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DURHAM TOWN COUNCIL ACCEPTS RECOMMENDATIONS OF

 AIA150 COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIP FOR DEVELOPMENT OF MILL PLAZA
DURHAM, NH- After more than a year of work by local residents and volunteer architects and designers from across New Hampshire, the Town of Durham has completed work on a conceptual plan and recommendations to redevelop a swath of downtown next to the University of New Hampshire campus.  The Durham Town Council this month formally accepted the final report of the Mill Plaza Study Committee (MPSC) – entitled “A New Village Center” – which was the product of numerous public meetings, workshops and focus groups with residents to determine their vision for the future of the 10-acre property between Main Street and Mill Road. The effort received pro-bono design and planning assistance from the New Hampshire Chapter of the American Institute of Architects (AIA) and its AIA150 partners, who also provided facilitation from the Consensus Building Institute of Cambridge, Mass., for the process. The AIA150 partners’ participation was in honor of the 150th anniversary of the AIA and part of the nationwide "Blueprint for America" initiative. AIA "Blueprint for America" projects demonstrate how the design process can empower citizens to visualize and plan for beautiful, safe, and livable communities.

Town Council Chair, Neil Niman said, “All this collaboration, focus and vision has created a truly exciting opportunity for the Town of Durham.  The Mill Plaza is probably the most important property in downtown Durham; and for the first time, the owner and the community can see its full potential with regard to design, profitability and community connectedness.”  Niman also noted that the unique collaboration directly with residents and AIA professionals who volunteered their assistance in this process will lead to a significantly better project for the entire community. 

Co-Chair of the AIA150 effort Patricia Sherman, who is a member of the AIA College of Fellows, 
thanked Durham on behalf of the New Hampshire AIA150 and its partners, for being willing to share the process.  Sherman said, “The goal of the process was to demonstrate that a collaboration of all interested parties in the development of such a crucial site as the Mill Plaza was not only possible, but could and would result in a better product.”  Sherman also noted, “Not surprisingly, the prime recommendation from the MPSC was to ‘collaborate for success.’”

The Committee’s final report – which will now serve as a guide in working with the owner of the Plaza –

includes seven recommendations for how the project should materialize.  One recommendation, “Creating a Village Center with Quality Design,” is aimed at giving residents an area where they can enjoy both indoor and outdoor activities.  Another recommendation is promoting a balanced mix of multiple uses:  a grocery store, retail shops, office space and new housing – in hopes of expanding Durham’s tax base.  Other key elements of the report involve building a new library on the property and protecting nearby College Brook.

The Committee was created in the fall of 2006, with the encouragement of property owner, John Pinto.  

“From the very beginning we knew that the property owner’s participation was essential to the process, and we did engage John Pinto in our work,” said Sherman.   “The task ahead is to be confident about encouraging Mr. Pinto to incorporate the MPSC’s seven recommendations into the requirements he gives his architects as they design the plaza.”  Sherman also acknowledged that everything on the “wish list” may not be met; but that compromise is always required in good design.

MPSC Chair Dave Howland noted that the report and its recommendations stem from extensive consensus building and problem solving by citizens representing a wide range of interests – including downtown businesses, landlords, the university, the bordering neighborhood, the town library, and Historic District Commission. The challenge now, Howland said, is for all parties to take advantage of the resulting recommendations, which he hopes will serve as a “compass” for the redevelopment ahead. 

“More than creating a useful and attractive design concept, this effort was about building mutual understanding about what sort of project would best serve our community as a whole,” Howland said. “Through this process, residents were free to put their concerns on the table and work through them ahead of time – a powerful way to cut back on misunderstanding and conflict that often marks the traditional planning and approval process. Moreover, the community was invited to work with some of the best architects in the state to help shape a design concept. That is the best way I can imagine to arrive at a successful project.”  

In addition to addressing quality design and a balanced mix of uses, the report stressed environmental sustainability, including recommendations to use green building techniques and to protect College Brook and the wooded wetland that provides a natural buffer between the commercial core and the Faculty neighborhood. 

The consensus-building process used in the Durham/AIA150 Community partnership is the subject of a 
documentary video, "A New Hampshire Community Planning Model."  With more than 40 hours of rough footage, the AIA150 Task Force is currently working on final interviews and editing. The video will be available as a tool to share the lessons learned with other New Hampshire communities throughout the state and the region, and should be completed by the end of June.

The New Hampshire AIA150 Team is a collaborative effort among AIANH, PlanNH, The Jordan Institute, the Granite State Landscape Architects, the NH Preservation Alliance, and independent interested professionals. Key sponsors of the AIA150 effort are PSNH, Gilbane Co., University of New Hampshire, and MacMillin Co.
For more information on AIA150 or the Durham Mill Plaza Study Committee, contact Carolyn Isaak, Executive Director, NH Architecture Foundation, PO Box 398, Keene, NH 03431, office@aianh.org, www.aianh.org.  To view the committee’s final report on the web, go to:  www.ci.durham.nh.us/GOVERNMENT/boards/mill_plaza/mill_plaza_study_committee.htm
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