s interest to leverage long-term job-rich 
private development in a premier location like the Innovation Zone.  
 
 As part of the broader Rockside Road management entity (through JEDD 
or CIC), the City of Seven Hills might consider making improvements to 
Lombardo Center as a gateway into the Innovation Zone site. Improvements 
made to that road would not only benefit the development of Independence’s 
Innovation Zone but also would help in marketing of the Seven Hills businesses 
and sites along Lombardo Center. In fact, it could be argued that development of 
the Innovation Zone will have spill-over benefits to the City of Seven Hills and 
would theoretically increase the value of Seven Hills properties along the west 
side of Lombardo Center.  
 

In addition to roadways, streetscape, and reticulated services, there are 
several other hard and “soft” infrastructure elements. First, it is imperative that 
the City implement a fiber strategy that will guarantee sufficient bandwidth to 
support the marketing of the site for intensive BPO, IT and other communication 
service users. If the site is to be marketed for technology uses, including 
advanced manufacturing capabilities, then there will be a need to ensure 
capacity for high-volume communication networks. To finance any upgrading or 
extension of fiber, the City might enter into contract agreements with suppliers 
that would be interested in entering the market to serve the great potential of 
existing and future clients in the Rockside Road Corridor.  
 
 There is the opportunity to establish an “open innovation platform” along 
with IT support services at this site as a service to companies that wish to locate 
there. Open platforms allow for the sharing of innovations and testing of products 
online with public support. Housing a platform at the Innovation Zone and 
providing IT/IS support services would provide a marketing advantage for the 
zone. Such services might be provided initially through the City, which could 
eventually spin-off the service within the zone. Innovation platforms would be 
developed at nominal expense through the City’s Economic Development 
division.  
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 The IT infrastructure might also allow for logistics support, such as a 
monitoring system or networking capabilities that could be shared by companies 
located within the zone. Such networks could save companies on overhead costs 
for developing their own systems.  
 
 Finally, while not “infrastructure,” per se, the site would need to 
accommodate amenities including site-serving retail, restaurants and public 
spaces. These uses have been indicated in the sub-area plan as conceptualized. 
 

Incentives. The “package” of incentives offered in the Innovation Zone 
should be as strong and targeted as possible. As noted earlier, it is not in the 
City’s best interest to create directly competitive incentive programs that would 
cause or encourage relocations from Seven Hills or other neighboring 
communities into Independence. Rather, incentives should be oriented first 
towards attracting the anchor uses noted previously. Some of those uses, such 
as institutions or government offices (with spin-off contractors) would not require 
financial incentives but would benefit from partnerships with appropriate agencies 
at state and federal government levels.  

 
Technology-oriented and advanced manufacturing uses would benefit 

from the site’s location and infrastructure as proposed above, but tax and 
financial incentives would help “seal the deal.” Among the incentives, as 
mentioned earlier, are accelerated depreciation on real estate (for developers or 
companies that construct build-to-suit, owner-occupied buildings) and on 
technology equipment and laboratory uses.  Low-interest loan programs could be 
established to help finance laboratory equipment and/or to seed a venture capital 
fund for businesses located in Independence. The City should include in the 
package programs associated with Innovation Fund of Northeast Ohio, which 
offers pre-seed funding for technology-based start-ups and entrepreneurs. The 
City’s own VC-type fund could be used to “top-up” or complement the regional 
program.   
  

Downtown Independence 
 
 Downtown Independence is critically important as a traditional business 
and civic node for the city, not only to accommodate the needs of residents but 
also as part of the city’s “brand” that helps attract and retain businesses citywide. 
Even if workers never visit Downtown Independence, they should be made 
aware of Downtown as the city’s historic heart and its identity.   
 
Concept Plan Development Program 
 
 The proposed concept plan for downtown focuses on 90+ acres and 
includes a 450,000 square-foot mixed-use district (with 60 to 80 residential units) 
plus a mixed-density residential district bordering downtown with 160 to 180 
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single-family, patio, and row houses. The plan also recommends a professional 
home office district allowing single-family homes to operate as small offices. 
Finally, there are new internal and external street connections that improve the 
overall pedestrian and traffic flow between downtown and neighboring areas.  
 
Marketing and Development Strategy 
 
 The Downtown Market Analysis determined that Downtown Independence 
has 110,000 square feet of existing business space, but only 40% is used for 
retail/commercial businesses. As such, Downtown does not function as a true 
“shopping” district. It also lacks the traditional “Main Street” civic uses and 
anchors that help generate pedestrian traffic in a small downtown area. Those 
uses are located nearby, but are physically separated from the heart of 
downtown. Further, the business mix is convenience and personal-service 
oriented and lacks destination oriented businesses that are an important draw for 
most downtowns to be successful.  
 
 Downtown Independence currently draws its market from within a narrow 
trade area extending north and south along Brecksville Road. Downtown also 
lacks exposure to major traffic generators, I-77 and the Rockside employment 
base (which generates 76% of the city’s retail market demand).  Trade-area 
demographics are relatively stagnant, but incomes are increasing. The Market 
Analysis found that, at present, there is demand for about 40,000 square feet of 
retail use, which is roughly equivalent to what exists in existing retail businesses.   
 
 However, if Downtown was marketed as more of a destination, then there 
is potential for 90,000+ square feet of retail use within the next five years, 
drawing more daytime workers and Cuyahoga Valley National Park tourists. The 
businesses for which there is market potential include specialty grocery, 
convenience, home furnishings, hobby/toy stores, office supply, full-service 
restaurants and entertainment. Destination uses would include apparel and 
accessory stores, specialty bookstore, gifts/novelties and an expanded outdoor 
sporting goods store.  
 
 Destination Marketing & Business Mix. Several destination marketing 
themes or concepts have been developed for Downtown Independence. These 
concepts focus on healthy living and outdoor recreation, as well as antiques and 
hobbies. “Destination” retail does not necessarily mean a large use or a “box.” 
There are small stores (1,500 to 4,000 square feet) that are unique in the broader 
regional market and therefore draw inflow from a much larger trade area (and are 
thus, “destinations”). An example would be a store that sells hand-made goods or 
a unique independent bookstore. The target business mix for recruitment to 
Downtown Independence would include a fresh “healthy” food store, full-service 
restaurant, culture & entertainment uses, antique & home furnishings stores, and 
outdoor recreation & sporting goods stores. There are opportunities for activities 
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that can complement and be co-branded with the Cuyahoga Valley National 
Park.  
 

The specific mix and square footage for Downtown is detailed in the Retail 
Market Analysis Report. The City should be focusing the recruitment of 
destination retail uses in the Downtown area (as noted above) in order to help 
build Downtown’s market base. Infill uses located in Rockside Road would be 
focused more on convenience retail, meeting or conference spaces, and on the 
types of physical amenities – parks/plazas, trails, concert venues – that help to 
bring workers people together during lunchtime and occasionally after work for 
professional and social networking. Ultimately, we also want those workers to 
visit Downtown sometimes for their nighttime dining and entertainment. 
 
 The City’s Economic Development division should take an active role in 
recruiting key retail uses to the Downtown area. In the past, retail was not 
considered “economic development” and in Ohio, big box retail can generate a 
net loss in fiscal impacts. However, a strong walkable downtown is beneficial to 
the overall fiscal and economic health of the community. Small retail uses in a 
walk-able environment become amenities that attract positive investment and, 
because downtown is more walk-able, there is less of an impact on streets and 
City services than other, more suburban retail models. 
 
 Finally, there is the need to attract or establish a civic or cultural use in 
Downtown Independence as the community’s “heart.” There is one small theatre 
located in the Downtown area, but there are opportunities for a larger cultural 
venue as a driver for destination marketing. Efforts should be promoted to create 
a cultural center or related use.  
 
 Development. The City should help encourage the use of ground-floor 
spaces in existing and potential new buildings for retail stores and restaurants 
rather than office space. Retail and restaurants help activate the street and 
generate pedestrian traffic that enlivens Downtown. New, mixed-use spaces are 
encouraged in otherwise under-utilized or vacant sites as demonstrated through 
the sub-area plan. Also as proposed in the concept plan and supported by the 
Housing Market Assessment, there is the opportunity for development of infill and 
adjacent housing targeted to empty nesters and professionals. New housing 
development will help strengthen the “primary” market for retail and businesses 
in the Downtown area.  
 
Management  
 
 It is recommended that Independence pursue establishment of a non-
profit Main Street or similar organization to help focus Downtown efforts in 
marketing and management. Main Street organizations can help leverage 
resources from the National Trust for Historic Preservation and grant funding 
from other organizations to support its efforts. Main Street organizations can be 
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quite strong on management, particularly in assisting existing businesses 
become more competitive in the marketplace.  
 
 The City would work with developers of proposed mixed-use and 
residential projects, similar to the master developer concept proposed at the 
Innovation Zone (Northwest Quadrant Sub-Area). The City would have oversight 
to ensure implementation conforms to the vision and principles outlined in the 
sub-area plan.  
 
Financing 
 
 The Economic Development Strategic Plan recommended that the City 
“consider establishing a Downtown Improvement (or Development) Authority 
(DIA) to assist small businesses growth and to leverage private-sector 
investment in the Downtown area. The DIA would offer businesses access to 
small grants, low-interest loans, and/or matching grants to help them invest in the 
building stock and fund expansion within Downtown.  Businesses could use the 
funds to make capital improvements and for other purposes. The DIA could also 
have authority to use City assets to help leverage development and private 
sector investment. The DIA could be used for clustering various Downtown 
programs, development projects, and incentives that the City may want to 
pursue. In other words, the DIA helps geographically define a small business 
district where business owners can receive a variety of incentives and benefits to 
enable growth and development. The DIA should overlap with one of the City’s 
TIF districts in the event that financing for specific capital projects is required to 
support business development.” 
 
 The Downtown Sub-Area Plan has indeed recommended capital 
improvements, including new internal and external street connections. The plan 
also recommended that the streetscape along Brecksville Road be improved and 
that opportunities be reserved for park space and trail connections. Capital 
investment could also include the City’s commitment to assist in acquisition 
and/or construction relating to a civic or community cultural use in the Downtown 
area. Again, for capital improvements in the Downtown area, the Strategic Plan 
has already recommended the use of TIF to help leverage private investment.  
 

Independence Community Campus Sub-Area 
 
 A Sub-Area Plan has been prepared for the “Community Campus” area 
that includes City Hall, the Recreation Center and other public facilities. The plan 
suggests that the objective of this plan is to “maintain the area as a centrally-
located civic, recreational and educational community campus,…to find the best 
utilization of the existing and future land uses with complimentary 
amenities…and to develop pedestrian and vehicular connectivity through 
extension of trails and boulevard enhancements.”  The plan includes 
accommodation of an “independent/assisted living” facility, although the specific 
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scope, scale and location for such a facility has not yet been determined. Market 
analysis for this facility was not undertaken for this sub-area plan. As a result, the 
economic recommendations relate primarily to public uses.  
 
Concept Plan Development Program 
 
 The Concept Plan proposes that an evaluation be undertaken of 
opportunities to acquire vacant or undeveloped land adjacent to the campus. The 
plan also recommends relocation of the City’s service facility and connecting the 
campus to local and regional bike trails and improving north-south access.  
Beyond the general concept of an independent or assisted living facility, there 
are no other major development proposals introduced into the Community 
Campus as yet. 
 
Marketing and Development Strategy 
 
 Since most of the existing facilities house government operations, and the 
concept is for a “community campus,” marketing is less relevant for this sub-area. 
A market assessment was completed several years ago that indicated demand 
for the concept of an independence/assisted living facility. However, the City 
would need to assess the availability of sites, as proposed in the sub-area plan. 
Then perhaps the City would confer with various graduated care facility 
developers to identify an approach that best suits the interests and needs of the 
community.  
 
Management  
 
 It is assumed that the City’s service agencies would manage development 
and/or operations of their facilities. The City’s leadership, economic development 
and finance directors would identify prospective graduated care facility 
developers, gauge interest in the campus and request development proposals 
from interested teams. A key requirement of the proposals would be a market 
analysis, financial feasibility analysis, and proposed marketing strategy that 
addresses the City’s interests and concerns. 
 
Financing 
 

It is assumed that City facilities would be financed through direct City 
capital funding or general obligation bond finance. ODOT and the regional MPO 
invest in local and regional bike trails, and there are opportunities to link into 
National Park Service funding for trails associated with the Cuyahoga Valley 
National Park. Opportunities to “improve access and navigability” could require 
some investment in roadways, presumably financed through the normal 
municipal finance structure. A graduated care facility should be privately 
financed, developed and operated but according to planning and other 
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parameters established by local government. Local control can be strengthened 
if discounted Municipal land is used as leverage to attract a developer. 

 
East Pleasant Valley Road Sub-Area 

 
 Strategic recommendations for development, marketing, management and 
financing in the East Pleasant Valley Road Corridor were included in the 
Economic Development Strategic Plan. Those recommendations focused on 
establishing industrial “districts” for marketing purposes in East Pleasant Valley 
Road and the Cloverleaf Area. Somewhat more detail is provided below, based 
on the content of the sub-area plans, which focused on the need to “strengthen 
the corridor as a ‘key center’ for business, secure and improve the district’s fiscal 
performance, develop a unique identity, improve the area’s aesthetics, and 
proactively address vacancies and business retention (issues).”  
 
Concept Plan Development Program 
 
 The Concept Plan identifies “opportunities” to improve the streetscape 
along the corridor, connect to the Towpath through the sub-area, and introduce 
gateway features along the corridor. There were also business development 
concepts which echo recommendations in the Strategic Plan.  
 
Marketing and Development Strategy 
 

As noted in the Economic Development Strategic Plan, “the East Pleasant 
Valley area is already a relatively stable and successful business district with a 
solid mix of office, distribution, R&D and some light manufacturing.  Several large 
companies have major operations in this corridor.  

 
The area has a relatively high-quality physical environment, with buildings 

set back in forested or landscaped settings. There are opportunities to attract 
logistics / distribution, warehousing, light manufacturing (i.e., specialty food and 
catering companies) as well as research and back office to this corridor because 
of its good transportation access without major traffic congestion. This corridor is 
primed for branding as the “Pleasant Valley Business Corridor” through physical 
design elements such as gateways, signage, and other infrastructure 
improvements” as incorporated into the sub-area plan.  

 
East Pleasant Valley Road is largely built-out. Development of any 

remaining vacant land in this corridor would be encouraged in order to enhance 
the corridor’s fiscal returns. The sub-area plan recommends marketing of an 
“industrial campus” on vacant land at the eastern edge of the corridor. That site, 
while perhaps appropriate for certain industrial uses, may not  be large enough to 
accommodate a significant “campus” or industrial park, but could accommodate 
several uses of similar scope and scale as other uses in the corridor. As with 
other business areas, the City’s Economic Development efforts should include 
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outreach and recruitment for any vacant buildings and land (such as the 
“industrial campus”) in this corridor.  
 
Management  
 
 At present, the corridor’s business properties are individually managed 
and there is no joint marketing. The Strategic Plan recommended the 
establishment of a consistent brand and identity for the corridor which can be 
used in marketing materials and for outreach and recruitment purposes. That 
branding, along with outreach and recruitment, is managed by the City’s 
Economic Development division. The City would also oversee the 
implementation of gateway signage and other identity elements to help 
strengthen the corridor’s identity for marketing purposes and to provide physical 
definition.  
 
Financing 
 
 There are only limited capital improvements recommended for this 
corridor, including gateways and other identity signage along with extension of 
the towpath. There are some other undefined efforts recommended to improve 
aesthetics, although the area is already fairly attractive with significant tree cover 
and well-maintained business properties. Gateways and identity signage should 
be funded out of the City’s Economic Development budget or discretionary funds, 
but designs and placement should be subject to review by businesses and/or 
property owners in the corridor. As noted earlier, ODOT and the MPO provide 
funding for trails in the region. 
 

Cloverleaf Sub-Area 
 

As noted in the Economic Development Strategic Plan, the Cloverleaf 
area “provides the City’s only real opportunity for heavier industries, such as the 
construction supply activity that already anchors this area. That being said, the 
visual streetscape along key corridors such as Brecksville Road and Old 
Brecksville Road on the east side of I-77 can be enhanced as a gateway into the 
City of Independence.   Again, especially along Brecksville Road, there are 
opportunities for signage and gateway treatments to help give this area definition 
as an attractive business hub, with a focus on industrial uses.”   

 
Concept Plan Development Program 
 
 The Concept Plan identified the opportunity to evaluate site options for 
relocation of the City’s service facility and the need to evaluate the existing 
infrastructure. There is also the opportunity to improve the streetscape along 
granger and Schaaf Roads, and adding gateway features to enhance the overall 
aesthetic quality and identity of the area. The planning effort sought to explore 
potential development and redevelopment opportunity sites and identified an 
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opportunity to connect to the western rail line. There is also the opportunity for 
strengthening the West Creek Conservancy collaboration. 
 
Marketing and Development Strategy 
 

As noted in the Economic Development Strategic Plan, this area has 
“superior exposure to both I-77 and I-480. As such, there are marketing 
opportunities for businesses located in portions of this area to reach a broad 
market base. Unfortunately, the area lacks immediate ingress and egress from 
either I-77 or I-480, which intersect near this area. Nevertheless, there is access 
to I-77 from Brecksville Road further north, so there remain good opportunities 
for clean distribution, warehousing, and light industrial uses (e.g., food 
production, catering, wholesale supply, etc) that require access to the interstate 
system. Target opportunity sites and buildings should be identified within the 
area for marketing, and an effort made to provide the area with more physical 
definition for branding and marketing as the City’s ‘Center of Industry.’” 
Recommendations for physical definition included the gateway signage and 
streetscaping discussed as part of the sub-area plan. 
 
 Generally, the area requires physical definition as well as a marketing 
identity to enhance its marketability as a business district. The marketing identity 
suggested in the Strategic Plan focused on the area’s strategic location at the 
center of the region’s transportation network and on the area’s orientation 
primarily to light and heavy industrial uses. Without specific sites to market for 
development or redevelopment, marketing is limited to enhancing the identity of 
the district and retaining existing businesses. The sub-area plan suggests the 
need to evaluate redevelopment opportunities of land on both the east and west 
sides of I-77. If there are appropriate physical redevelopment opportunities, then 
these sites can be packaged for marketing to the types of industrial users 
outlined above. 
 
Management  
 
 The City’s Economic Development Director would work with existing 
property owners in this area, focusing on the two sites identified above, to assess 
redevelopment opportunities and prioritize sites for marketing. Economic 
Development would also work with other City agencies to manage the 
implementation of gateway signage programs in the area, in cooperation with 
private businesses and property owners.  
 
Financing 
 

“Heavy” streetscaping may be a lower priority because the return on such 
investment may be lower among heavy industrial users than it would be from 
high-value commercial uses (such as in Rockside Road) or mixed-use 
redevelopment and revitalization (such as in Downtown Independence).   
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 Incentives for development of industrial sites, both in the Cloverleaf sub-
area and in the East Pleasant Valley sub-area, could be developed if the City 
deems such efforts as necessary to generate a substantial return on investment. 
Because of the shift upwards in automation and productivity per worker, industrial 
activities in many sub-sectors are generating lower employee yields per square 
foot. Nevertheless, it is important for Independence to retain a diversified 
economic base that includes manufacturing and other industrial activities. 
Incentives, whether capital, financing or fiscal, should be closely tied to employee 
yields, wages and salaries in order to maximize fiscal returns. 
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APPENDIX: 
Rockside Road Corridor 

Long-Term Redevelopment Approaches 
 

Stakeholder engagement would be essential to initiate any public-private 
process of redevelopment (e.g., demolition of older office buildings to create a 
larger, developable site or pads in a walk-able district). Such engagement would 
operate from the premise that a master developer model would be utilized in 
those areas where redevelopment is possible and supported. Stakeholders 
should also be made aware that the City could participate, along with a CRA 
(and/or CIC) model, as outlined in the Economic Development Strategic Plan, in 
financing infrastructure improvements that would enhance the overall value of the 
properties in the area and leverage new infill development opportunities. The City 
of Independence would work closely with the City of Seven Hills on infrastructure 
and marketing that benefit the entire corridor and respond to broad development 
impacts, as noted in this report.  

 
Finally, it should be made clear that a focus would be on improving 

connectivity and aesthetics, leveraging infill development and mixed-use, and 
establishing some public amenity spaces. If property owners were willing to 
participate, then the City might consider financing or other incentives for building 
rehabilitation as outlined in the Strategic Plan. The prioritization process itself, 
involving the City and stakeholders could include the following steps;  
 

 Identify and target buildings that are functionally obsolete and are likely to 
remain non-competitive without major re-investment.  

 
 Identify appropriate sites or nodes that, from a planning and economic 

perspective, offer the best opportunity for exposure and transportation 
access, and for establishing a walk-able mixed-use commercial node 
within the Rockside Road Corridor.  

 
 Where target buildings and nodes intersect, establish a framework for 

redevelopment. Where target buildings do not intersect with target nodes, 
focus on rehabilitation/enhancement of existing buildings and new infill 
commercial/mixed-use development within that node. New mixed-use 
development could include some new Class A office space that allows for 
existing tenants within the Rockside Road Corridor and South Sub-Market 
to “move up” to new space in an exciting new node. Such space would be 
developed almost as “build-to-suit” through discussions with existing area 
tenants.  
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 Work with the City of Seven Hills on broad infrastructure improvements 
and marketing efforts that serve to reduce traffic congestion, leverage 
redevelopment, and enhance overall marketability for the Corridor.  
 

 Ultimately, the addition of some new office space will allow the Rockside 
Road Corridor to retain the existing businesses that might otherwise 
relocate to newer Class A space. The new space could also help attract 
new businesses to the community. In that case, the creation of some new 
space would not have to result in a “zero-sum” game for retaining 
Rockside Road tenants.  

 
Long-Term: CRA / CIC or Redevelopment District.   The next stage would 

include establishment of a CRA or redevelopment district to help focus efforts 
within the prioritized redevelopment zones. The approved Economic 
Development Strategic Plan calls for the establishment of Community 
Reinvestment Area(s) (CRA) to encourage office reinvestment, rehabilitation and 
reinvestment. The CRA would help leverage infrastructure redevelopment, direct 
incentives for property improvements, and promote development of public 
amenities. The CRA would benefit from establishment of a non-profit Community 
Investment Corporation (CIC) as detailed in the Strategic Plan. 
 
 Long-Term: Redevelopment District Plan.   Once a district has been 
established, then a redevelopment concept plan should be established on the 
principles outlined in the Strategic Plan and this Sub-Area Plan document. The 
planning effort for the district would engage primarily with the property owners, 
real estate community, and businesses currently located within the district 
boundaries. The plan would establish a vision and parameters for infrastructure 
improvements, public amenities, as well as private redevelopment or 
rehabilitation concepts as applicable. The plan would be used as an input to a 
master developer selection process.  
 

Long-Term: Master Developer. As noted earlier, the master developer 
model is most efficient and appropriate for garnering the support of property 
owners, for financing improvements that cross multiple boundaries, and for 
meeting objectives and implementing a broad-based vision as established 
through the stakeholder engagement process. It is recommended that the City, in 
concert with the property owners (and, as applicable, businesses) help develop 
an RFP for developers. As in the case with the Seven Hills sites, Independence 
would have direct input in the selection of a master developer who would have 
deep, regional or national experience with this type of redevelopment project.  
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Introduction 

 
This memorandum summarizes our analysis of the zoning implications of the Independence Area 
Plans that planning Next has prepared for the City of Independence. The purpose of this memo is 
to provide insight and guidance as to the types of zoning tools that are needed to help implement 
the land use elements of the plan. 1 
 
This memorandum focuses on the Downtown and the Rockside Northwest Quadrant Site areas, 
since those are the two focus areas that are the subject of specific land use and design related 
recommendations. It also addresses potential infill development along the Rockside Road 
corridor. 
 
Assumptions 
 
The Independence land use patterns and zoning regulations are characteristic of many suburban 
communities that grew during the suburban boom of the last 50 years. Like many similar 
communities, it is centered on a historic downtown core, but its land use and development 
policies have been based on the idea of separating what were perceived to be incompatible uses 
from each other, and on limiting residential development to single family neighborhoods.  This is 
not unusual, and reflected development and demographic trends of the times.  
 
Like many suburban communities, Independence now faces changing forces and development 
trends.  As it is nears build out, future growth will be more in the form of redevelopment and 
infill, rather than “greenfield”.  Further, demographic changes such as the aging baby boomers 
and the emerging millennials are changing tastes and demands in community design.  The new 
Independence Area Plans address these issues in a thoughtful and deliberate manner.  It calls for 
capitalizing on strategic opportunities to respond to evolving trends in certain well defined areas 
such as Downtown and Rockside.  The area plans contain specific recommendations including 
the following, which are assumptions for the recommendations in this memorandum. 
 
 
                                                           
1 This memorandum focuses on zoning issues.  We understand that the city charter contains provisions related to 
land uses, including non-single family uses that will also have to be addressed as part of an overall implementation 
strategy, but the charter issue is beyond the scope of this memorandum. 
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1.  Downtown is recommended: 
 
 As a mixed-use district with residential opportunities 
 With a connected street network to improve circulation 
 For improved pedestrian orientation  
 For a diverse range of residential opportunities and types  
 For several different but integrated development forms including: 

o Downtown Core with vertically mixed uses including office, residential, and 
commercial uses 

o Mixed Use with a mixture of single family and attached townhomes 
o Traditional Neighborhood with a mixture of single family detached and single 

family attached  
o Professional Home Office with single family structures used as professional 

offices 
 
2.  Rockside Northwest Quadrant Site is recommended: 

 
 To develop into a dense mixed use district with residential opportunities 
 For a transportation framework to enhance connectivity 
 To create a twenty-four hour district with amenities for workers and residents 
 To have dedicated green space for active and passive recreation, including 

connections created by environmental amenities 
 To accommodate corporate headquarters  
 For several different but integrated development forms which are desired including: 

o Mixed-Use Employment Center with vertically mixed uses including retail 
and office, residential, supporting retail and other related uses 

o High Density Residential 
 

3.  Rockside Road is recommended:  
 

 To accommodate infill and redevelopment in the suburban office park environment, 
potentially in the form of redeveloping large parking areas with more intense uses, 
potentially incorporating structured parking facilities. 

 
In addition, the following general assumptions were made relative to how development is 
envisioned to proceed in the future: 
 

1. It is possible that the Downtown and Rockside areas will undergo master planning by a 
single large developer, but it is more likely that the plan will be implementation 
incrementally over time by multiple developers on individual sites.  Zoning is needed that 
promotes consistency in implementation over time. 
 

2. The objective of the zoning is to enable development as called for in the plan.  The city 
desires to allow flexibility and minimize regulatory barriers, but it is not the city’s intent 
to mandate alternative development types identified in the plan. 
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Scope of Work 
 
In conducting our analysis and developing our recommendations, we did the following: 
 

 Reviewed the existing zoning regulations 
 Consulted with city planning and legal staff 
 Consulted with planning Next 
 Viewed the properties and neighborhoods that are subject to the plan recommendations 
 Reviewed the plan recommendations 
 Drew from our experience with similar situations in Ohio and around the country 

 
 

Findings 
 
The following is a summary of our findings related to the existing zoning in Independence, and 
in particular as it relates to the Downtown and Rockside areas. 
 

 The current planning and zoning code has no doubt served the city well for its time – the 
city has many fine neighborhoods and is home to one of the premier employment centers 
in the region.   
 

 However, the base of the code is over 50 years old and in need of updating; it appears 
that the current base zoning code dates to 1960.  One consequence of this is that it has 
many dated regulations – for example, the code includes many obsolete uses such as “dry 
goods” and “tanneries”, which is an indication that the uses and regulations have not kept 
up with modern development practices.  

 
 Many provisions that are standard elements in modern zoning codes do not exist in the 

code, such as basic landscaping requirements and basic design standards. 
 

 The code has been updated many times over the years, creating concerns about internal 
consistency. For example, the code includes zoning definitions that are in both the zoning 
code and the subdivision regulations that were added at different times, with a provision 
that in the case of conflicts the most recent definition applies. 

 
 The code includes a U-2 Downtown Overlay District which on the surface appears to be a 

tool that could begin to align with the plan recommendations for the Downtown area, but 
that district has never been used and may have actually been repealed.   

 
 There is no Planned Unit Development (PUD) or similar flexible tool that allows for 

alternative approaches to development. Planned unit development regulations are 
standard tools that are used in most zoning codes to allow for flexible approaches to 
alternative development concepts. While the use of PUDs as a zoning tool has its 
potential drawbacks as discussed below, it is unusual for a suburban community such as 
Independence to not have such a tool. 
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 The code appears to imbed a presumption that change is not desired, such as: 
 

o The charter provisions that are incorporated into the zoning code: 
 

 Require a vote of the electorate for any non-single family uses. 
 Require a vote of electorate for any amendment that allows any uses 

previously prohibited in the zoning code. 
 

o The code requires a three-fourths majority of a council vote on certain zone 
amendments when a certain percentage of property owners object. 
 

 Mixed uses are clearly not contemplated in the zoning code, especially as envisioned in 
the plan, with several possible exceptions: 
 

o There is a provision that U-3 uses can be permitted in any other district as a 
“special permit” approved by city council (Section 1141.04).  The U-3 uses are 
limited, but do include an open ended provision for similar uses to be approved as 
special exceptions.  This may provide some opportunity, albeit very limited, to 
allow mixtures of uses. 
 

o The code includes a district known as U-5 High Rise Mixed Use District that 
allows for offices, restaurants, and retail uses, but the main reason for the “mixed 
use” designation appears to be to allow for restaurants, service businesses, fitness 
centers, etc. to be located inside of office buildings. 
 

 There is very little in the development regulations that address overall quality and 
character of development beyond the rudiments of use regulations, setbacks, height, and 
others.  This is not unusual for traditional zoning that focuses on separating uses, but 
mixed use approaches require more attention to quality of design.  The exception in 
Independence is that the city has an Architectural Review Board (ARB) that addresses 
architectural quality.  (The ARB and its regulations are not in the planning and zoning 
code, but rather are in the general code of ordinances.)  This does provide an important 
safeguard that addresses overall development quality.  However, there is very little in the 
way of standards to guide the ARB in its review.  The ARB is charged with applying 
“proper architectural principles” using their “architectural judgment”, to promote 
development “in keeping” with their surrounding areas.  With a plan that is calling for 
changes to the environment, a basic standard of “in keeping” with the surrounding area is 
not always appropriate.   
 

 As the city has administered its development regulations, it has done so by and large 
without full-time professional planning guidance.  While the city has good professional 
planning and design expertise on its staff, planners or designers do not have an active role 
in planning commission meetings and do not prepare professional planning staff reports.  
While we understand that the city’s boards and commissions have been diligent and 
dedicated in their work, the lack of professional planning advice can hinder the long term 
ability to implement newer alternative development types as called for in the plan.  
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 In practice, our understanding is that the success that the city has had in maintaining and 
improving the quality of development has been the result of a negotiated process where 
the planning commission, the ARB, and city council have pushed for high quality 
through a combination of the zone change process and the ARB review process.  While 
the city has made the best of its existing tools, if the city hopes to implement the 
recommendations of the plan, which call for alternative mixtures of uses and a higher 
quality of new development, the existing practices and the existing regulations will not be 
adequate.  Further, a negotiated process creates uncertainty for applicants and can result 
in inconsistent decisions over time. 
 

 The code is also lacking in tools to manage and implement infill and redevelopment of 
Rockside Road in general, beyond the Northwest Quadrant Site.  Infill can bring 
substantial benefits in the form of increased activity, vitality, and economic development, 
but it can also be viewed negatively by surrounding property owners who fear increased 
traffic congestion, parking problems, and other negative land use impacts.  Retrofitting a 
suburban office land use form requires zoning tools to address a myriad of issues related 
to parking garage design, building form, landscaping, signage, and other compatibility 
issues.  At this point the city does not have the tools in place to manage this process. 

 
 In general, the code does not appear to anticipate or allow the approaches recommended 

in the plan or in the administrative approach to zoning.  While the approach that the city 
has used in the past may have served the city well for what it was trying to accomplish, 
new approaches that help the city thrive in changing times will require a rethinking of 
how the city conducts the development review process. 

 
In general, the land use regulations are not adequate to ensure that the plan is implemented 
efficiently and successfully.  
 

Successful Elements of Mixed Use Zoning 
 
As discussed above, the city’s zoning regulations focus on aspects of development that are 
characteristic of post WW II suburbs, including use, bulk, area, and setbacks.  The intent of such 
regulations is generally to separate uses, spread out development, and maximize setbacks, 
reflecting the desires and market forces of the times.  More recently, however, communities have 
realized that other forms of development are needed to reflect changing demographics and tastes.  
Specifically, this plan call for alternatives to the single use form of development, not as a 
substitute, but as an alternative in the Downtown and Rockside areas. In the case of Downtown, 
the intent is to strengthen and build on the historic role of Downtown.  In the case of Rockside, 
the intent is to encourage compatible mixtures of employment, commercial, residential and open 
space uses to promote sustained economic success of the area.   
 
With the introduction of mixed use options in the Downtown and Rockside areas of the city 
comes a need to establish the parameters for requirements that should ultimately be incorporated 
into the city’s zoning and development standards.  As the city considers updates to its land use 
regulations, the following are characteristics of successful mixed use development that should be 



 
 
 

 

6 

translated into land use regulations that fit the City of Independence.  Mixed use development 
should embody the following: 
 

 Complementary Uses.   
Allow for a complementary mix of land uses that support each other, offer opportunities 
for multiple purpose trips, and create an environment where high quality investment is 
enabled. 
 

 Critical Mass.   
Include densities and intensities that are high enough to create a critical mass of 
economic viability while also being compatible with surrounding areas, especially any 
adjacent residential neighborhoods. 

 
 Form.   

Have buildings oriented to streets rather than parking lots. 
 

 Context.   
Be compatible with any historic or traditional context (most applicable in the Downtown 
area).  

 
 Connectivity.   

Promote both internal and external vehicular and pedestrian connections. 
 

 Walkability.   
Provide safe and comfortable pedestrian and bicycle access and orientation through the 
design of complete streets. 

 
 Street Frontage.   

Establish active street frontages with high quality streetscape design. 
   

 Vehicular Traffic.   
Accommodate automobile traffic and parking in a safe and efficient manner, but not 
allow parking or vehicular areas to dominate the design of the site. 

 
 Shared Parking.   

Provide opportunities for shared parking to minimize unnecessary over parking.  
 

 24/7.   
Promote round the clock safety through the presence of people. 

 
 Housing Choice.   

Provide a variety of housing choices for evolving demographics. 
 

 Public Spaces.   
Include publicly accessible spaces and amenities. 
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 Civic Uses.   
Promote compatible civic uses, such as public buildings. 

 
 Scale.   

Include human scaled building design. 
 

 Natural Resources.   
Conserve and integrate environmentally sensitive resources into the design of the 
development. 

 
 

Recommendations 
 

Based on the analysis and assumptions summarized above, the following recommendations for 
zoning and overall capacity are offered for consideration. 

 
Zoning 
 
There are two alternative zoning approaches that we suggest be considered, with the first 
alternative preferred:   
 

1. Comprehensive Code Update.  The preferred alternative is to update the overall zoning 
code to modernize it and incorporate the policies recommended in the plan. As discussed 
above, the zoning code is out of date and in need of updating.  There is very little in the 
existing code that would advance the plan recommendations; in fact, existing code 
provisions could actually conflict with plan recommendations.  (For example, the 
subdivision regulations have “planning criteria” that may actually be counter to the plan 
recommendations, such as encouraging cul-de-sacs.) 
 
As part of a comprehensive update the city should develop standards that accomplish the 
characteristics of mixed use development described above.  It should also establish clear, 
fair, and predictable procedures for both the development community and the 
Independence community at large. It should achieve a balance of discretionary and non-
discretionary review and standards that allows for a mix of flexibility and predictability 
that works for Independence.    
 
There are many tools that can be incorporated into an overall code update to accomplish 
the plan.  These include: 
 

 Improved development standards that apply across the board such as site design 
standards, landscaping requirements, parking lot design standards, signage 
standards, lighting standards, building form and orientation requirements, 
intensity standards, resource protection standards. 

 Planned unit developments regulations with clear guidance to supplement the 
general development standards (see discussion of freestanding PUDs below).   
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 Overlay districts that provide supplemental regulations in addition to underlying 
zoning districts.  

 New separate special purpose districts, such as a new “downtown mixed use” or 
“Rockside mixed use” with customized standards for those specific areas only. 

 Standards to manage infill and redevelopment of suburban office parks in the 
Rockside Road corridor. Infill standards should be incorporated into a 
comprehensive code update. This could occur by incorporating infill standards or 
guidelines into the general development standards of the code, as part of a PUD 
process, as part of an overlay zoning approach, or as part of new specialized 
districts.  The key will be to establish standards that mitigate potential negative 
impacts related to intensification, such as traffic impact, infrastructure capacity, 
and loss of parking while achieving the positive benefits of increased activity and 
synergy. 

 
This is the preferred alternative.  It would result in a comprehensive approach to 
integrating the area plans into the city’s development regulations.  It would also provide 
the benefit for updated land use regulations for the city overall, which are needed. 
 

2. Freestanding Planned Unit Development.  If it is not feasible to do a full update to the 
zoning code, the second alternative is to prepare a separate freestanding planned unit 
development ordinance that allows for alternative forms of development in accordance 
with the plan.  This would allow for the rezoning of property as a PUD on a case by case 
basis.  While on the surface this would appear to be the simplest approach, the 
disadvantage of this alternative in the absence of an overall code update is that each PUD 
would need to address all aspects of the development.  With an old zoning code with 
many incremental updates over the years, there is the potential for internal 
inconsistencies in applying the current code to new development types.  With a 
comprehensive code update, overall development standards related to landscaping, 
resource protection, parking design, pedestrian orientation, and others could be relied on 
to supplement a PUD.  Without a comprehensive code update, each PUD would have to 
carry the full weight of regulating all aspects of the development.  Over time this could 
become a complicated and inefficient enforcement and administrative burden on the city.  
 

Development Review Capacity 
 
Just as the zoning regulations need to be updated and modernized, the way in which the city goes 
about reviewing development should be assessed.  The way in which the city has reviewed 
development proposals in the past may have served the city well for that chapter of its history, 
but it is highly unusual for a community with the quality and aspirations of Independence to not 
have active professional planning advice in its regular board and commission process. 
 
As part of implementation of this plan, the city should be prepared to expand the professional 
planning and design capacity that serves the city’s boards and commissions.  The policies of the 
plan will require an increase in planning and design sophistication in the development review 
process, requiring increased professional review and participation in the development review 
process. 
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Likewise, the planning commission, the ARB, and city council will require training and 
education on the new concepts in the plan and any new development regulations. 
 

Conclusion 
 
The new plan provides a vision for how the city can position itself to preserve and protect that 
which it desires, to strengthen its historic core, and to promote long term economic health of its 
employment center.  It respects where the city has come from while responding to new forces 
and trends. The next step is to make adjustments as needed to the regulatory tools and procedures 
to align them with the plan. 
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MEMO 

To:   The Independence Area Plans Steering Committee  November 1, 2014 

From:  Kyle May 

Re:  Results of Area Plan Workshops   

 
This memorandum summarizes the Planning Workshops conducted for the Area Planning Process for 

the cities of Independence and Seven Hills. It is organized into the following structure: 

 
1. Overview 

a. Purpose of the workshops 
b. Workshop format 

 
2. Workshop Results, What we Heard 

a. The Future of Rockside Workshop 
b. The Downtown and Beyond Workshop   

 
3. Appendix (includes results and materials from each workshop)     

a. Full comments collected from opportunities map boards 
b. Presentations  
c. Participant packages  

 

1. Overview 

A. Purpose of the Workshops 

The Planning Workshops for the cities of Independence and Seven Hills took place over a two‐day period 

on September 15 and 16, 2014. The workshops were designed to inform the ongoing area planning 

process for four districts within the City of Independence and one district (the Rockside Road Corridor) 

shared by Independence and Seven Hills.  

 

The first meeting focused on those districts contained within Independence. The “Downtown and 

Beyond Planning Workshop” included a discussion of the Downtown planning area, the East Pleasant 

Valley Road Corridor, Cloverleaf district and Community Campus. The meeting began with a 

presentation from the planning team on the impetus to begin the process followed by a short 

introduction to each district’s key conditions and trends. The break out session which followed was an 

interactive discussion between participants and the planning team set around large maps illustrating the 

context and opportunities.  

 

The “Future of Rockside” workshop, on the following day, was a joint meeting between the cities of 

Seven Hills and Independence. The focus was on the 1,000 acres shared along the Rockside Road 

Corridor. The format was identical to the meeting hosted on the previous night and included a brief 

presentation and interactive activity.  
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The workshops were open to the public and publicized through various forms of media. A number of 

themes emerged from the discussion that will be used to inform the final recommendations of the five 

area plans.  

  

 

 

 
B. Workshop Format 

 Introduction and Welcome –The workshops began with a welcome from the Mayors of each 
community involved. The Future of Rockside meeting was initiated by Mayor Greg Kurtz of 
Independence and Mayor Richard Dell’Aquila of Seven Hills. Following this, Jeremy Rowan 
(Economic Development Director for the City of Independence) provided a background on the 
Economic Development Strategic Plan completed last year, and the motivation to begin the 
area planning process.  

 Project Overview – The planning team outlined the progress made to date and outlined the 
next steps in the process.  The team provided a background to the process of area planning 
and its importance for communities, and shared several examples of successful processes 
from around the country.  

 Existing Conditions – Following the project overview, the planning team then presented the 
existing conditions for the areas under consideration. These findings included the size of the 
area, its dominant uses, its current viability, and other key indicators.  

 Area potential – The team presented a number of scenarios for each district based on varying 
levels of intervention. These were intended to spur the conversation of the participants to 
follow, and provide some context and possibilities for each of the considered districts.  

 Break‐out sessions – Participants were asked to leave their chairs and review a series of 
information boards prepared for each planning area. Each area was illustrated through a 
general context map, and a key opportunities map. The context map helped participants 
visualize the boundary of the planning area on top of a recent (2013) aerial photograph. Major 
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roads and landmarks were included to help orient the participant’s view. The opportunities 
map included the street and parcel structure of the focus area along with several key issues or 
opportunities unique to the district. Information included vacancy, ownership, land use, 
accessibility and available land. Several “Did you know” facts were prepared for each district 
to give participants more information for their input and help stoke the conversation.  

 

2. Workshop Results, What we Heard 

The following section summarizes the input received during the Downtown and Beyond and The Future 

of Rockside planning workshops. The input will be used with the technical research to develop the 

strategic recommendations for each of the planning areas. The focus of the workshops was to inform 

the public of the process, and provide an opportunity for them to contribute directly to conversation. 

They were asked to share their hopes, concerns and what they saw as missing opportunities for each 

district. Between both workshops, more than 200 people were in attendance (150 during the Future of 

Rockside, 50 during Downtown and Beyond). 

 

 
A. The Downtown and Beyond Workshop  
September 15, 2014, 7 to 9 PM, Independence Community and Civic Center 

Participants offered a number of ideas for the future of the Downtown core as well as the City’s other 

non‐residential districts. A healthy and vibrant downtown, they suggested, will require many 

improvements and developments. Some overarching themes included walkable streets framed by 

buildings of mixed uses that emulate the existing neighborhood character, large areas providing new 

entertainment and recreation options, newer housing options for future residential demand and 

connectivity to surrounding cities and towns.  

The community would also share its thoughts for the three other non‐residential districts (East Pleasant 

Valley Road Corridor, Community Campus and Cloverleaf) during the downtown meeting. Themes for 

these areas included beautification initiatives, improvement of signage and the addition of new 

compatible uses.  

The following summarizes the input received during the Downtown and Beyond planning workshop and 

is organized by the four planning areas. The themes are organized by their frequency and represent the 

most resonant points mentioned during the meetings.  

The key themes for each planning are organized as follows:  

Key Theme (# of mentions): Elaboration on comments that were received during the workshop.  
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DOWNTOWN 

The planning area includes roughly 70 acres at the geographic center of Independence. Participants 

were asked to share their hopes, concerns and missing opportunities with the planning team. The 

following were the key themes that emerged.  

Mix uses in development (8): Citizens are very concerned with the vitality of the City center. The 

mentioned frequently the need for the City to attract new residents and visitors. They view a family‐

friendly commercial area of mixed uses including office, retail, housing, education, restaurants and more 

as a desirable place for people to spend their time and money. The “mix” of these uses would not only 

be horizontal, but vertical (residential above retail or office).  

Provide more amenities (6): Many examples were shared of cities in the region that have improved 

their downtowns and, as a result, attracted visitors and new residents. Providing more amenities like 

restaurants and shops would help make the downtown more a desirable destination for residents and 

visitors alike. Some specific uses that were mentioned included a microbrewery, shopping center, and 

new Italian restaurant.  

Develop alternative housing (5): A key component of the mixed‐use urban core is the multi‐unit 

housing. Participants identified young professionals and senior citizens as ideal residents of future 

downtown housing complexes. They further defined the type of housing that might be attractive to this 

demographic as attached or multi‐unit. Many qualified this further by mentioning that the units could be 

owner‐occupied, or condominium style developments.  

Preserve downtown charm (3): Participants mentioned that new development should fit the context of 

the City’s downtown and not destroy the community’s charm. Development should be well considered, 

well designed and occur at a manageable pace.  

Figure 1: Downtown Context Map 
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Figure 2 Downtown Opportunities Map 
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COMMUNITY CAMPUS 

The planning area includes roughly 170 acres at the center of Independence. Participants were asked to 

share their hopes, concerns and missing opportunities with the planning team. The following were the 

key themes that emerged.  

Library/Community Center (5): The location of the Library was debated among participants. Some saw 

the potential for an expansion and redesign of the Civic Center should the Library relocate to downtown 

or another location. Several parcels from the surrounding neighborhood were identified as prospective 

land acquisitions to expand the area for community activity. 

Senior Center/Housing (4): Many citizens are concerned by the lack of senior housing in Independence 

and viewed the Community Campus as an ideal location for this use. A senior center was another use 

offered by participants. This could be developed in conjunction with the current Civic Center.  

Figure 3 Community Campus Context Map 
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Figure 4 Community Campus Opportunities Map 
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EAST PLEASANT VALLEY CORRIDOR 

The planning area includes roughly 230 acres in the southeast of the City. Participants were asked to 

share their hopes, concerns and missing opportunities with the planning team. The following were the 

key themes that emerged.  

Public park/trail system (5): Many areas along the East Pleasant Valley Road corridor were identified as 

ideal areas for public open space and recreation paths. In addition to providing activity centers, green 

space would alleviate EPA concerns and improve area aesthetics. 

Connectivity (2): During review of this corridor, participants acknowledged the area would benefit from 

better connections to the surrounding community. This could be achieved through better/more access 

points, public transportation, and various traffic alleviation schemes. 

Figure 5 East Pleasant Valley Corridor Context Map 
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Figure 6 East Pleasant Valley Corridor Opportunities Map 
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CLOVERLEAF 

The planning area includes roughly 290 acres in the far northern most part of the City of Independence. 

Participants were asked to share their hopes, concerns and missing opportunities with the planning 

team. The following were the key themes that emerged.  

Gateway (7): The Cloverleaf area is seen as an entrance into Independence and participants felt this 

gateway should be embraced. New entertainment options, connections to local bike trails, clean 

connections to the river and landscape beautification projects would shine a new light on the area. To 

complete the rehabilitation of the Cloverleaf area, several saw multi‐unit housing options as a necessary 

addition.  

Housing potential (4): Several participants saw the district as a potential location for future multi‐unit 

housing. Views of downtown and available land were examples offered for the area’s suitability. Some 

also saw the district as suitable location for more amenities similar to the bowling alley and existing 

restaurants.  

Figure 7 Cloverleaf Context Map 
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Figure 8 Cloverleaf Opportunities Map 
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B. The Future of Rockside Workshop  
September 16, 2014, 7 to 9 PM, Holiday Inn Ballroom, Independence 

The Rockside planning workshop was hosted at the Holiday Inn Ballroom and gathered just over 150 

participants. After a presentation from the planning team meeting attendees offered their hopes, 

concerns and fears for the 1,000 acres within the Rockside planning area. This was a joint workshop and 

included the City of Seven Hills (190 acres within the planning area) and the City of Independence (850 

acres within the planning area).  

The following summarizes the input received during the Future of Rockside planning workshop. The 

themes are organized by their frequency and represent the most resonant points mentioned during the 

meetings. 

The key themes for each planning are organized as follows:  

Key Theme (# of mentions): Elaboration on comments that were received during the workshop.  
 

Traffic (11): While new development is a welcomed idea for the Rockside corridor, many citizens voiced 

concerns over the impacts of increased traffic demands due to such growth.  A few congestion 

alleviation schemes were offered but most mentioned a comprehensive traffic study that would likely 

need to accompany any large‐scale development plans. Some participants mentioned congestion might 

be alleviated by improving the internal and external street connectivity.  

Smart Growth (11): Development within Rockside should be well considered, tasteful, and fit the 

existing context. This concern involved the many impacts of development including: large development 

opportunities such as hotels, a convention center, and the pros and cons of retail supercenters; 

buffering of new development areas and existing residential neighborhoods; providing a Safety and 

Visitor Center to house Police, Fire, and EMS personnel; appropriate and inclusive zoning practices; and 

utilizing local resources to accomplish development goals.  

Bike‐ability/Public trails (7): Local resources such as the CVNP trails, towpath trails, and Cuyahoga 

National Park were provided as examples of activity centers and paths that could be connected through 

the area of Independence and Seven Hills. Community park land and paths as well as on‐street bike 

lanes were considered lacking in general.  

Multi‐family Housing (7): The Rockside corridor provides many opportunities for new development and 

local residents are interested in seeing housing projects suitable for young professionals and seniors as 

well as affordable housing options. Several commenters mentioned the Rockside district as the most 

suitable for area for a more dense alternative housing opportunity.  

Walkability (5): Participants would like to see the Rockside corridor transition into an appealing place to 

live and play and walk. They view sidewalks as a necessary step towards this goal. In addition to wider 

sidewalks and more street trees, a shuttle service was mentioned as an effective method of increasing 

walkability. 
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Figure 9 Rockside Context Map 



14 
 

 

Figure 10 Rockside Opportunities Map 
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Appendix 

The following appendices contain the materials, raw data and verbatim responses from the 

Downtown and Beyond and The Future of Rockside planning workshops hosted on 

September 15th and 16th. This section is divided into the following parts:   

 
A. Full comments collected from opportunities map boards 

a. The future of Rockside 
b. Downtown and Beyond 

B. Workshop Presentations 
a. The future of Rockside 
b. Downtown and Beyond 

C. Participant packets 
a. The Future of Rockside 
b. Downtown and Beyond 
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A.  Full comments collected from opportunities map boards: The Future of Rockside     
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A.  Full comments collected from opportunities map boards: Downtown and Beyond     
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B.  Workshop Presentation: The Future of Rockside   
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B.  Workshop Presentation: Downtown and Beyond
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MEMO 

To:  The Independence Area Plans Steering Committee                                           May 21, 2015 

From: Kyle May 

Re: Results of Area Plan Open House  

 
This memorandum summarizes the Open House conducted for the Area Planning Process for the 

City of Independence. It is organized into the following structure: 

 
1. Overview 

a. Purpose of the Open House 
b. Open House format 

 
2. Open House Results, What we heard 

 
3. Appendix  

a. Comments collected based on display boards 
b. Display boards 
c. Presentation  

 

 

1. Overview 

A. Purpose of the Open House 

The Open House for the City of Independence took place on May 20, 2015 at the Community 

and Civic Center and had a total of 75 attendees. These participants generated close to 100 

comments on the draft Area Plans. The Open House was designed to update the public on the 

progress of the Area Planning process and share the draft recommendations. The meeting was 

open to anyone interested in the future of the city’s five planning areas. These areas included 

Rockside Road, Downtown, East Pleasant Valley Road, Community Campus, and Cloverleaf. 

Following an assembly period, attendees were encouraged to engage with the Planning Team 

and share their views on the draft recommendations.  

 

The recommendations were generated from two major resources: technical research and public 

engagement. Technical research, primarily completed by the planning consultants, includes the 

analysis of the existing physical and market conditions in the community, review of existing 

development regulations and planning material, and the mapping of environmental constraints. 

Public engagement helped to generate the substance of the plan’s recommendations through 

the work of the Planning Committee, community stakeholders, and the more than 200 

attendees from the two public workshops held in November, 2014.  
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B. Workshop format 

 Introduction and Welcome – The Open House began with a welcome from Mayor 
Kurtz of Independence. The Mayor stressed the importance of the community’s direct 
involvement in the formation of the plan and the need to help with its 
implementation.   

 Overview of the Planning Process – The Planning Team provided a brief overview of 
the process and outlined the next steps following the night’s meeting.   

 Plan Recommendations – Following introductions, the Planning Team then presented 
the draft recommendations for each area.  

 Review of the Displays and Provide Comments – Attendees were then invited to walk 
around the room, review display boards illustrating the draft recommendations, and 
provide written comments of support or concern. These comment cards were then 
collected and reviewed by the Planning Team for consideration within the final plan 
documents.  
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2. Workshop Results, What we heard 

The comment cards collected during the Open House were processed and reviewed by the 

Planning Team. The following indicates the strongest themes from the attendee’s feedback. 

These are organized by comments of support, concern, and general comments.  

Support (23 comments, 32% of total comments) 

 Walkable downtown development with a mix of uses and housing options 

 Adding more and improved bicycle and pedestrian access to trails 

 Increasing aesthetics throughout the city via landscaping improvements 

 Support for housing options ranging from multi-family condos and apartments to 
small single family homes 

 Rockside Road and Downtown identified as key areas for development  

 

Concern (26 comments, 36% of total comments) 

 Cost associated with relocating the service center  

 Traffic and congestion concerns along Rockside Road  

 Apprehension towards losing the quaint character of Independence due to over 
development 

 Repercussions of development such as increased schools, fire, and police as well as 
stress on existing water and sewer infrastructure 

 Appropriate accommodation of the aging population with senior housing 
conveniently located 

 

General Comments (23 comments, 32% of total comments) 

 Mentions of an improved technical network for the city, including city-wide Wi-Fi or 
Google Fiber 

 Funding concerns for suggested improvements and interest in tax incentives and 
abatements 

 Questions regarding the next steps for redevelopment, pending approval of the plan 
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3. Appendix 

The following appendices contain the materials, raw data and verbatim responses from the City 

of Independence Open House hosted on May 20, 2015. This section is divided into the following 

parts:   

 
A. Comments collected based on display boards 
B. Display boards 
C. Presentation  

  



5 
 

A. Comments collected based on display boards 
 
 

Independence Comment Cards 
from Open House May 20, 2015 

 

 

I am in support of… 

ID # COMMENT 

1 NA 

2 NA 

3 Confining your improvements to Rockside and Possibly some of Cloverleaf. 

4 NA 

5 NA 

6 NA 

7 NA 

8 We don't need all of this. 

9 No multifamily housing. 

10 More trees downtown 

11 Downtown vision. 

12 Senior housing in the middle of town. 

13 NA 

14 Downtown redevelopment- take it in small stages. 

15 NA 

16 All looks wonderful. 

17 What's planned for downtown? Right now there is a missed opportunity so I am pleased it is 
being addressed. Having lived in San Francisco and being able to walk to everything this plan 
would be much enjoyed. 

18 The concept of adding better pedestrian and bicycle access especially trails that access regional 
trails such as the towpath on Henbeck Road and the power lines. 

19 Limited and specific growth. 

20 Downtown development with retail/housing/central location for community. Really want the 
downtown development to happen soon. 

21 Renovating Rockside Rd. and the traffic patterns. 

22 No changes for our perfect city!!! 

23 Aesthetic improvements (ie trees and greenspace). 

24 Downtown Plan, am for it, like Crocker Park feel. 

25 Prioritizing the 5 areas for development if this has not been done already. Base priority on what 
areas would provide the best outcomes for Independence (not just tax revenues). 

26 Well planned single housing in downtown area and explicit plans to allow current residents first 
choice. Invest in people first. No federal subsidized. 

27 Keeping the lovely homes on Rt. 21 north of Rockside. When you come into the city from 77 it 
gives you a feeling of a warm hometown coming from Downtown Cleveland. 

28 NA 
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Independence Comment Cards 
29 NA 

30 Senior housing. Small, homes on small lots. Not apartments. I like the development across from 
St. Basil in Brecksville. 

31 Redeveloping Downtown. 

32 Every proposal. Great planning- innovative ideas. We are in desperate need of mixed use 
opportunities- especially housing! Love the downtown concept! I live close by and as we age 
would love to walk for all my errands- meet friends and support local business. Can you start 
tomorrow? I turn 60 next year and will be ready. 

33 New residential opportunities including apartments, condos, and small lot cluster homes. Like 
mixed use plan for downtown.  

34 NA 

 

 

I am concerned about… 

ID# COMMENT 

1 Traffic, building "shops" and no one staying in Independence, traffic in the square, better traffic 
flow on Rockside 

2 The whole city looking like Crocker Park. That is the trend now- 20 years? 

3 Cost, possible back door to senior housing, taking on more when so many other things aren't 
done, some of your ideas are just crazy. Pushing people off Brecksville Rd, leave downtown 
alone, leave campus alone. 

4 Folks on Lowgawo have expressed concerns that they will lose the residential character of their 
neighborhood. 

5 NA 

6 NA 

7 NA 

8 Access road by Red Robin and Chase Bank is not needed. Would bring people too close to 
residents. 

9 Moving Service Center not a good idea at all. Very costly. Development of Center of Town, as 
long as the trucks coming up Stone Rd continue not a good idea.  

10 Multifamily housing downtown- no! Presentation had 200, poster 400-450- which is it? 

11 Would like a place for seniors. 

12 NA 

13 A possible move of the service area. The amount of $ it would cost is one thing in particular. The 
service center is well situated right now because it is away from residents and businesses as it 
should be. What would be done with the land if center was moved and where do you propose to 
move the service center? 

14 Increased schools, fire, police needed. 

15 NA 

16 How much of this depends upon a vote by the people? Would you build first and hope for 
renters and people to shop? 

17 Housing for seniors that is accessible. Housing above retail or business is okay but for seniors the 
steps could be prohibitive. 

18 Overdevelopment in downtown that would lead to too much short term residents. 

19 Ruining the quaintness of Independence. 
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Independence Comment Cards 
20 All good. Need to happen soon- just concerned about traffic in NW corridor (Rockside). 

21 Our aging water and sewer pipes- can they accommodate the increased usage new development 
will entail? Also, will we end up with a lot of empty buildings when everything is done and the 
developers take their money and leave? 

22 Must we change our zoning laws for condo's and apartments in Independence? 

23 Over development of our City. The negative impact of past development. Financial dependency 
of income tax revenue. 

24 Seven Hills- will they come on board to school system in Independence? 

25 Overemphasis on growing the tax base within Independence. Where will it get us- more business 
taxes, more income taxes, more proliferation of City services when we have plenty (too much) 
already. The rise and fall of the the Independence Empire!!! 

26 On 77 S Pleasant Valey exit eeds 2 lanes so we are not traveling on the imaginary lane. 

27 NA 

28 The city becoming a landlord. Purchase of property for expansion is fine. But there's a lot of 
empty storefronts, square footage and buildings for sale that no one wants. Even with low 
interest rates. Let someone else purchase buildings.  

29 Do not want problems of Rockside Gardens Garfield Heights (Rockside and Turney) to become a 
problem here (theft, etc.) 

30 Too much development planned for downtown. Don't need a legacy village in Downtown 
Independence. Just knock down middle school- maybe put senior housing there. Small homes 
with small lots, ideally about $250,000 price range.  

31 moving the city service center to Pleasant Valley and taking commercial property off the tax base 
is a bad idea. 

32 NA 

33 Priorities. I see Downtown and Rockside with mixed use properties as critical, followed by E. 
Pleasant Valey and Cloverleaf. Community Center expansion and assisted living lowest priority. 
Independent senior living not needed with mixed use residential in other areas. 

34 NA 

 

 

General Comments 

ID# COMMENT 

1 NA 

2 Weak presentation- weak analysis. How much was paid for these recommendations? Anyone 
could have come up with these staple comments. 

3 Why can't we put a venue/park below embassy, why aren't we looking at Google Fiber. 

4 NA 

5 Now that the City owns the acerage off Rockside, it should be highest priority to make sure it is 
developed. 

6 What are costs involved with moving service department? EPA, Wetlands. What are 
disadvantages of moving to edge of town? 

7 Interesting scope but, should focus be on one area? Does total economic development really 
serve the needs of residents? 

8 NA 

9 NA 



8 
 

Independence Comment Cards 
10 How does today's presentation differ from those of similar topics a few years ago? Seems to be a 

repeat= develop office buildings, bring in younger workers, etc. 

11 NA 

12 We take in $30 million in revenue and it goes right back out in wages for the many many city 
workers. Where is the money coming from to fund each and every one of the projects that were 
discussed today at the meeting. 

13 NA 

14 Glad you added Cloverleaf entry/improvement 

15 I would like to see citywide wifi. I would like to see the current old Middle School be saved and 
renovated into office condos. 

16 Living on Rockside would take away housing from Independence downtown- the NEW one. 
Seven Hills built bussiness condos and they're mostly vacant. 

17 Keep up the planning but would like to see some of this process started along 21.  

18 I appreciate the effort the city is taking to develop the city to keep it attractive to business and 
residents while maintaining the "charm" of the community. I don't want Independence to be 
overdeveloped. 

19 Downtown requires tax incentive and abatement. 

20 Need better pedestrian walkability. If developing NW corridor= what do you do with traffic 
which is already a huge concern. 

21 A lot of planning seems to have gone into this but will there be the businesses who want to 
come here? There's a lot of empty offices along Rockside especially where Seven Hills built their 
"plaza." 

22 Most small home owners hate condos and apartments for Independence! 

23 NA 

24 Feel comfortable with Downtown plan and Campus plan. 

25 The proposed plans to develop/redevelop the 5 areas of Independence appear to be the "last 
Hurrah" for the city. As an "Inner Ring" suburb, how much land is left in Independence to be 
developed? If very little acreage remains, all that will be left will be to redevelop/rezone 
commercial etc will be current residential property which would lead to a decreased quality of 
life.  

26 Downtown business' need to focus on specialized need stores or specialty stores like orthopedic 
shoe specialty store. 

27 Is the city planning to purchase plots of land to facilitate these economic ideas? Where will these 
funds come from? 

28 NA 

29 NA 

30 NA 

31 If Council approves this plan, how does this redevelopment proceed? Does the City do it? Do 
private developers do it? Or do we do what we have done in the past- put it on a shelf and try 
again in 10-20-50 years? 

32 NA 

33 Political will of mayor and council to provide the necessary leadership to effect change and make 
things happen. Too many years of "It's complicated." 

34 Suggested slogan: Independence! Where 4 interstates cross, 7,000 work and 20,000 live 20 
minutes from a major Midwest city. 
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B. Display Boards  
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C. Presentation 
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