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SPORTS ARTS/LIFE OPINION

City plansto fight blight

Charles St.-North Ave. area property would be acquired; 22
commercia sites targeted; Developers would buy land; proposal
drawing support

By Jamie Stiehm
Sun Staff
Originally published January 20, 2003

Baltimore leaders plan a facelift for the dilapidated properties around
North Avenue and North Charles Street, a crossroads and a piece of
city history considered by many to be badly in need of renewal.

More than 20 commercial properties, many of them vacant, would be
acquired by the city if an urban-renewal plan is approved in the next
few months, according to Baltimore Development Corp., the city's
economic development agency. City officials then would package
the acquired properties and offer three parcels for saleto
redevelopers this year.

Andrew B. Frank, BDC executive vice president, called the North
Avenue revitalization effort a "tactical intervention” for two of the
city's signature streets in the midtown district. The areais considered
especially prone to decay, its blight made all the more noticeable by
rejuvenation projects in the downtown business district and Charles

Village.

"Charles Street is Baltimore's main street and a major gateway out of
town," Frank said. "The [proposed] acquisition sites are vacant,
blighted or underutilized."

The plan is moving ahead on an unusually fast timetable, officials
said. In March, acity project to resurface the portion of North
Avenue between Howard Street and Greenmount Avenue is
scheduled to be the first public sign of progressin the area.

North Avenue's round "lollipop" streetlights -- once a city hallmark -
- al'so will be replaced. The avenue's sidewalks from Howard Street
to Guilford Avenue will be repaired.

The Rev. Dale Dusman, a L utheran pastor and neighborhood leader,
said the announcement about the city plan caused some distress
among those whose properties would be affected. But, he said, he
believes the action will spark positive change to spur private
investment.
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"If the City Council supports this, everyone standsto win and seeour ~ Proposed tobacco
property values go up,” Dusman said. "The city has to be the key ﬁzgﬁ;tagvlégti'ssaglgﬁgr
player here. My hope is that folks who have been approached by the plan would violate spending
BDC can see the bigger picture. We need some entity to jumpstart requirements

economic development.”

Dusman is president of the Charles North Community Association, a
residential cluster in the blocks near Pennsylvania Station . He
described the areaidentified by city officials as "depressing and
neglected.”

Mayor Martin O'Malley said the area has shown hopeful signs of an
upturn with the success of The Charles Theatre and its Tapas Teatro
cafe.

"These are preliminary plans, but obviously thereis avibrant couple
of blocks and an arts district beginning in that area,” O'Malley said.
"The bill will be heard in February and we're looking for approval in
mid-March for thisimportant, growing area. We'll do al we canto
be kind and considerate to any merchants we may inconveniencein
this progress.”

Displaced businesses would be relocated once properties are
acquired, officials said.

The most prominent entry on the target list of 22 commercial
properties is the vacant Parkway Theatre, built in 1914. It was
purchased afew months ago by Charles E. Dodson, a Baltimore
resident who said he intended to restore its former "grande dame”
grandeur.

Another well-known building on the list is the former Chesapeake
Restaurant building, near The Charles Theatre, which now sitsidle.
The west side of the 1900 block of N. Charles St. isalso included in
the city's plans.

On the northeast corner of North Avenue and Charles Street stands a
former bank building now up for sale, but it is not among the
proposed acquisitions, officials said.

Buzz Cusack, owner of The Charles Theatre in the 1700 block of
Charles St., said he had mixed feelings about urban renewal coming
to the streets near him. He said he was most concerned about the
city's plans to acquire a nearby parking lot south of the Charles-
North intersection, which his patrons use.

Among the buildings identified for city acquisition is one occupied
by a New Y ork Fried Chicken franchise store on the southwest
corner of North Avenue and North Charles Street.

Rebecca Gagalis, executive director of the nonprofit Charles Street
Development Corp., supports the proposal. "We would help market
the sitesif they want usto help find tenants and devel opment teams,”
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she said.

Second District Councilman Bernard C. "Jack™" Y oung, who
represents the area targeted by the redevel opment plan, said the
stagnating midtown intersection badly needs a remedy.

"Look at it, it's been an eyesore lately. We need to do something, as
long as the community supportsit,” he said. "There's vacant
commercia properties sitting there doing nothing."

Dusman, acity resident since 1968, said he has never seen North
Avenue as an inviting city destination.

"Some say it can never be something other than what it is," he said.
"I refuse to believe that. Why can't North Avenue be something
specia?!
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