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February 1, 2022 
 
Mayor Andre Dickens 
Atlanta City Council 
 
VIA EMAIL 
 
Dear Mayor Dickens and Councilmembers: 
 
When I was waiting to meet Mayor Kasim Reed for the first time in the spring of 2015 it occurred to me 
that I should be prepared to express what I thought Atlanta needed.  At that time the permitting and 
inspections offices within the Department of Planning and Development were under investigation for 
incompetence or worse.  So, this was most of the talk about Planning in Atlanta.  My thoughts spoke to 
this, but, alone in the conference room in the Mayor’s office, I jotted down on the back of an official City 
of Atlanta napkin other things that I felt strongly this important city needed: 
 

1. A design for the whole city that would put the community in charge of its shape and future. 

2. Gifted public servants that could address the dehumanizing public realm which had been 

battered for a generation by Atlanta’s investment in projects and highways. 

3. A national model for affordable housing that would enable the City to lead in its design and 

proliferation. 

4. And yes, a trustworthy, consistent, predictable permitting and inspections service. 

As I depart Atlanta, I wanted to leave each of you with a few thoughts about where we have gotten and 
why I think the scale of change needed is not appreciated.   
 
Central to all my work here has been the understanding that there is a relationship between the physical 
city and the prosperity of its people.  There are many important things for a city to understand and 
steward for its residents – and this is one of them.  It is something that in my opinion Atlanta does not 
recognize. 
 
Among the first actions we took was to create Atlanta City Studio.   This would be a place, which would 
move about the city, with talented designers welcoming residents of the city to participate in the 
making of the city.  I always called it a retail location for the Planning Department with retail hours and 
complete accessibility to Atlantans.  We opened the studio in May 2016 at Ponce City Market.  It then 
moved to Cascade Heights and is now in South Downtown.  
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It was in the studio that what became Atlanta City Design was created.  The purpose of Atlanta City 
Design was to enable the building of a connected, beautiful city during a unique period of growth.  That 
growth would not be in vain – rather, it would make a city that Atlantans would love even more.   All the 
actions we have taken since Atlanta City Design was incorporated into the City Charter at the close of 
2017 have been in furtherance of its principles and design proposals.   We recently completed a Capital 
Improvements Program for Atlanta City Design which I leave for you.  Importantly it is a guide for 
investing in infrastructure not in the Atlanta fashion as a pursuit of independent projects but rather as a 
way of ensuring public investments are helping shape the physical city to the people’s benefit. 
 
I want to also address three ongoing efforts that have great promise but require your stewardship.   

 
Transit investments – Central to Atlanta City Design is building a city that by its composition 
makes all forms of mobility desirable for Atlantans.   This requires a much more active role by 
the City of Atlanta.  What is happening at the Five Points MARTA station is just one example of 
why this is so.    
 
In the summer of 2019, we proposed to MARTA an approach to improvement of Five Points 
which was first and foremost about the public’s contribution to city building.  Our proposal for 
Five Points is to use this generational investment to repair the city in the process of making a 
more subtle, functional station and enabling dense development in the station block.   Broad 
Street would be reconnected between Marietta Street and Alabama Street as a standard urban 
street.   When the station was originally built, it cut Broad Street in two – an action which 
contributed to the decline of South Broad and South Downtown in general.  Repairing this part 
of the city’s grid and enabling dense, urban development around the station is fundamental to 
the approach we have been pursuing with MARTA ever since. 
 
MARTA has recently unilaterally decided to either make the Broad Street connection a bus 
terminal or abandon the Broad Street reconnection entirely and spend all this City funding to 
create a new version of what we already have.  This is a shocking turn of events as we have been 
working for two years on the original proposal.  It jeopardizes the entire project as certainly 
Atlanta will not support further diminishing this place through an enormous investment of 
public money. 
 
What’s happening at Five Points will be repeated throughout the city if there is there is not clear 
direction to MARTA that this investment is first and foremost about making a city for walking 
and transit usage; not internal operational challenges. 
 
Peachtree Street in downtown Atlanta.   Downtown Atlanta’s success is fundamental to the 
City’s future.  Not as just a place for conventions and other events; but as a living, breathing 
vibrant community of Atlantans.  Hundreds of thousands of people should be living there.  It 
benefits the city in so many ways if this is so.  But the streets (public spaces) of downtown 
Atlanta are so dramatically hostile to people that this will never be so if that doesn’t change.   
 
Over the past couple of years, we have conducted a highly public process to design extensive 
changes to Peachtree Street, our main street in downtown.   The most important piece of the 
street is in Peachtree Center – essentially between Hardy Ivey Park and Margaret Mitchell 
Square.  In June 2021 we installed Phase 1 of a three Phase project to rebuild the street and the 
very center of our city. 
 



This is about the public’s investment facilitating a complete transformation of Atlanta’s center.   
While the City’s focus is within the street right of way, the ultimate potential lies in the redesign 
of the fronting private realm to contribute to the life of the city once again.   To replace blank 
walls and fortified entries with opportunity and liveliness. 
 
A small, energized opposition to remaking Peachtree Street wants to maintain the utterly car-
oriented design of downtown Atlanta.  This is remarkably shortsighted and if the status quo is 
maintained downtown’s potential will be delayed or thwarted entirely.    Downtown Atlanta has 
not ever been able to and will never be able to be a better suburb than the suburbs.  Go as fast 
as you can towards making downtown the best urban center in America.  What is happening on 
Peachtree Street should be going so much faster and all the change to downtown streets will 
pay off in ways no other investments can. 
 
Housing affordability.   In December 2020 we released Atlanta City Design Housing.  The second 
half of 2021 might have left one thinking this effort was entirely about zoning in single family 
neighborhoods.  While that is an essential part, it is just one part, nonetheless.    
 
My foremost commitment to Mayor Reed was to find a way for the City to lead on housing 
affordability such that we can strive for all the aspirations embedded in Atlanta City Design.   We 
now have that capability.  When Mayor Bottoms was elected among the first things we 
discussed was to use the City’s land for inspirational development of affordable housing.  We 
started with a lot across from City Hall that was slated to become more “open space” – the last 
thing downtown Atlanta needs more of.  After being asked to shelve that effort for a while, we 
have recently selected a developer to build what we intended; a building where more than 50 of 
the residences will be affordable, no parking, using sustainable practices and including other 
non-residential uses. 
 
We proposed years ago to create an Affordable Housing Lab in Atlanta City Studio to give us the 
capacity to do this on more city properties.  That lab team finally exists (in the Office of Housing 
and Community Development) and is highly capable of moving quickly on other city properties. 
 
The important part of our contribution is that conventional approaches to addressing housing 
affordability with never get Atlanta where it professes it wants to be.   Every measure must be 
employed to ensure the city maintains its beloved diversity.   

 
In closing, I want to return to the circumstances in which I began. Before the pandemic many dedicated 
people in what is now the Department of City Planning completely rebuilt the permitting and 
inspections aspect of this department.  We created the Express Lane where (pre-pandemic) 20-25% of 
our permits were issues in 30 minutes or less.  The pandemic and immediate shift to 100% online 
systems has delayed further progress.  But that team has a plan to make vast improvements in 2022.  
Nevertheless, this group of people has enabled over $30 billion in construction over the past 6 years, a 
record.  And part of what Atlanta most needs is a city government that can help the city and its people 
easily build the place that is envisioned.   Here is the Service Manifesto we wrote (with Matchstic) when 
we started the effort: 

 
We see things clearly.  Not blinded by bureaucracy or encumbered by outdated rules and 
methods, we find practical ways to enhance the quality of life for everyone 
 
Planning not for what we project, but for what we believe is the best future for Atlanta.   We 
may have a serious message, but we don’t take ourselves too seriously.  Everyone here has an 



open frame of mind that infuses the people we greet.   No matter how heavy our load or how 
long the line is, we see the perspective of every person and give them the time and grace they 
deserve. 
 
We understand that no matter how small their roadblock might seem, size is relative, and their 
struggle is real.  It’s our job to fight for the people who depend on us because they have no one 
else to lean on.  This responsibility is not taken lightly but it also doesn’t weigh us down. 
 
It’s our privilege and our pride to show up every day and give this city everything we’ve got – 
especially because Atlanta has so much to give. 

 
What is now the Department of City Planning has many skilled, dedicated people.  Of particular 
importance to me have been my two Deputies; Terri Lee and Janide Sidifall.  I am lucky to have learned 
from them during my entire tenure.  It’s important to work with people you trust completely and who 
you can have fun with as you take on every endeavor. 
 
So much is possible in Atlanta if City leaders are working together for the change that is needed and 
beneficial to people.  Decisive action by the City will address so many of our frustrations about linchpin 
issues like affordability, mobility, and sustainability.   In my opinion, Atlanta City Design gives the city the 
guide to a better future.  One that requires action today.  And one that will be sustained across many 
political cycles.    
 
Best of luck with all you hope to achieve for Atlanta. 
 
Most sincerely yours, 
 

 
 
 
 
Tim 
 
 
 
 
 


