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A Missing Vision for Downtown Harrisonburg 

by Kerry Abbott 

How are decisions made in this town? When assertions are made by the City 
Council that people will have their say on an issue--like the rezoning plan for 
Main Street-- have they, in fact, already decided? And is their primary 
consideration the revenue a project may provide? There is no consideration of 
quality of life for long-term residents, or improving the overall appeal of the 
town to attract visitors? It is only short-term profit? That lack of imagination 
has killed the diversity of downtown Harrisonburg, something that could 
appeal to all residents. 

Given that the downtown area has little space left, the plot of land up for 
rezoning on Main Street for a mega residential block is of concern. That 
proposal returns to the Planning Commission Tuesday night and should be 
rejected as against the public interest. Located at the entrance to the small 
downtown, that land could be of prime community use, including the much 
discussed park area. It could hold a skating rink in winter, a Christmas market 
over the holidays, in addition to other offerings. Yet, the City Council members 
seem clueless as to defining a vision for what remains of downtown and 
pursuing possibilities. Their own development plan never proposed a building 
of this scale at that location. Instead of designing an optimal plan that 
considers what appeals to residents, they wait for something to fall into their 
lap, and then view the money it brings as the determining factor. 
That is an abdication of leadership. 

There are many vacant shopfronts downtown. One loses count as to how many 
businesses fail.  Sandwich shops, bike shops, burger and beer joints, perhaps 
geared to snare the student population, do not provide enough variety to 
address a range of broader interests. The City Council considers Harrisonburg 
a "college town". That does not mean that it should orient its focus to meet the 
needs of the part-time population that is constantly in a flux. To do so 
generates a weak economy that caters to a narrow segment for a few years 
instead of the full spectrum of society. What about the services that address 
the interests of long-term residents, property owners, and people in the 
mainstream of life?   

Students can be accommodated with housing and entertainment on campus. 
The new JMU President has indicated an interest in both. Investors in 
downtown would be acting rashly if they thought that demographic should be 



cultivated more than it already is. Students grow into adults and need all that 
a household needs. Except most students move on.  

The mega-building proposed for Main Street was initially designed to house 
large numbers of students. The plans have reportedly changed to create other 
apartments. The retail space on the ground floor, the swimming pool, and the 
park area all suggest it will still be a magnet for large numbers of students to 
gather in and party at all hours. That will markedly alter the nature of 
downtown and disrupt the life of one of Harrisonburg's "historic" districts. This 
is not a modest, three-story apartment building. It is of disproportionate scale 
for the site, and packs too many people into one residential complex. One 
hopes the Planning Commission sees the problems that the proposed rezoning 
would create, as well as the better opportunities that would be lost. 

 
There is a large, untapped market of long-term residents who have not been 
accommodated. Poor leadership once concluded that downtown would be an 
entertainment hub for college students. Vacancies downtown prove there is a 
limit to the student economy. This rezoning threatens the soul of downtown 
Harrisonburg and its meager Main street area. We need a deeper quality of life 
on offer than catering to short-term residents and profiteers.  

 

---- 

Kerry Abbott is a development strategist and evaluator, working with 12 
international agencies in 24 countries. 
 

 





Dear Planning Commissioners, 

 

The proposal to rezone 473 S. Main Street from R-3 to B-1C raises an important question for 

Harrisonburg: 

Are we integrating new development into downtown, or are we fundamentally changing it 

by establishing a precedent that reshapes the gateway to our historic core in ways the 

community never intended? 

Rezoning is not a formality. It is a legislative act that should only be granted when a proposal 

clearly advances the City’s adopted plans and long-term policy goals. Measured against 

Harrisonburg’s own guiding documents—the Comprehensive Plan, the Comprehensive Housing 

Assessment and Market Study, and the Downtown 2040 Plan—the proposed rezoning for The 

Link falls short in several critical ways. 

Context and Neighborhood Compatibility.  The scale and design of the project conflict with 

the context-sensitive growth principles outlined in the Comprehensive Plan. The property at 473 

S. Main Street occupies a critical transition point between historic downtown, professional 

offices, houses of worship, civic buildings, and established residential neighborhoods that are 

generally one to three stories in height. Development at this location should reinforce the 

architectural identity and human scale of downtown while respecting adjacent neighborhoods. 

Instead, the proposal introduces a standard five-over-one student apartment structure that 

represents a dramatic shift in mass, height, and intensity. Rather than functioning as a transition, 

the building overwhelms every building in its proximity. The project will visually dominate 

nearby historic structures like the Joshua Wilton House and even overshadow Harrisonburg’s 

own municipal building—an intentionally designed civic landmark created by respected local 

architect John Mather. Downtown 2040 notes that Liberty and Main streets should aspire to the 

highest standards in design.  At one of the most visible gateways to historic downtown, shouldn’t 

we hold developers accountable for architecture that elevates the district’s character, not a 

standardized “cut and paste” building type that could be placed in virtually any college town in 

America. 

Questions to Consider 

• How does a six-story structure at this location function as a transition between downtown 

and adjacent one- to three-story buildings? 

• In what way does the proposed building scale reflect the Comprehensive Plan’s emphasis 

on compatibility with surrounding neighborhoods? 

Mixed-Use Integrity While the project has been described as mixed-use, it does not 

meaningfully fulfill the mixed-use vision described in Downtown 2040. The proffered 



commercial space represents only a very small fraction of the building’s total square footage. 

When such a limited percentage of a building is dedicated to commercial activity, the 

development functions primarily as a student housing complex rather than a balanced, finely 

mixed-use environment. 

Downtown vitality depends on a diverse mix of uses and people—residents, visitors, workers, 

diners, shoppers, and entrepreneurs. An inward-facing, amenity-centric residential complex 

designed almost entirely for one tenant demographic does little to broaden that activity base. A 

single token storefront along Main Street (and as planned, no commercial activation along 

Liberty Street) does not create a true mixed-use building.  

Parking garages and block-long concrete façades do little for street-level engagement.   

Walkability is not created simply by adding density; it depends on active ground-floor uses, 

frequent storefronts, and a range of destinations that invite people to linger, explore, and 

participate in downtown life. 

Questions to Consider 

• If only a small percentage of the building is commercial space, how does the project 

meaningfully advance the mixed-use goals described in the Downtown 2040 Plan? 

• How many separate commercial storefronts are realistically supported by the proposed 

design? 

• Does the building provide the kind of street-level activity and storefront frequency that 

has historically contributed to downtown vitality? 

• How does the project expand the mix of uses that attract visitors, businesses, and cultural 

activity downtown? 

• Does the project contribute to downtown as a destination, or primarily as a residential 

enclave? 

Housing Needs The proposal does not align with the priorities identified in the Harrisonburg 

Housing Assessment and Market Study. That assessment highlights the need for a wider range of 

housing types and price points, particularly housing that supports workforce residents, families, 

and long-term community members. 

Purpose-built student housing priced by the bedroom is a highly specialized housing product 

designed for a narrow segment of the market.  Downtown 2040 itself acknowledges that the 

housing options currently available downtown are already limited and skew toward younger and 

relatively more affluent residents. The Link would reinforce this imbalance and do nothing to 

mitigate student-driven rent pressure. The project is market-rate, student-oriented, and contains 

no binding affordable housing component. 



A project can add bedrooms and still fail to advance the City’s housing strategy if it does not 

contribute to a diversified housing mix aligned with documented community needs. 

Questions to Consider 

• How does purpose-built student housing address the broader housing needs identified in 

the Harrisonburg Housing Assessment, particularly for workforce households and 

families? 

• Would this project diversify Harrisonburg’s housing supply, or concentrate a single 

housing type in one location? 

Infrastructure The infrastructure impacts of this proposal deserve careful consideration.  

Development should take into consideration the services and resources that are available (such as 

off-street parking) and plan accordingly.  Based on the proffered units and possible 

occupants/bedroom, where are 600+ people going to park when the proffered parking total is 

only 480 spaces (minus 65 spaces that will be leased to the city)? 

The Planning Commission memorandum notes that the applicant’s traffic analysis identified 

multiple study-area movements already categorized as failing in the present day—even without 

the proposed development.  At the same time, the 2026 Street Scores & Staff Recommended 

Traffic Calming Study identified South Mason Street as the second highest scoring street in the 

entire study, indicating significant existing concerns related to pedestrian safety and traffic 

conditions. Infrastructure planning should address existing deficiencies before introducing 

development that significantly increases demand on already strained intersections and 

neighborhood streets. 

Precedent and Long-Term Planning Finally, there is the question of precedent. Land-use 

decisions rarely affect only one parcel. When a city approves a significant increase in density and 

intensity, nearby property owners may reasonably seek similar treatment. Over time, incremental 

rezonings reshape entire corridors and neighborhoods. 

For that reason, the decision before you is not simply whether one building should be approved. 

It is whether the proposed rezoning establishes a development pattern that the citizens of 

Harrisonburg wish to see repeated along South Main Street, the historic gateway to downtown. 

It is also worth asking what this project will look like not in five years, but in thirty. Today the 

proposal is wrapped in polished renderings, and the slick language of “mixed use,” but buildings 

like this in college towns often follow a predictable lifecycle – as we all know! They open as 

luxury student housing, command premium rents for a few years, and then gradually lose their 

appeal as newer projects arrive. As the years pass, façades weather, flat roofs age, mechanical 

systems falter, and the amenities that once looked impressive become expensive to maintain. By 

that point, Timberwolf CP has already carried out its exit strategy, but Harrisonburg will still be 



here—left with a massive, aging building at the gateway to downtown that no longer reflects the 

planning goals or architectural aspirations of the community.  

Before granting a permanent rezoning, the Planning Commission should ask a simple 

question: is this the legacy building we want anchoring the entrance to downtown 

Harrisonburg decades from now? 

None of this suggests that Harrisonburg should stop building housing. Downtown thrives 

because it is a destination—a place where people come for restaurants, shops, events, culture, 

and a distinctive historic atmosphere. Housing is an important part of that ecosystem, but balance 

matters. 

Thoughtful planning requires looking at the City’s plans holistically, not selectively, and not 

through the lens of personal ideologies. When only a few isolated passages are cited from a 

comprehensive plan while the broader framework is overlooked, the interpretation risks 

becoming pretextual rather than faithful to the plan itself. In this case, the City’s own adopted 

plans consistently emphasize context-sensitive development, meaningful mixed use, diverse 

housing options, and careful stewardship of downtown’s historic character. The proposed 

rezoning for 473 S. Main Street does not meaningfully advance those goals. 

For these reasons, I respectfully ask the Planning Commission not to recommend approval of 

the rezoning of 473 S. Main Street. 

Kind Regards, 

Jennifer Cunningham 

286 Campbell St. Harrisonburg, VA 22801 

 

Additional Questions to Consider 

• What precedent does approving B-1C zoning at this location set for future redevelopment 

along South Main Street? 

• If similar rezonings were requested for neighboring properties, would the city view those 

requests as consistent with this decision? 

• The nearest major intersections are already failing and S. Mason St. was flagged for 

traffic calming.  Why are we layering density on top of documented deficiencies?  Why 

doesn’t the submitted Traffic Impact Analysis incorporate multi-modal analysis, 

including Pedestrian Level of Traffic Stress to assess sidewalks and crosswalks for safe 

access and circulation? 

 



• How will this affect schools?  According to numbers from HCPS October 2025 Keister 

Elementary School is over capacity?  Effective capacity is 445 and enrollment is 487. 

 

• What specific mechanisms will the City implement to mitigate quality-of-life impacts—

such as trash management, late-night noise, and student party spillover—from a 250-unit 

student-oriented complex into the adjacent Old Town residential neighborhood? 

 

 
 

   Party Aftermath from 512 S. Main St 

 

 





Key Policy References 

Harrisonburg Comprehensive Plan Chapter 6, Land Use and Development Quality, Objective 4.3 To adapt to new trends and 

demands while ensuring that new development and redevelopment of residential, commercial, and industrial properties will be 

compatible with adjacent existing uses and with planned land uses of surrounding parcels. 

Harrisonburg Comprehensive Plan Chapter 7, Neighborhoods and Housing, Goal 5.  To strengthen existing neighborhoods 

and promote the development of new neighborhoods that are quiet, safe, beautiful, walkable, enhance social interaction, and 

offer a balanced range of housing choices. 

Downtown 2040 Main and Liberty Streets are the primary front doors to Downtown.  They should aspire to the highest standards 

in design, as they reflect the first impression visitors have of Downtown. 

Harrisonburg Comprehensive Plan Chapter 6, Land Use and Development Quality  The Mixed Use category includes both 

existing and proposed areas for mixed use. Mixed Use areas shown on the Land Use Guide map are intended to combine 

residential and non-residential uses in neighborhoods, where the different uses are finely mixed instead of separated. Mixed Use 

can take the form of a single building, a single parcel, a city block, or entire neighborhoods. Quality architectural design features 

and strategic placement of green spaces for large scale developments will ensure development compatibility of a mixed use 

neighborhood with the surrounding area. These areas are prime candidates for “live-work” and traditional neighborhood 

developments (TND). Live-work developments combine residential and commercial uses allowing people to both live and work in 

the same area. The scale and massing of buildings is an important consideration when developing in Mixed Use areas. 

Commercial uses would be expected to have an intensity equivalent to a Floor Area Ratio of at least 0.4, although the City does 

not measure commercial intensity in that way. Downtown is an existing area that exhibits and is planned to continue to contain a 

mix of land uses. The downtown Mixed Use area often has no maximum residential density, however, development should take 

into consideration the services and resources that are available (such as off-street parking) and plan accordingly. Residential 

density in Mixed Use areas outside of downtown should be around 24 dwelling units per acre, and all types of residential units 

are permitted: single-family detached, single-family attached (duplexes and townhomes), and multi-family buildings. Large scale 

developments, which include multi-family buildings are encouraged to include single-family detached and/or attached dwellings. 

Downtown 2040 The majority of Downtown’s streetscapes (67%) are inactive, a category that includes parking garages and lots, 

blank windowless walls, and long expanses of reflective glass without entrances. 

City of Harrisonburg Comprehensive Housing Assessment & Market Study College students accounted for 37% of 

population growth between 2010-2018. Demand for off-campus rental units to accommodate college students exerts upward 

pressure on rental rates, pricing out non-student households. 

Downtown 2040 Catering primarily to younger and relatively more affluent residents, the availability of housing and the range 

of housing types in Downtown are severely limited. Many of the units are loft-style apartments available at higher price points 

than can be found in other sections of the City.  At the same time, Downtown has the largest concentration of low-income housing 

in Harrisonburg, with 181 units (21% of the City’s subsidized units) within a one-block radius. The Downtown real estate market 

has one of the highest rates of housing purchased as investment properties, and research confirms that buyers with more income 

are looking for housing, not finding options on the upper end of their budgets, and effectively squeezing the housing options for 

lower-income residents. In addition, the student market and higher rents they can pay puts further pressure on existing housing 

when the rental vacancy rate citywide is already low - below 3.5% 

2026 Street Scores & Staff Recommended Traffic Calming Study Scenario NTCP 2026 Street Scores_Public_2.4.26.pdf (see 

attached) 

HCPS Capacity versus Enrollment Chart (see attached) 

 

 

 

 



 

  



 

HCPS Enrollment versus Capacity (October 2025) 
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Items to consider in a fiscal impact  

analysis of The Link apartments 

 

ESTIMATE INCREMENTAL REVENUES  

• First, estimate incremental revenues, not total revenues (In other words, by how much will 

taxes from this land change if City Council grants rezoning to B1C?):  

o Start with the developer’s estimated $600,000 in total annual property tax revenue, 

realized if the Link is constructed. 

o To find the incremental increase in revenues vs. current revenues, it is necessary to 

subtract out all tax revenues that the city currently receives from the current site.  This 

includes both (1) property taxes on the existing real estate, and (2) all other types of taxes 

received from the business(es) currently operating on the property.  This is the 

incremental increase from current tax revenues for the site. 

o Alternatively, to find the forward-looking incremental impact of a B1C vs. R3 development, 

it is instead necessary to subtract out the tax revenues that the alternative-scenario R3 

development would generate.  The developer’s 8/12/2025 presentation slides to City 

Council state this alternative as, “Townhomes Assessed at $10-11 Million, Generating 

$115,000 In Tax Revenues Annually.”   

▪ To summarize, the developer estimates the city will receive property tax 

revenues of… 

▪ …$115,000 annually if the property is kept as R3 

▪ …$600,000 annually if the property is rezoned to B1C 

▪ Therefore, the incremental increase in revenues of granting a B1C 

rezoning is $600,000 minus $115,000, or $485,000 (not $600,000).  

This is before deducting incremental costs to the city.   

• Finally, it is necessary to note the possibility of the developer applying for partial tax 

exemptions in the future.  If done, the incremental revenues would be substantially reduced.   

o Timberwolf sought $20 million in tax breaks on its Syracuse project in 2023: 

https://www.syracuse.com/news/2023/03/developer-seeks-tax-breaks-on-100m-

apartment-project-near-syracuse-university.html  

o Our city already has a tax exemption program in place for new construction in this 

district: https://harrisonburgdevelopment.com/economic-revitalization-zone/ 

o The property sale listing specifically notes that it is located in a “coveted opportunity 

zone”. https://perma.cc/8YHM-A8R8  

After estimating incremental revenues, it is next necessary to subtract out incremental costs to the city 

budget resulting from the proposed development.   



ESTIMATE INCREMENTAL COSTS  

Third, subtract out incremental costs to city taxpayers likely to be incurred if the Link is 

constructed.  Some examples of line items that should be quantified may include the following: 

o Costs due to increase in public school enrollment.  Public school enrollment is likely to 

increase, with new students coming from both (1) families who reside in the proposed Link, 

and (2) families moving to older housing units potentially opened by the construction of the 

Link (i.e., the “filtering” or “musical chairs” effect).    

o Costs to mitigate traffic impact. Note that expert analysis by David Bernstein (previously 

submitted to the city’s public record) has shown the TIA is flawed.  The TIA needs to be 

redone to get a better estimate of total costs necessary to mitigate added traffic flows.  

o Costs to address potential incremental parking spillovers in surrounding area (e.g., 

parking enforcement, construction of new public spaces, etc.) 

o Costs to upgrade water and sewer infrastructure. Will all costs be borne by the developer, 

or are there any potential infrastructure upgrade costs related to the development that would 

burden city taxpayers?   

o Costs to mitigate added stormwater runoff and flooding risks from the significant 

increase in impermeable surfaces, especially given its proximity to Blacks Run. 

o Costs of increased emergency response call volume 

o Any other potential costs to the city 

 

NET FISCAL IMPACT = INCREMENTAL REVENUES – INCREMENTAL COSTS 

• Fourth, provide an estimate of net fiscal impact that accounts for both adjusted, incremental 

revenues and incremental costs of the project. 

• Finally, after conducting this analysis, it would be helpful for interpretation to see the net fiscal 

impact put in perspective of the overall city budget.   For example, even the promised 

revenues of $600,000 amount to only 0.14% of our $430 million city budget.  This quite small – 

for example, a 0.14% raise on a $50,000 salary amounts to only $70 per year.  And once the 

incremental costs are subtracted, the incremental, net fiscal impact will be even more negligible, 

with the risk of even running negative. 
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Dear Members of the City of Harrisonburg Planning Commission, 
 
The Shenandoah Valley Bicycle Coalition submits these comments on the proposed 
Link development. As an organization committed to building communities where more 
people can safely walk and bike, we believe projects of this scale deserve careful 
scrutiny, not only for their immediate impacts, but for how they shape transportation 
choices, land use, and downtown vitality for decades to come. 

Our position is grounded in a straightforward principle: housing, transportation, and 
land use are inseparable. Where we build and how we build determine whether people 
have the freedom to choose daily trips without a car. Viewed through that lens, the Link 
proposal offers significant promise, alongside specific opportunities that the City of 
Harrisonburg should ensure are fully realized. 

Why This Project Aligns with Harrisonburg’s Goals 
The Link’s downtown location is one of its greatest assets. Situated near the planned 
Liberty Street two-way cycle track, James Madison University, numerous downtown 
businesses, the farmers market, and transit stops, this site is precisely where the city’s 
Comprehensive Plan and Downtown 2040 vision call for more housing. Placing 
residents here, within a short walk or ride of daily destinations, reduces car dependence 
in a way that no amount of suburban development can replicate. 

The rezoning also represents a more productive use of this land than what the current 
R-3 zoning would likely produce. A conventional R-3 build-out would likely yield a small 
number of high-end townhomes: modest in density, limited in community benefit, and 
largely disconnected from the city’s active transportation network. The Link, by contrast, 
would bring significantly more residents into a walkable, bikeable, transit-served 
location, making better use of scarce downtown land and advancing the city's already 
adopted goals. 

We specifically commend the following elements of the proposal: 

•​ A minimum of 120 secure indoor bicycle parking spaces plus 16 exterior 
racks—practical, protected infrastructure that makes cycling a realistic daily 
transportation choice for residents. 

•​ Unbundled parking: separating the cost of a parking space from monthly rent, 
so residents pay only for what they use and are not required to subsidize car 
ownership they may not want or need. 



 
•​ Active building frontage along the street, with entrances and windows at the 

sidewalk level rather than blank walls or surface parking, is a design choice that 
makes the surrounding pedestrian environment safer and more inviting. 

•​ Proffered bump-outs (curb extensions) along South Main Street, which will 
improve pedestrian visibility, reduce crossing distances, prevent parking too close 
to intersections, and slow vehicle speeds, provide direct and tangible safety 
benefits for people on foot. 

•​ A minimum of two proffered sidewalk connections from the site to City Hall 
and the future Downtown Park, physically linking residents to the heart of the 
city’s pedestrian network on day one. 

 

Recommendations for Strengthening the Project 
Projects of this scale also present opportunities to advance the city’s transportation 
network beyond the minimum required. We urge the City of Harrisonburg and the 
development team to prioritize the following: 

Paul Street: Design the Variance for People, Not Cars 
The proposed Paul Street extension connecting South Main Street and South Liberty 
Street can become a genuine pedestrian and bicycle asset linking downtown, JMU, and 
the planned downtown park. Importantly, the developer’s own cut-through analysis 
found that the traditional route via MLK Jr Way is actually faster than Paul Street during 
both AM and PM peak hours, meaning drivers have no meaningful time incentive to use 
Paul Street as a cut-through. This is good news. It means the street can be designed 
primarily for people walking and biking without conflicting with vehicle 
throughput goals. 

However, the applicant has identified that they will need a variance to Subdivision 
Ordinance Section 10-2-41(a) to achieve the proposed street design. Variances are 
opportunities, not just concessions. We urge the Planning Commission to ensure that 
any variance granted for Paul Street results in a street that is narrower and calmer for 
vehicles, with wide sidewalks, street trees, and a design vocabulary that signals this is a 
pedestrian corridor first. The variance should not be used to accommodate a wider or 
faster street than the standard would otherwise require. 

Seamless Bicycle Network Connections 
The proximity of the Liberty Street cycle track is an asset only if residents can easily 
reach it. The development should provide clear, safe, and legible connections between 



 
the building’s bicycle parking and the street-level network, eliminating friction that 
causes people to choose driving even when cycling is the faster option. 

Shared Micromobility Infrastructure 
We encourage the city and developer to explore integrating a bike or scooter share 
station into the development. A partnership with James Madison University, whose 
students and employees represent a natural user base, could make such a system 
viable and mutually beneficial. 

Parking Supply: Watch the Ceiling, Not Just the Floor 
Unbundled parking pricing is the right policy, and we commend the applicant for 
including it. Abundant, conveniently located parking tends to induce driving even when 
residents have other options, and a garage of this scale could signal to future residents 
that car ownership is the expected norm. 

We recognize that a portion of the spaces are proffered for public and municipal use, 
which is a legitimate community benefit. We are not suggesting the parking garage 
should not be built. We are asking the Commission to require that the city monitor actual 
parking utilization over time, and that if the garage operates significantly below capacity, 
future policy discussions consider whether that supply could be reduced, repurposed, or 
priced more aggressively to further discourage unnecessary vehicle ownership among 
residents who have excellent alternatives on their doorstep.  

Housing Affordability 

We acknowledge and appreciate the applicant’s proffered cash contribution of $93,738 
toward affordable housing. This is a meaningful step, and we commend the developer 
for including it. At the same time, a cash contribution and increased housing supply, 
while both welcome, are not by themselves sufficient to guarantee that downtown living 
becomes accessible to lower-income residents.  

We would also welcome continued exploration of opportunities to include a limited 
number of units priced below market rate within the development itself. Integrating some 
below-market units directly into projects like this can help ensure that people with a  

range of incomes have the opportunity to live in walkable, well-connected 
neighborhoods close to jobs, services, and transit. 

Street-Level Activation and Public Space 



 
While we appreciate the inclusion of ground-floor commercial space, this site presents a 
rare opportunity to further activate the street and create a welcoming public presence 
along South Main and the new Paul Street connection. Additional retail or 
community-serving space could help ensure the building contributes to a lively and 
engaging streetscape throughout the day. We also encourage design elements that 
create a sense of public accessibility at street level—spaces where residents, 
neighbors, and visitors feel invited to linger rather than a development that reads 
primarily as private residential space. 

 

Why the Bicycle Coalition Is Weighing In 
Active transportation advocacy is, at its core, land use advocacy. The built environment 
determines whether walking and biking are realistic options for everyday trips. Dense, 
mixed-use development in walkable locations like downtown Harrisonburg expands 
those options. Dispersed, low-density development on the city’s edges narrows them, 
regardless of how many bike lanes are painted or constructed. 

The Link is not a perfect project, and community members are right to ask hard 
questions about design details, affordability, and neighborhood character. Those 
conversations are healthy and should continue. But evaluated against the city’s adopted 
plans and the long-term goal of a more sustainable, accessible Harrisonburg, this 
project is pointing in the right direction. 

For that reason, the Shenandoah Valley Bicycle Coalition is not submitting this 
letter as a formal endorsement of the project. Rather, we recognize that the 
decisions made about developments like the Link will shape Harrisonburg’s 
transportation patterns, housing opportunities, and downtown vitality for decades to 
come. Given its long-term significance, we believe it is important to highlight both the 
elements of the proposal that advance a more walkable and bikeable city and the 
opportunities that remain to further strengthen it. 

Respectfully submitted, 

Kyle Lawrence 

On behalf of the Shenandoah Valley Bicycle Coalition  
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