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INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY
The Wall Street area is the traditional downtown of Norwalk and has been a central location
for business, civic and transportation activities since its colonial origins. The early center was
established to take advantage of the natural crossing of the Norwalk River, where the tidal
limits of Long Island Sound allow boats to reach a narrow inland harbor. The area has been
subsequently shaped by cycles of commercial growth and economic decline. However, it has
maintained a continuity of character throughout the years as a clustered core of businesses,
civic uses, housing and shops that is linked to the image and civic life of the community.
Today, the Wall Street area holds new promise as a mixed use downtown area that can take
advantage of current development trends and civic attractions while retaining a traditional
form linked to its historic past.
The Wall Street Area Planning Update has been prepared by the City of Norwalk and
the Norwalk Redevelopment Agency to help unlock key opportunities for this important
district. This report articulates a vision that draws upon the strengths, resources and tools
that will revitalize and reposition the district to best meet the community’s goals for the
future. The Planning Update proposes a program of specific actions to refocus public and
private reinvestment initiatives for the next decade.
The Wall Street area has been the subject of several related planning initiatives over many
years. Some of the planning efforts were triggered by the need to reconstruct significant
portions of the area after a devastating flood destroyed a significant number of buildings
and streets in 1955. Like other downtowns, the area also suffered from dramatic shifts in
business and shopping patterns. Two significant efforts, the 1959 Urban Renewal Plan
and the 1986 Business District Management Plan helped to reorganize land and parking
supported new development and upgrading of the area's infrastructure. Special zoning was
instituted to help shape the area. Several programs were instituted to encourage building
improvements and to enhance the streetscape of the area.
However, the Wall Street area has not achieved its full economic or civic potential. Its redevelopment has lagged behind its potential for several reasons. There has been a persistent
mismatch between the land use patterns, parcel configurations and contemporary market
needs for retail, commercial and housing uses. The proposed revitalization strategy is intended to reinforce the Wall Street area as a moderate density district with a remarkable
diversity of uses. It will be composed of an attractive network of buildings, streets, parks
and passageways that recall a traditional character that has regained value in the market
place. While it will be a pleasant and attractive place for visitors, the area will largely be
oriented towards those who live, work, or shop in Norwalk as a community center. The
commercial, retail and civic uses will be complemented by a significant increase in residential
uses, including a mix of affordable and market rate units. The district will be supported
by multiple, convenient parking lots that serve clusters of uses. The Norwalk River will
become a new focus of public access and development, while retaining the vital activity of
a small harbor.
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This Planning Update provides an overall strategy for positive change and is composed of
a discrete list of initiatives. The principal elements of this strategy include:
1.

Promoting multiple clusters of mixed use redevelopment that enhance the
vitality and activity within the area.

2.

Using public land assets to support new development and provide needed
public parking in two locations: in the area along Isaac Street (south of Wall
Street) and in the area near the High Street parking lot

3.

Improving open spaces, pedestrian connections and walkways, including
improvements adjacent to the Post Office, in the alleyway along the Yankee
Doodle garage, to and along the Norwalk River, and connecting new developments to the existing streetscape.

4.

Reorganizing the intersection of West Avenue, Belden Avenue and Wall Street
to be more attractive, safe and provide for key parking needs.

5.

Enhancing operations and attractiveness of the Yankee Doodle Garage

6.

Restoring the historic theater on Wall Street

7.

Creating additional parking through reorganization and improvements within
the area behind the Norwalk Library

8.

Planning and implementing expansion of the Norwalk Library

9.

Providing enhancements and new open space connections for Mill Hill Park
and the River

10. Providing necessary roadway and intersection improvements to keep pace
with the revitalization of the district, including the Cross Street/Route 1
corridor
11. Using an amended Urban Renewal Plan and revisions in zoning to promote
appropriately scaled redevelopment, a mix of market-rate and affordable
housing, and preservation of the historic resources of the area.
The planning process was initiated by the Mayor, and conducted through the combined
efforts of the Mayor's office, The Norwalk Redevelopment Agency and other participating
City agencies. This update was aided by a City-appointed Wall Street Advisory Committee
and the has received the input of the Wall Street Advisory Committee in the area. The process
included an active outreach and consultation process with a variety of public officials and
stakeholders in the future of the area, and benefitted substantially from the participation
of many citizens through a series of public presentations and discussions.
A consultant team assisted in the planning update effort. Led by The Cecil Group who
provided urban design and urban planning, the team included Bonz/REA (development
and economic planning) and Vollmer Associates (transportation, infrastructure and open
space planning).
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EXISTING CONDITIONS
Planning Background
Wall Street has been at the core of the historic business center in Norwalk since its early
years. Characterized at first by the location of banking, commercial and hotel uses, it
later became known as a thriving retail and shopping district. Originally a mail stop
along the Post Road at the place of crossing the Norwalk River, the Great Bridge and the
surrounding taverns and inns soon became “the hub of Norwalk proper”, as Deborah
Wing Ray and Gloria P. Stewart brightly describe in their book Norwalk. By the 1840s
there were two good hotels in the Wall Street area – the Norwalk Hotel on today’s River
Street, and the Connecticut Hotel located at St. John Place, near today’s intersection of
Wall and Main Streets.
The Wall Street area continued to flourish as the historic business downtown
during significant periods and events,
such as the Civil War, the advent of the
railroad and the car, and the development
of large department stores. In October of
1955, a catastrophic flood destroyed the
Cross Street Bridge and the majority of
the buildings located on both sides of the
river between Cross Street and Wall Street. As a result of the flood, the Federal Government intervened to provide assistance for repairs and restorations through urban renewal
funds.
Project Area Boundaries
This planning study is focused on the area bounded by the following roads and urban
features:
•

Cross Street and North Avenue/Route 1 to the north

•

The East Avenue Historic District and Mill Hill to the
east

•

Mott Avenue and Chapel Street to the south

•

West Avenue and Byington Place to the west

The 1959 Urban Renewal Plan
Urban renewal efforts after the flood culminated in the
creation of a plan for the Wall-Main Urban Renewal Area,
approved in 1959. The plan called for “slum clearance and
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redevelopment” with some incidental rehabilitation of other properties. As a result, new roadway and infrastructure layouts were
created that shaped the street network of the area, as we know it
today. Some of these improvements were the following:
•

Widening and extension of Belden Place to meet
Main Street, and construction of a new bridge over
the New York, New Haven and Hartford rail line and
the Norwalk River (Burnell Boulevard)

•

Construction of a new Cross Street Bridge

•

Creation of a large redevelopment parcel bounded by Belden Avenue, Cross
Street, the Norwalk River and Belden Place (Burnell Boulevard) which later
became the site of the Norwalk Mall

•

Creation of a municipal parking lot between River Street and the river

•

Construction of Freese Park between the river and Main Street

•

Creation of a municipal parking lot, and a small redevelopment parcel facing
Wall Street between Main and High Street

•

Construction of the Yankee Doodle Parking Garage

The 1986 Business District Management Plan
Almost 30 years later, the Norwalk Business District Management Plan recommended
planning concepts, design guidelines, streetscape and transportation improvements, and
an implementation strategy that served to “establish a clear program for phased mixed-use
development.” The plan was intended as a vision and a management program for the future.
Some of the key provisions of the plan included the following:
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•

Establish the Wall Street area as the civic center of Norwalk, and an area
targeted for significant public and private redevelopment efforts

•

A new corridor for mid-rise development is established along West and Belden
Avenues, with high density housing, office and retail development

•

The area centered on Wall Street, Isaac Street, and River Street will become
the mixed-use core of the district, with emphasis on retail uses along the street
edges, offices and housing; new development should reinforce the village
scale

•

Housing would be located along the waterfront, with a strong emphasis on
the reorganization and redevelopment of the “Harborhead” area near the Wall
Street Bridge.
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•

A system of open spaces was envisioned to strengthen the business district’s
identity and character, including new plazas and promenades, pedestrian
connections to the waterfront, and new public spaces along the water
In retrospect, the 1986 plan was perhaps excessively optimistic regarding
the market outlook for the development of high density uses in the Wall
Street area. It was difficult to foresee at that time that an economic recession would hit just in a few years, and a significant part of the demand
for commercial space would later shift to other locations, such as South
Norwalk and Merritt Seven.
Another aspect of the plan that never took hold was the vision for housing
development along the waterfront. Today we recognize that retaining the
existing industrial uses is essential to the character, vitality and economic
success of the district.

Despite market setbacks, the 1986 plan set the basis for a revitalization concept based on
mixed-use redevelopment strategies, and the idea of creating a “mixed-use core” centered on
Wall and Isaac Streets. Direct results of the plan are infrastructure and streetscape improvements along Wall Street, and some successful historic building renovations.
Wall Street Today
The Wall Street area is characterized today by the presence of traditional low-rise buildings,
many of which date back to the late 1800s and early 1900s. Important historic landmarks
such as the Norwalk Public Library, the Norwalk Post Office, the Wall Street Theater, Fairfield County Savings Bank, St. John Place,
and the Wall Street Bridge contribute to the
urban design character of the district.
Revitalization efforts that followed reconstruction after the flood of 1955 resulted in
important infrastructure works and investments that define the existing street and
transportation network. The Pulse Point is
the central location where all the City buses
converge on a carefully coordinated daily schedule. The Yankee Doodle Garage, which
provides about 400 public parking spaces at the core of the Wall Street area, is another
product of urban renewal plans.
However, and in spite of public investment and efforts to revitalize the district, the Wall
Street Area has not reached yet its fullest potential. Many of the existing buildings are
underutilized, and some of them remain vacant. Updating traditional and historic buildings is very difficult due to floor plate inefficiencies, and the need to meet modern code
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requirements. Prevailing commercial rents in the order of $8 to $16 per square foot of retail,
and $14 to $20 per square foot of office space, do not allow much economic flexibility for
reinvesting in building improvements.
The buildings located along the northern edge of Wall Street, on the block of the Yankee
Doodle Garage, have seen a recent increase in commercial renovation and leasing activities
(e.g., World Gym moving into 84 Wall Street). The buildings on the southern side of Wall
Street have not been so successful. Some are partially
occupied by low-end commercial venues, and some are
vacant (e.g., the former bank offices at the corner of
Wall and Isaac Streets). Efforts are currently underway
to preserve and rehabilitate the existing theater on Wall
Street.
To the east of Main Street and along East Wall Street,
vestiges of the historic past are also visible. The Old
Trolley Barn building has been successfully renovated
and fully occupied for several years. However, other
significant buildings such as the historic Locke Building, which includes the oldest public hall still standing
in Norwalk and commands impressive views of the river, are in deteriorated conditions and
could be rehabilitated. The urban space defined by the intersection of Wall, Main, High
and Knight Streets used to be the pivotal location where the Post Road came in contact
with the head of the harbor. Once the center for commercial activities, today it has lost its
luster and has been overcome by traffic.
The Norwalk River is the main natural feature that characterizes the Wall Street area,
although it is hardly visible or noticeable from Wall Street itself, except when crossing the
Norwalk Bridge. Up to the point where the bridge stands at the intersection of Wall and
Main Streets, the river is narrow and runs fast between steep sloping walls. After the bridge,
the river expands to become the head of the harbor. The Norwalk Harbor is a working
harbor, with a Federal Channel that provides deep-water access to industrial and recreational
facilities located within the project area (e.g., Devine Brothers, the O & G Industries, and
the Norwalk Boat Club).
The river and the harbor are two key
landscape elements that make the Wall
Street area rich and unique, and they
need to be recognized and incorporated
into any planning vision for the future.
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Summary of Key Issues
The following is a summary of planning issues and challenges that affect the Wall Street
area Planning Update. The list has been compiled as a result of site visits and observations,
analysis of available data and information, and input from the City’s Project Staff, the Wall
Street Advisory Committee, the Property Owners Group, and all the people who participated
in meetings and interviews during the planning process.
Land Use and Urban Design
•

Old and historic buildings of significant urban design character, in strong
need of repair and costly renovations

•

Zoning emphasis on commercial uses, at a time when market demand for
commercial space is limited

•

Small land parcels and building floor plates that do not meet current market
needs and requirements
•

Perception of lack of parking at convenient locations

•

Pedestrian activity that winds down after business hours,
except by a few isolated spots

•

Perception of lack of safety at many locations

•

Lack of access and visibility to the Norwalk River

•

Dilapidated buildings along Smith Street convey a negative image and impair access to the water’s edge

Economics and Development
•

Attracting residents and visitors that will support a revitalized commercial
district will require a concerted set of actions

•

Large volume of commercial space remains vacant or underutilized in spite
of low rents

•

Zoning requirements and the average size of land parcels do not support effective and attractive residential development

•

Need to maintain the character of the Harbor as a working harbor (retaining
industrial uses)

•

Need to find new ways to attract reinvestment in properties in the area
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•

Potential conflicts between the needs of industrial uses and the potential for future development of other uses nearby

•

Need for more practical strategies to preserve
and enhance as much of the historic fabric as
possible

•

Need to define the “highest and best uses” that
could initiate and sustain revitalization efforts

•

Find ways to unleash the market’s full potential for private development

Transportation and Parking
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•

Peak hour traffic congestion at key perimeter intersections

•

Odd configurations at Wall Street/West Avenue, Wall Street/Main Street and
Route 1/Main Street intersections

•

Signals and configuration at key intersections divert traffic from traveling
through Wall Street

•

Proximity of side streets along Wall Street results in short turning lanes and
frequent lane changes for thru-traffic

•

Perceived shortage of convenient parking throughout the district

•

Preservation and availability of on-street parking in active commercial areas

•

Intensity of land use concentrated at the center
of the district depends upon structured parking
at the Yankee Doodle Garage

•

Need for more partnerships between public and
private entities to optimize the use of existing
at-grade parking

•

Coordination of use and demand for parking at
the Yankee Doodle

•

The Pulse Point provides convenient citywide
transportation access; however, it also generates traffic congestion and high
volume of transient population in the area
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Streetscape and Open Space
•

Need to maximize the benefits of streetscape improvements with limited
funding

•

Creating a cohesive look for new streetscapes with phased implementation

•

Perception of excessive roadway pavement at some locations

•

Need to improve design and signage at intersections on the perimeter arterial
roadways

•

•

Lack of pedestrian-level lighting at many locations

•

Existing parks and open space lack in maintenance and
public amenities

•

Density of existing development makes it difficult to
establish pedestrian connections

•

Lack of pedestrian links between Wall Street and the Town
Green

Lack of land available along the river (public and private) for visual and
recreational amenities

Opportunities and Constraints
The Wall Street area offers ample opportunities to experience the cultural, natural, entertainment, and historic diversity of Norwalk. Public services, office space, unique theaters
and restaurants, and access to citywide transportation provide opportunities to support and
attract a diverse population. The foundation is well placed to revitalize Wall Street into a
more lively and attractive destination through the incremental infusion of residential and
commercial development. The civic center including the Norwalk Public Library, Post Office
and State Court House, are main stays that will always attract visitors. These are cornerstone
land uses whose patrons should be tapped to support other activities.
The Norwalk River is an underutilized visual and recreational resource. Over the years development has carved away at the river’s fringe. What remains is essentially a river corridor
with man-made narrow and steep banks. Remarkably, vegetation has managed to establish
along the riverbank. There remain attractive and potentially signature views of the river at
a few locations. These views and vantage points need to be enhanced; they offer resources
that residents, visitors and workers can enjoy and appreciate.
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Constraints, such as parking and a perceived low level of safety, can be overcome. Although
there may not be a parking shortage in the overall district, there are strong feelings from
visitors and local businesses that convenient and clearly delineated public parking is in
short supply. Property owners generally feel that the lack of on-street parking and on-site
parking potential are threats to business sustainability.

Specific opportunities and constraints for the revitalization of the Wall Street area include
the following:
Opportunities
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•

Renewed interest from people in the region on the benefits of living and
working in historic urban districts

•

Substantial presence of interesting historic architecture and civic amenities (e.g.
the Norwalk Public Library, Post Office, the Wall Street Theater, restaurants
and shops).
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•

Untapped market potential for lifestyle renters and senior housing; potential
niches for artist live/work space and local service retail

•

New Avalon development proposed for the Norwalk Mall site underscores
the potential to attract new residents to the area (312 residential units)

•

Presence of local developers interested in considering redevelopment prospects
for the future

•

Over 20 existing restaurants and food establishments indicate opportunities
to market and strengthen the qualities of the district as a restaurant center

•

Large public and private parcels are available in the perimeter of Wall Street
that could be used to provide parking and spur new development

•

Natural topography offers opportunities for the creation and enjoyment of
interesting views of the district and the harbor

•

The river and the harbor are recognizable natural features that should become
the open space focus for the district

•

Potential to implement streetscape improvements to link public commercial
areas with new development, pocket parks, and the river/harbor open space

•

Possibility to capture excessive roadway pavement areas wherever feasible and
increase pedestrian areas, sidewalks and parks

•

Opportunities to redesign the roadway intersections at Wall/Belden/West
Avenues and Wall/Main/High/Knight Streets, in order to improve traffic
circulation and streetscape character

•

Opportunities for long-term transportation improvements (e.g., potential
relocation of the Pulse Point, development of a commuter rail stop, implementation of a bikeway corridor along the river, ferry connections to SoNo,
etc.)

Constraints
•

Lack of demand to support and fully occupy all commercial buildings

•

Strong competition with other business centers within the city and the region

•

Difficulties of preserving the historic buildings and places that are contributing to the image and heritage of the district (e.g., high cost of renovations,
building code, ADA requirements, etc.)
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•

Scarcity of public funds that could be invested in improving public space and
infrastructure

•

Current zoning restrictions to the development of residential units larger than
1-bedroom

•

Small size of average parcels limits the possibilities of assembling large redevelopment sites

•

Lack of clarity in the hierarchy of streets at intersections tends to divert traffic
from traveling through the district, discouraging potential customers

•

Topography slows down traffic and impairs visibility at some locations

•

Potential restrictions by regulations affecting uses, setbacks and runoff along
the river

•

Environmental constraints to the redevelopment of likely contaminated sites
along the harbor

•

Dependence on state and federal sources for funding of major environmental
and infrastructure improvements
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GOALS AND OBJECTIVES
Vision Statement
The Wall Street area should be a true downtown, in scale with the Norwalk community, aligned
with its historic past and providing a balance of uses that principally serve the people who live and
work within the district, in the surrounding neighborhoods, and in adjacent communities.
•

The entire district should welcome diverse uses and users by providing pleasant
places to live, work, shop and recreate..

•

New buildings should complement and continue the tradition of the preserved
fabric of historic buildings found here.

•

The area should be distinguished by its network of winding, small-scale streets and
passageways and by the opportunity to see and enjoy the passage of the Norwalk
River through the district.

•

A great place to walk, the area should have convenient parking and excellent
vehicular access.

•

The Wall Street area should retain its role as a center for the community, with the
library as its civic focus.

•

The clustering of different uses should become one of the recognized strengths of the
area through design and a neighborly approach to the activities that occur here.

•

The Wall Street area should be marked by the ability to simultaneously attract
and serve people of diverse social and economic circumstances.

Plan Goals and Objectives
Uses and Character
Goal: The Wall Street area should support a vital mix of uses that are planned and designed to
be compatible and contribute to its identity as an attractive and valued place to live, work and
visit.
Objectives:
•

Significantly expand the amount and variety of housing within the Wall Street
area, including both market rate and more affordable housing opportunities.

•

Retain water-dependent uses along the waterfront as a regional resource.

•

Provide for a balanced mix of retail, restaurant, and service and entertainment
businesses that are destinations for those who live or work within the area
and its surrounding communities.
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•

Provide for office and commercial uses that are attracted to a mixed-use environment.

•

Retain and expand appropriate civic uses in the Wall Street area, focusing on
the library as a citywide “common”.

•

Provide for an active, extended day and evening district, but avoid uses that
would make this a “24-hour” district – the residents’ needs must be respected
in the context of an urban area.

•

Reduce automobile-oriented commercial enterprises over time.

Economic Goals and Benefits
Goal: The Wall Street area should support significantly expanded business and investment opportunities that will, in turn, expand the tax base so that the financial contribution of the area
substantially exceeds the City’s related costs.
Objectives:
•

Support reparcelization and redevelopment initiatives that simultaneously
create economic benefits and meet the other goals for the Wall Street area.

•

Recognize the value of affordable housing as a critical factor in the economic
health of the community, and support a balanced approach to expand affordable housing within the mix of uses in the Wall Street area.

•

Ensure that short-term private or public actions will enhance the long-term
real estate and development values for the district as a whole.

History and Historic Character
Goal: Preserve both outstanding historic buildings and the composition of buildings, streets and
places that make will make this area unusual, interesting and valuable in the future
Objectives:
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•

Preserve the buildings and places that contribute significantly to the image
of Norwalk and its heritage.

•

Promote appropriate and imaginative adaptive reuse that retains the essential
architectural elements of the past.

•

Provide for interpretive and artistic elements that help link the past to the
present
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•

Retain the relationship of building clusters, streets and open spaces that
distinguish the district.

•

In some cases, provide for moving or reorganizing historic buildings or
complexes to create more appropriate and coherent siting and accommodate
appropriate new development

Identity, Image and Quality
Goal: Promote a high quality image for the area as a safe, clean and interesting district that has
the positive qualities of a small city “downtown”.
Objectives:
•

Promote a moderate and mixed scale of development in terms of building
heights and massing.

•

Provide high quality architecture and landscape architecture that are responsive
to the traditional scale, articulations and setbacks of the urban-style buildings
and small-city environment of the Wall Street area.

•

Ensure that new development is compatible with – but does not mimic – the
genuine architectural heritage of Norwalk and the district.

•

Provide high quality in the public realm through investment in streets, sidewalks, landscape, parks, bridges, and parking lots.

•

Provide an attractive way-finding signage system and identification program.

Transportation, Circulation and Parking
Goal: Provide a network of streets and convenient parking – both public and private – that
directly support the mixed-use district and ensure that it is a convenient and attractive place to
shop or visit.
Objectives:
•

Through public or joint public/private initiatives, ensure that there is a
substantial supply of publicly-available parking that is perceived as safe and
convenient for patrons of businesses, restaurants, stores, entertainment venues
and civic uses in the area.

•

Ensure that there is an adequate supply of parking within the downtown for
the residential needs and employee parking that does not conflict with the
provision of parking for visiting patrons of the Wall Street area.
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•

Provide on-street parking wherever it is safe and practical.

•

Promote circulation patterns that are conducive to a clear and convenient
access to and from the downtown and that support the mixed-use environment.

•

Include traffic-calming measures to promote pedestrian links throughout the
Wall Street area.

•

Promote improvements to the Pulse Point that make it both more attractive
and effective as a transit node.

•

Support potential opportunities to relocate the Pulse Point in other locations
in Norwalk that may arise, but ensure continued excellent transit links between
the Wall Street area, the South Norwalk transit station, and SoNo.

•

Promote new pedestrian links and bicycle travel, where possible.

The River and its Edges
Goal: Enhance the Norwalk River and its edges as unique features within the Wall Street
area.
Objectives:
•

Expand view opportunities to the River from public vantage points.

•

Protect the ability of commercial and recreational boats to use the River
channel.

•

Create walkways, lookouts, and active access points to the water and its edges
wherever it is practical.

•

Provide for improvements in and around the Harborhead area as a focus for
the surrounding district.

Streets, Public Places and Open Spaces
Goal: Reinforce the pattern of picturesque streets lined with buildings, small open spaces and
networks of pedestrian connections throughout the Wall Street area.
Objectives:
•
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Recognize the value of several of the narrow, building-lined streets and lanes
as a positive element that can be mirrored or reinforced by a combination of
renovation and new development.
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•

Create attractive “squares” with streetscape and landscape amenities at either
end of Wall Street, serving as gateways to the center of the district.

•

Provide attractive, tree-lined streets and streetscapes that are pleasant for
motorists and pedestrians alike.

•

Create new “through-block” passages that link parking to the other uses in
the Wall Street area.
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•

Enhance a green, park-like edge along the Norwalk River
above Wall Street.

•

Enhance the public open spaces throughout the district.
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