To: The Town of Durham Planning Board
Date: October 22,2014
Re: Proposed Mill Plaza Redevelopment Project

As homeowners and year-round residents of Durham, we are dismayed by the proposed
design for the redevelopment of Mill Plaza. As the thoughtful 2008 Mill Plaza Study
demonstrates, many opportunities exist to increase the commercial activity of the plaza
while at the same time activating the space and serving the broader community by
addressing current shortcomings of both our downtown and the current plaza
configuration. We recognize the critical need for continued development in our downtown,
and we submit that such development must own up to its civic responsibility.

The following is a short list of things we believe should be incorporated in the redesign of
Mill Plaza that are conspicuously absent in this current proposal:

1. Community space - We strongly agree with the statement from the 2008 Mill
Plaza Study that “A redeveloped Plaza property should serve as a ‘Village Center’
that stands as an example for future downtown development and provides residents
a ‘sense of place'. By this we mean year-round community space - indoor and
outdoor areas where people linger to meet and talk to their friends, shop, and enjoy
all of the seasons.” In contrast to this recommendation, the proposed plan cuts out
the little green space that currently exists, creates no new pedestrian space, and
provides no civic gathering space.

Because of a lack of civic space in our downtown, we are a community that
assembles in the median of our main street for town events. One of the only
outdoor gathering places for families is Kaleidascoop, a destination that is for all
intents and purposes in a shadeless parking lot. We are a town in desperate need of
a Village Center, and the logical site for such a center is Mill Plaza.

Commercial development and the creation of civic spaces are not mutually exclusive
pursuits; examples of this abound (see Project for Public Spaces website
http://www.pps.org/). The 2008 Mill Plaza Study itself offers numerous examples
of ways in which simple design features like pedestrian plazas, walkways, seating,
fountains, green spaces, small play areas, etc. can enhance the commercial aspects of
development while serving important community needs.

2. Mixed use - We'd like to see mixed-use development that is not just a
euphemism for more student housing. While we agree that our town needs a more
diverse and expanded tax base, we are concerned about the pending glut of student
housing. We also sympathize with abutters about the likely quality of life impacts of
living next door to a large student housing complex. For us, mixed use means mixed
commercial activity, flexible civic space, and housing for families, workers, seniors,
low-income residents, etc.



3. Connectivity - Almost all of the designs that came out of the 2008 Mill Plaza
Study concluded that connecting Mill Plaza more strongly with Main Street
(physically and architecturally) was an important design feature both for enhancing
the commercial core as well as contributing to a visually cohesive downtown. Such
connectivity is absent in the current proposal. We would like to see not only
increased access to Main Street but also enhanced pedestrian and bike paths along
the brook with linkages to residential neighborhoods and UNH.

4. De-emphasize the parking lot - Vibrant community space doesn’t happen on
the edges of parking lots. Durham needs a Mill Plaza that is not primarily a paved
lot (as it is now) but rather a dynamic mixed-use space that also provides adequate
parking. Again, the 2008 Mill Plaza Study contains numerous examples for how to
do that: below-ground parking, separate parking structures, peripheral

parking. The proposed plan not only maintains the parking lot mentality of the
current plaza but relies on an exemption of 428 parking spaces that then fall on the
rest of the downtown to provide.

5. Protect and enhance College Brook - Echoing the recommendation of the 2008
Mill Plaza Study, “the redevelopment should work to protect and restore the brook
and its buffer's natural functions on the site. This would add value to the Plaza,
reassure residential neighbors, and set an example for good environmental
stewardship.” The current proposal does not appear to take this recommendation
into consideration. Opportunities to protect and restore the brook go hand-in-hand
with some of the design issues highlighted above, such as placement of green spaces
and buffers, location of parking, surfacing materials, etc. There is a wealth of
experience and expertise at UNH that could be tapped to assist in this aspect of the
plaza design.

Despite our criticism of this particular proposal, we are wholeheartedly in favor of
redeveloping Mill Plaza in a way that enhances our community. We sincerely appreciate
the effort that went into the 2008 Mill Plaza Study and feel that any redevelopment plan
should honor those findings.
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