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Section 1 - Introduction
The Regional Business District (RBD) is located in the heart of Downtown Newport News. It is primarily
bounded by the James River and Newport News Shipbuilding to the west, 39th Street to the north, Interstate
664 to the east and Newport News Marine Terminals to the south. The Regional Business District is home to
many government activities and buildings, both local and federal, including City Hall, a Circuit Court Building,
and a Federal Court Building. Within the District several buildings with historical value remain. Many citizens
of Newport News call the District home while Navy personnel call it home away from home while their ships
are docked for temporary maintenance and repairs.
The RBD has had a long history in
shaping the City of Newport News.
Historically, the original City of
Newport News, before consolidation
with the City of Warwick in 1958,
included the RBD (See Appendix E.)
Today, the RBD has developed into
a Maritime waterfront community
anchored by the oceanic activities
of the shipyard and terminals. Many
of those who work in the district
deal with the local and federal
government, the shipping industry,
and the military.
The RBD has multiple factors that
make it a premiere location for new
development and redevelopment;
including waterfront access, direct
access to the regional freeway
system (I-664), a historic setting,
and a well-organized urban grid
street network that provides for
walkable distances as well as site
accessibility and traffic flow.
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Section 2 - Purpose
The purpose of the Regional Business District Development Manual is to supplement Article XXII. C3 Regional
Business District Regulations of the City’s Zoning Ordinance. (See Appendix A.) The manual provides a
framework and criteria for the RBD Committee and staff to review applications. The guidelines in this document
may also assist the applicant in understanding the design expectations for development and redevelopment
projects within the RBD.
The manual’s intent is not to be overly specific or to dictate particular designs or styles but to provide a general
design framework for the various types of applications while ensuring a high quality, well designed project that
will advance the view the City has for its historic downtown.
The primary goals of the Regional Business District are to intensify the unique strengths of the district; conserve
and increase property values; facilitate the creation of a convenient, attractive, safe, and harmonious community
and promote an orderly development in the district. To achieve these goals:
•

Encourage a high level of quality in building design and site planning.

•

Promote blending of new development with adjoining historic structures (in terms of height and mass
relationships, and building facade treatments).

•

Protect the heritage of Newport News by providing a link to the past through preservation and appropriate
architecture.

•

Enhance pedestrian activities by requiring infrastructure to encourage a variety of ground level activities
directly accessible from the street such as eating, shopping, sitting, talking, people-watching, and waiting
for public transit.

•

Protect and enhance major views in the Regional Business District such as views to the waterfront,
landmarks, historic places, and views from/into major “entrances” into the district.

•

Encourage exposure of the interior uses of buildings when complementary to pedestrian activities such as
shop windows, food preparation displays, interior garden spaces, etc.

•

Evoke a “sense of place” within the Regional Business District.

•

Minimize signage to reduce the potential for signage clutter.

•

Create a “sustainable environment” by encouraging the practice of energy efficient design, and requiring
ample landscaping and green space to soften hardscapes and mitigate heat islands.

PURPOSE
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Section 3 - Land Use
Vision
In 2014, under the leadership of Mayor McKinley Price, the City retained the firms of Rhodeside & Harwell and
Perkins Eastman DC to conduct a public Charrette or intensive brainstorming session to develop a shared
community vision and identify strategies for developing the City’s Downtown. The Charrette, conducted on
June 28, 2014, originally focused on the area known as the “Superblock” which is the area between 26th and
28th Streets and Washington and West Avenues. However, the study area was expanded to the waterfront and
23rd Street. The vision that came out of that exercise was that of an “urban waterfront village”, a place to not
only work and live, but also to be entertained. It is a vision that takes Downtown back to its heyday when it
was known as the “Manhattan of the south.” That vision identified four main components: Public realm, central
village, waterfront, and restaurant row. (See Appendix B.)

VISION-LAND USE
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Building on the recommendations from the charrette, in 2016, the same firms where retained to take a broader
look at the Downtown and produce an urban design vision plan. (See Appendix C.) The plan identified design
goals that include connecting Downtown to the city neighborhoods and the region, transforming the downtown
into vibrant neighborhoods of parks and walkable streets, reusing historic buildings for interesting living and
working environments and enhancing the waterfront as a multi-use destination that includes public amenities.
The plan cites six design principles that should be considered when designing any project in the RBD and are
listed in this document under Section 4 General Principles.

VISION-LAND USE
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Section 4 - Design Guidelines
General Principles
•

Create rich, textured urbanism. This will be achieved by providing a mix of low to mid-rise buildings that
contain a variety of uses that present interesting designs at a pedestrian level and are arranged around
spaces that display art.

•

Employ all modalities of transportation. Provide not only for automobiles but be cognizant of pedestrians as
well as cyclists.

•

Build upon the unique industrial character of the district.

•

Create spaces for arts and music institutions.

•

Make great places, spaces and streets. When developing your site keep in mind the vistas from the street and
the possibility of incorporating any open spaces visually or physically to the public realm.

•

Embrace the latest environmental practices.

DESIGN GUIDELINES
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Site Design
•

Place buildings so that there are no blank walls facing the street. The addition of uses geared to the
pedestrian, such as shops, enhance the streetscape by providing visual interest to the passerby.

•

Locate buildings so the main entrance faces the primary street that borders the site.

•

Separate loading activity areas from pedestrian areas.

•

Screen loading docks, HVAC systems, dumpsters and parking from surrounding views by using berms,
evergreen shrubs, walls or a combination of all.

•

Provide vehicular access from the rear or side of the site when possible.

•

Locate curb cuts to minimize impact on traffic flow or danger to pedestrians.

•

Integrate outdoor open spaces with the street system providing furnishings, inviting designs, sitting areas
and landscaping that provides shade to make it comfortable during the summer.

•

Orient buildings and open spaces to positive district features such as the waterfront and civic spaces.

•

Provide secured and well lighted walkways.

•

Locate buildings within the site in a manner that minimizes wind tunnel effect.

•

Consider energy efficiency when orienting the buildings while respecting the road grid with the ground floor.

•

Utilize common driveways for parking, loading/unloading and services to the building.

Example of how the Superblock vacant parcels between
26th and 28th Streets on the south and north, Washington
and West Avenues on the east and west, respectively,
could be developed following the site design guidelines.

DESIGN GUIDELINES
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Form and Scale
•

Construct residential and commercial buildings at a human scale that reflect the historic nature of the RBD
or emulate existing historic buildings or those that have been lost within the RBD.

•

Use architectural elements such as cornices, awnings etc. to provide the appropriate pedestrian scale
at street level. The incorporation of human scale elements such as storefronts, stoops and porches are
encouraged to provide or maintain appropriate scale at street level.

•

Design buildings with a width to height ratio that
is compatible with neighboring buildings along the
same street. Building height, width, and relationship
to adjacent structures should appear balanced.

•

Design new buildings with the same number of stories
as the majority of the structures on the block.

•

Design new buildings to respect prevailing setback
patterns, include a design element (such as a cornice
or frieze) to reinforce the prevailing height in the design
of the new building.

•

Design a building’s mass so that it relates to
neighboring buildings or remaining historic buildings
within the RBD. Historically, commercial buildings
have flat roofs although stepped cornices are not
unusual in lower buildings. Residential buildings have
a variety of rooflines, but often include pitched roofs or
ornate cornices.

•

Design a building’s roof form so that it relates to
neighboring buildings. A building’s roof form should
be proportional to the building and its facade.

•

Use awnings, setbacks, cornices, galleries, a mix of
colors and materials, and other architectural detailing
to help provide a sense of scale that is compatible with
surrounding buildings as well as a human scale that
makes pedestrians feel comfortable.

FORM AND SCALE
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Materials and Design
•

Use new building materials that are compatible with and complement adjacent buildings, as well as historic
structures within the RBD. Materials such as brick, stone, slate, tile, stucco and other materials that are
consistent with historic structures within the RBD are highly encouraged.

•

Use building materials that are of rich, high quality and refined detail.

•

Use building materials and textures that are durable and require little maintenance.

•

Avoid the use of prefabricated material, panels, dryvit, aluminum, low guage vinyl siding and other
inappropriate synthetic materials. High quality synthetic building siding that replicates natural and historic
materials is acceptable.

•

Design spaces formed by building indentations to provide the transition between public exterior and private
interior activities.

•

Avoid the use of blank walls or glass curtains with no movement or lack of detail.

•

Use pedestrian protection as an integral part of a structure through the use of materials that are similar or
complementary to the structure.

•

Replace inappropriate building materials which have been added over time with appropriate materials
that will bring the building to its original design. Whenever possible, repair rather than replace, original
architectural features.

•

Use awnings and other additional features for climate protection on the ground floor of
commercial buildings that exhibit appropriate architectural detailing that conforms with the building’s
architecture and fit the existing openings.

•

Use architectural lighting to be an intricate part of the building’s design to highlight architectural features
and entrances.

•

Place all utility lines underground when development occurs so that any new structure is not obscured or
compromised by overhead power lines.

MATERIALS AND DESIGN
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This rendering shows a variety of rich quality materials,
and a combination of awnings and balconies that help
produce a vibrant space that is inviting to pedestrians.

This new commercial building in Southlake, Texas is
an excellent example of the use of natural material,
as well as design that reflects the historic vernacular
architecture of the area and historically accurate
detailing, and a pedestrian friendly ground level facade.

The Meena Building on the 3600 block of Washington
Avenue is an example of a historic building that was
modified with inappropriate materials and structures.
Adaptive re-use should remove the inappropriate
materials and structures and restore the building to its
original appearance

MATERIALS AND DESIGN
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Signage
•

Signs should have consistent letter sizes and heights; sign materials should relate to the building and the
building use.

•

Sign placement will be governed by the sign ordinance. Desired signage design should be of high quality,
urban in scale and appropriate for a pedestrian friendly environment, including visibility.

•

Ground signs are discouraged throughout the RBD, they are incompatible with the historic and urban nature
of the area. Ground signs denoting a public space, historic location/structure or a residential complex may be
deemed appropriate.

•

Signs identifying the name of a building, the date of construction, or other historical information should be
composed of materials similar to the building, or of bronze or brass. These building signs should be affixed
flat against the building and should not obscure architectural details; they may be incorporated into the
overall facade design or mounted below a storefront cornice.

•

Storefront signs should not extend past the storefront upper cornice line, are typically located in the transom
area and shall not extend into the storefront opening. Signs for multiple storefronts within the same building
should align with each other.

•

Signs should be subordinate to the building’s facade. The size and scale of the sign shall be in proportion to
the size and scale of the street level facade.

•

Storefront signs should not extend past the storefront upper cornice line, are typically located in the transom
area and shall not extend into the storefront opening. Signs for multiple storefronts within the same building
should align with each other.

•

Hanging or “soffit” signs installed under an awning or canopy should be a maximum of 70% of the awning or
canopy’s width and should be perpendicular to the building’s facade.

•

Window signs should cover no more than twenty five percent (25%) of the total window area.

•

Sign brackets and hardware should be compatible with the building and installed in a manner that will not
damage the building structure.

•

Light for signs should be from an indirect source, such as shielded, external lamp. Backlit, halo,
or reverse channel signage is preferred. Individual channel letters with acrylic face are strongly
discouraged.

•

Lighting for externally illuminated signs must be simple and unobtrusive and must not obscure the content of
the sign or the building facade.

•

Signs must be placed in locations that do not obscure any historic architectural features of the building,
whether they are wall-mounted, suspended, affixed to awnings, or projecting,

SIGNAGE
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Wall signs that have no illumination are acceptable as long
as the design and materials are appropriate for the building
where they are located.

Wall signs on multiple storied buildings (three stories and
higher) located in the top stories sign bands are permitted.
Painted signs are appropriate on some historic buildings.

High-quality neon signage, such as this example at City
Center at Oyster Point, could be appropriate. Neon signs
of high quality can convey a vibrancy other signage cannot.
This is also an example of a side-mounted “projecting sign”
which is permitted when appropriate in the RBD.

Internally illuminated wall signs, as seen here and box signs
are discouraged. However, high quality internally illuminated
signs that are in keeping with the architectural period of the
building are acceptable.

SIGNAGE
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Sustainable Design
•

Consider energy efficiency when deciding building orientation, however, the ground floor should always
respect the road grid.

•

Use locally obtained building materials, renewable, or recycled materials, non-toxic materials and finishes
whenever possible.

•

Design buildings according to the local climate, where possible, that can help conserve energy,
i.e. buildings should be sited for maximum solar and prevailing wind benefit.

•

Use resilient and sustainable building materials.

•

Use low impact development methods (porous pavement, rain gardens, vegetated buffers, and green roofs)
that retain storm water on site and protect street water quality by filtering runoff.

•

Provide bicycle racks, showers in office buildings, electric car plug-in outlets and other amenities that would
facilitate and promote the use of alternative modes of transportation.

Historic Preservation
•

Consider the benefits of using the State and Federal Historic Preservation Tax Credit programs when
rehabilitating a historic structure.

•

Use the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation as your guide for rehabilitation work and
additions to any historic structure, even if not taking advantage of the tax credits. (See Appendix D.)

•

Treat historic structures as focal points. New additions should be secondary to the original building. Use
indentations to create angles of vision of the historic structure from the street.

•

Use materials and designs compatible with the historic structure when building an addition to or a new
structure next to a historic building.
• Design additions to a historic building, to be
contemporary yet compatible to the historic structure.
• Place parking and loading areas, when possible, at
the rear of the property in a way that doesn’t obscure
the historic structure.
• Install signage that is compatible in material
and style to the age and architecture of the
historic structure.

The Noland Green apartments adaptive reuse project is
a successful example of use of the historic preservation
tax credit programs.

DESIGN & PRESERVATION
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The rendering on the right shows the Coca-Cola Bottling Company building and its surroundings after a potential
rehabilitation for the adaptive reuse of this landmark structure seen in the picture on the left. Older structures convey a
sense of history and place that are irreplaceable and should be preserved.

Off-Street Parking
Surface Parking
•

Locate surface parking in remote areas of the site, behind buildings and to the rear of the property.

•

Limit surface parking as much as possible.

•

Ensure all parking spaces are useable, well-marked and safely and conveniently arranged.

•

Provide landscaping strips to screen surface parking from surrounding uses and public right-of-way
with evergreen shrubs, berms, walls or a combination of all.

•

Provide landscaped islands located at the end of every parking row when possible. In lieu of landscape
islands, a landscaped buffer area or corner may be substituted, as long as such area sufficiently screens
parking areas from a public right-of-way.

•

Avoid wheel stops, parked cars should be contained with continuous concrete curbing.

•

Design spaces so that parked cars do not overhang the right-of-way or planted areas.

•

Do not obstruct drivers’ views with landscaping.

•

Minimize curb cuts onto Washington Avenue, West Avenue, Huntington Avenue and Warwick Boulevard.

•

Signage should be kept at a minimum and if part of a pay box, the area around it should be appropriately
paved and landscaped.

•

Light parking lots with an even distribution of .5 to 1.0 foot candles. Focus lighting downward to effectively
provide light for safety of both pedestrians and vehicular users while respecting adjacent properties.

PARKING
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Structured Parking
•

Avoid structured parking without ground floor retail
and context sensitive architecture.

•

Provide context sensitive architecture that includes
arches, windows, varying heights, corbeling,
fenestrations, cornices, etc.

•

Provide for a minimum square footage to adequately
accommodate retail or service uses on ground floors
on street elevations which face West, Washington,
Huntington Avenues and Warwick Boulevard.

•

Retrofit existing parking structures located along
Washington Avenue, by converting ground floor
parking spaces into retail bays with entrances along
Washington Avenue.

•

Provide pedestrian friendly design and uses when parking garages are adjacent to the public right-of-way.

•

Break up large expanses of wall by indenting and creating landscaped areas.

•

Provide architecturally interesting surfaces in areas where no uses are provided.

•

Use a combination of materials, colors and textures to help provide interest on the facades of
parking structures.

This parking garage in downtown Staunton, Virginia is
respectful of the form as well as the function of the historic
downtown. The context sensitive architecture of the garage
mimics the articulation, scale and varying heights of historic
commercial buildings that line the streets of downtown Staunton.
The function is also respective of the downtown, by providing
retail bays within the structure

In contrast, the parking structures that have been built along Washington
Avenue replacing historic commercial structures have no articulation and no
ground floor retail, creating a space devoid of architectural interest and street
level interaction, as well as no relationship to what was once a thriving
commercial corridor containing the city’s most prominent buildings.

PARKING
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Section 5 - Landscaping
General
Landscaping is one means to soften hard surfaces and to define spaces of an urban environment. In addition
to adding “softness” to the visual environment, greenery decreases surface run-off, purifies the air, and reduces
noise levels. The long-term results of landscaping can be realized only if the designer specifies hardy plants,
adequate root space and water accessibility.
When submitting a site plan to the Committee, a planting plan with a schedule of plant species sizes and location
is required. Minimum typical planting sizes are listed in Appendix F.
•
		

Provide a minimum of three (3) feet six (6) inch deep soil space for
trees; three (3) feet for shrubs; and two (2) feet for ground covers.

•

Select plant materials to create minimal litter and maintenance; one
leaf fall per year is considered optimum and most specifically under
urban conditions. (See Appendix F.)

•

Indicate irrigation and underground drainage on the landscape plan.

•

Install all plant material on private property according to an approved
landscape plan and maintain it to include fertilization, pruning,
replacement, insect and disease control, watering, mulching and
weed control; the City will take over the maintenance of right-of-way
plantings

•

Indicate any existing plant material to be retained on site or in adjacent
right-of-way.

•

Soften walls with landscaping.

•

Locate deciduous trees on southerly exposed surfaces for winter
heat gain and summer shade whenever practical.

•

Select plant species that are hardy to this region and most specifically
under urban conditions. (See Appendix F.)

LANDSCAPING
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Section 6 – Public Spaces
Street Furniture

In order to create a unified look throughout the RBD and to guarantee the use of durable construction that
is high-end in appearance and low-cost to maintain over time, it is preferred that street furniture in the RBD
consist mainly of black metal. The intent of this preference is to create ambiance in the RBD, increase property
values and to reduce the possibility of vandalism and maintenance costs over the long run to the city.
Benches:

• Use wrought iron or similar metal benches with a middle armrest.
• Install two metal benches per block on West, Washington and
Huntington Avenues.
• Include a bench at the location closest to the development on blocks
that are partially developed.

Bollards:

• Use bollards that are made of materials consistent with the design

of the building or the rest of the street furniture.
• Black metal bollards are preferred.

Trash Receptacles:

• Use 45 gallon architectural precast metal receptacles with plastic
liner or equivalent substitutes.

Bike Racks:

• Use black metal racks to be consistent with other street furniture.
• Vary designs according to the location’s design.

PUBLIC SPACES
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Any street furniture that helps demonstrate the historic nature of the RBD would be preferred as part of a development.
This may include such features as a historic street clock, planters, fountains, historic markers, “wayfinding” signs, banners,
hanging baskets, or public sculptures. Street furniture may be installed by the developer independent of or in conjunction
with city programs or initiatives.

Waterfront Access
The historic waterfront is a vital resource of the Regional Business District. People are drawn to the water’s edge
to experience the expansive view and relax. Linkages to the waterfront should extend deeply into the district.
Intense pedestrian activity at ground level is to be focused upon wherever relation and linkage to the waterfront
is obvious.
•

The existing view and access to the water from 23rd, 24th, 25th, 27th and 28th Streets will be maintained
beginning as far east as possible with visual openings and pedestrian and/or vehicular entrances.

•

The waterfront development will provide for pedestrian uses, including but not limited to, sitting steps and
walls deep enough for comfortable sitting, landscaping hardy to a saltwater environment, strolling lanes,
staged activities and the like.

•

Close and distant views of the waterfront will be enhanced when possible through building orientation, building
design, landscaping and street furnishings.

Examples of important views that should be protected and enhanced, (left to right) the Victory Arch, James River view of
Downtown and the Shipyard Administration Building at the end of 35th Street.

WATERFRONT ACCESS
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Plazas and Parks
A plaza or park could be exemplified by a spacious green lawn with trees dotting the area; or it could be an
indentation in a building with benches and trees or a water feature or piece of art. Whatever the size, the need is
apparent in an intense urban setting for open spaces created adjacent to the street where people can stop, eat,
talk or simply people-watch. Public access should be encouraged directly off the right-of-way to make plazas and
parks vital elements in the Regional Business District.
•

Provide sitting walls or benches in the areas designed for plazas or parks.

•

Provide trash receptacles for every seating area.

•

Orient seating to the street activity and to interior views for a variety of experiences.

•

Orient park spaces to receive sunlight in the cooler months and shade in the summer months.

•

Locate and design park spaces to avoid “wind tunnel” effects.

•

Avoid blocking park spaces with continuous walls.

•

Provide steps and handicap ramps intermittently for strong physical and visual access.

The plaza containing the fountain and public art in front
of the Apprentice School and the campus park behind
the Liberty Apartments on Washington Avenue are good
examples of open space that is designed to encourage
an area where people can meet, gather, stop or rest.

PLAZAS AND PARKS
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Lighting
In order to improve the aesthetic environment of the RBD, to improve property values, and to provide a
consistent lighting design throughout the RBD, street lighting on all streets shall utilize the acorn-style street
light. The acorn-style street light shall be of sufficient height and sufficient spacing so that minimum lighting
requirements are achieved, per the standards set forth by city code.
•

Differentiate scale of lights for roadways, walkways (pedestrian), plazas and parking.

•

Use acorn-style street lights along public streets.

•

Coordinate light fixtures for pedestrian ways and plazas with building design.

A variety of lighting heights and styles should be used to
appropriately differentiate among roadway (vehicular),
walkway (pedestrian) and public spaces. Street lighting
should be the acorn style light. Building site and parking
lot light fixtures should be coordinated and compatible
with the architecture of the building.

LIGHTING
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Pavement and Sidewalks
Public open spaces including public streets and sidewalks connect a variety of spaces that enhance the area
and shape the viewer’s image of the Regional Business District. Private development must strive to extend that
system into its interior site. Use paving materials, landscaping, and furnishings that blend well with the public
items specified in this section. The design intention is to provide a unique yet compatible interior path system
that helps orient the pedestrian.
•

Outdoor seating is encouraged where appropriate. The area must meet all Americans with Disabilities Act
standards for clear movement as well as other requirements.

•

Stamped concrete may be substituted for the interlocking paver blocks where utilized within a vehicular
right-of-way, given the color and pattern are consistent with the overall paver block color scheme in the RBD.

•

Provide designs that visually connect private property pathways with the public path system through the
use of compatible furnishings while retaining color and styles complementary of the structure’s architectural
design.

•

Paths and associated furnishings should be designed to provide for safe pedestrian movement through and
around the site.

These two vistas of the Naval Housing on Huntington Avenue show how private open spaces can connect to the public
path system providing visual interest and relief from the street

The use of different pavement colors, materials and textures provides interest and creates unique outdoor spaces as
seen in these pictures of the Christopher Newport Park.

PAVEMENTS AND SIDEWALKS
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Appendix A: Chapter 45, Article XXII C3 Regional Business
District Regulations

https://library.municode.com/va/newport_news/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=CD_ORD_CH45ZOOR_ARTXXIIC3REBUDIRE
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Appendix B: Superblock Charrette
www.nnva.gov/556/Superblock-Charretterette
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Appendix C: Newport News: An Urban Design Vision Plan
https://www.nnva.gov/DocumentCenter/View/11818
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APPENDIX C: VISION PLAN
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Appendix D: Secretary of the Interior’s Standards
for Rehabilitation
www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation.htm
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Appendix E: History
During the 17th century, shortly after the founding of Jamestown in 1607, English settlers explored and began
settling in lands surrounding Jamestown. In 1619, the area of Newport News was in one of the four corporations
of the Virginia Company of London and became known as Elizabeth City which included all of present-day South
Hampton Roads. In 1634, the area of Newport News became part of the Warwick River Shire, which became
Warwick County in 1637.
Newport News was a rural area of plantations and a small fishing village until after the Civil War. The area which
makes up the present-day southern end of the city was founded and incorporated by Collis P. Huntington, one of
the “Big Four” US railroad entrepreneurs of the 19th century. Huntington began acquiring land in Warwick County
in 1865 for future “enterprise.” On the basis of these land purchases, the city of Newport News was built. In the
1880s, he oversaw the extension of the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad’s new Peninsula subdivision, which ran
from Richmond southeast through Williamsburg and terminated in Newport News where the company developed
coal piers on the harbor of Hampton Roads.
Huntington’s next project was to develop the Chesapeake Dry Dock and Construction Company which was
chartered in 1888 and was intended to build boats to transition goods from the rails to the seas. President
Theodore Roosevelt’s order that created the Great White Fleet in the early 1900s pushed the company into the
warship business, building seven of the first sixteen warships for the voyage.
The City of Newport News was a late 19th Century and early 20th Century boomtown. Between 1890 and 1900
alone, the city’s population grew by 341%. In a span of roughly 40 years of growth, brought on by the development
of a railroad, a shipping port, a major shipyard and then activity associated with World War I, the core of Newport
News was built. This core contained the leading commercial, financial and entertainment institutions. At the heart
of downtown was Washington Avenue, which was considered the city’s main street. Department stores, shops,
restaurants, hotels, movie theaters, and office buildings lined the street for a 20-block length. The architecture
en vogue during this era was reflected in the buildings of the downtown area. Neo-classical, Beaux Arts, Late
Victorian, Richardsonian-Romanesque, Chicago School and Italianate Commercial were all represented and
created a visual tapestry of building forms and scale. This added a sense of vibrancy and bustling energy along
the Avenue.
After the 1920s, there were only a few additions to the city landscape, including some impressive art deco
structures. World War II saw the downtown overwhelmed with shipyard workers, navy personnel, and other
related war industry workers, and further growth was seen as the post-war economy remained strong. In the
1930s and 1940s, Downtown Newport News, and Washington Avenue in particular, was known as “Broadway
on the James,” because its dense housing stock, shops, movie palaces and crowded streets and sidewalks
reminded one of Manhattan. In 1958, Newport News consolidated its government with its northern neighbor, the
City of Warwick, which until only a few years before was called Warwick County.
Around the same time as Consolidation, and given the increased automobile ownership that allowed people
ease of travel, newer shopping centers north of the downtown in what was previously the City of Warwick, began
to compete heavily for business with the downtown. These new commercial centers had plenty of what
downtown just could not offer: convenient free parking, modern facilities with amenities such as air conditioning,
and locations closer to areas where new single-family tract housing was being built. At the same time, assessed
property values in the downtown began to stagnate and decline, even for the most prominent business blocks
along Washington Avenue.
As demand for commercial declined in the downtown, the city could not justify increasing the assessed values
for older buildings. Downtown was suddenly beginning to seem like a burden rather than an asset. Greater tax
revenues could be raised if the existing structures were demolished and replaced with much larger, modern
buildings on the same footprint.
At the time, it must have seemed like a wise decision to protect the City’s interests by demolishing old buildings in
the Downtown, with the hope that a newer structure would ensure rising property values and higher tax revenue
for the city. Indeed, records show that when modern buildings did replace historic structures and blocks along
Washington Avenue in the late 1960s and early 1970s, assessed values increased dramatically, in some cases
by over 100%.

V

The urban planning process is not immune from missteps, failed vision and flawed “ivory tower” plans and
designs that turned out to be wildly unpopular with the general public when implemented. It was “proactive
planning” from the City, starting in 1965, that led to the demise of a large part of the historic downtown core.
After all, urban planning theory in the 1950s and 1960s mostly advocated the whole scale replacement of the
perceived dated and inconvenient urban forms of the past with modern buildings, ample parking, freeways and
open space. The City also received millions of dollars in grant money from the federal government to acquire and
demolish “blighted and dilapidated” structures as part of a national “Urban Renewal” movement.
In particular, parking was a serious problem from the 1950s on. As car ownership grew, so did demand for
parking spaces in the downtown area. Downtown Newport News was an extremely dense community, with very
little space for parking facilities. The first attempt to provide for more parking in the late 1950s resulted in the full
scale clearing of an entire business block on the west side of Washington Avenue, between 26th and 27th Streets
for a parking lot. In the late 1960s, this site was developed into First and Merchants Bank Building.
A series of coordinated moves to provide parking over a period of many years may have severely hindered the
long-term sustainability of the downtown area. In addition, many of the blocks that were demolished in hopes
of newer, more valuable structures never were developed. Historic structures that most likely could have been
adaptively reused as residential, office, or newer commercial uses would have generated more tax revenue
than a vacant lot, and in many places around the country, well preserved historic buildings often became more
valuable than their “modernist” counterpoints in the long run.
The new century brought new development to the area with architectural significant civic and office buildings
such as the new federal courthouse and the Virginia Advanced Shipbuilding Carrier Integration Center
(VASCIC) building that added new architectural landmarks to West Avenue and created a terminus for the area
complementing the Victory Park.
The new Apprentice School which trains highly skilled workers for the shipyard, moved its facility out of the
shipyard into the community. The new mixed use school facility along Washington Avenue provides new
educational spaces downtown, as well as apartments and new retail space for local businesses. This complex
complements the earlier Navy housing development.
Other housing projects have come to life in the area such as Noland Green apartments and Brennan Pointe I on
Warwick Boulevard. Noland Green is an adaptive reuse of a historic warehouse building that is also a historic
preservation tax credit project. Brennan Pointe I is an affordable housing tax credit project that was completed in
2016 and will be followed by a twin building, Brennan Pointe II that is expected to be completed by 2018.
Although clearly the appearance of the above mentioned projects show a resurgence of the area, the downtown
is still lacking in entertainment venues and other amenities that attract more activity as well as a more diverse
population seeking to live in the area. Both the Superblock Charrette conducted in 2014 as well as the 2016
Vision Plan produced by the firms of Perkins Eastman DC and Rhodeside and Harwell set a pathway for the
recovery of the area. Both highlight the need to attract new development so that the RBD can once again
become a thriving active urban center.
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Photo Source: William A. Fox

The holiday scene above (left), is circa 1970 from the corner of 26th Street and Washington Avenue. Holiday decorations
adorned Washington Avenue every holiday season until the mid-1970s. The Downtown Newport News Association was
charged with stringing the holiday lights every year and promoting downtown as the premiere retail center on the Virginia
Peninsula. The same scene today (right), shows the First National Bank building, today known as the Maritime Center.
Farther down Washington Avenue on the right side is the Wells Fargo Bank, where the original Sears was located. The
west or left side of the block between 27th and 28th Streets contained the Virginia Power Company building, Phillip Levy
Furniture and Appliance Store and First National Bank until the late 1960’s.

Further up Washington Avenue was the theater district. Between 30th and 34th Streets there were four large movie
palaces, The Palace, The James, The Paramount and The Warwick. This World War II era scene (left) is looking south
down Washington at 34th Street. The five story brick structure (right), across from the Paramount, was the Masonic
Building. The block that contained the Paramount was demolished in the 1990s for the construction of a fire station as
seen on the right.
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Photo Source: William A. Fox

Washington Avenue looking north from 26th Street. The Mariner’s Bank at the corner of 27th and Washington (left) was
later converted into the Virginia Utility Company Building. Both sides of Washington between 27th and 28th Streets were
arguably the most prominent blocks in town. These blocks of Washington also included the Silsby building (left), as well
as Sears and Roebuck, Antines, while Phillip Levy Furniture and Appliance Store and The First National Bank Building
were on the left. The same view looking north today (right).

The First National Bank building on the southwest corner of Washington Avenue and 28th Street (left), was built in the
1890s and heightened around 1920 to one of the tallest office structures in town. The block was cleared in 1971 as part
of the Superblock redevelopment plan. Today (right) the space is used as a park space and as a small parking facility.
The city still has long term plans to redevelop the block as a potential mixed-use development.
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Photo Source: William A. Fox

Antine’s was located at the southeast corner of 28th Street and Washington Avenue built around 1908. It was a popular
luncheonette, that also sold souvenirs, jewelry and gifts from a counter area behind the dining room (left). The modern
building that replaced Antine’s was part of a vision by the city to replace the heart of the downtown with modern office
buildings (right).

Photo Source: William A. Fox

The northeast corner of 28th Street and Washington Avenue (left) was busy with shoppers, bus and automobile traffic
and pedestrians in this 1955 picture. The block between 28th and 29th Street, across from Montgomery Ward and W.T.
Grant, contained a Parisian Shop, two jewelry stores and a People’s Drug Store. The same corner today (right) shows
that the block is now occupied by a parking lot. Across the street, one of the only remaining recognizable structures
from the past is the Montgomery Ward Department Store, which along with the W.T. Grant building were converted into
Newport News Shipyard offices.
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Photo Source: William A. Fox

The sidewalk in front of Phillip Levy Furniture Store between 27th and 28th Street is shown in this 1940s-era picture
(left). The clock at the First National Bank, on the corner of 28th and Washington Avenue, is clearly visible. The location
is now part of the Superblock (right).

Photo Source: William A. Fox

The Mariners Bank, later the Virginia Electric Power Company, was built in 1890, in High Victorian style and ranked
among the taller structures in town (left). Its ornate facade included mermaids adorning its entrance. It was one of
the anchors of what was arguably the most prominent two blocks in town. The same location today is part of the
Superblock, Washington Avenue and 27th Street (right).
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Photo Source: William A. Fox

Nachman’s Department Store and Leggett’s Department Store occupied the 3200 block on the west side of Washington
Avenue between 32nd and 33rd Streets (left). Leggett’s relocated to a larger building at 30th and Washington in 1963.
The location today is part of the Apprentice School mixed-use development, which stretches along the west side of
Washington Avenue between 31st and 34th Streets (right).

Leggett’s Department Store was located further up Washington Avenue, between 32nd and 33rd Streets, before relocating
in 1963 to this larger building at the northwest corner 30th and Washington Avenue (left). The site is now the location for
a Newport News Shipyard parking garage (right).
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Looking north on Washington Avenue from 29th Street during the early 1930s (left). The building that would be occupied
by Leggett’s in 1963 is visible on the center left. Looking north from the same vantage point today, the business block
has been replaced with a parking garage for the Newport News Shipyard (right).

Photo Source: William A. Fox

This neo-classical bank building, originally the Commercial and Merchants Bank, was located on the northwest corner
of Washington Avenue and 25th Street (left). The building was demolished in 1971, when the bank decided to rebuild
a modern styled office tower on the same site. The office tower that replaced the neo-classical bank in 1974 was built
in the “Brutalism” architectural style prevalent at the time. The bank has since gone defunct and now contains judicial
offices for the Newport News court system (right).
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Appendix F: Recommended Plant Material
BOTANNICAL NAME

COMMON NAME

USES

NATIVE

SUN/
SHADE

HEIGHT

SPREAD

SMALL EVERGREEN
TREES

MATURE SIZE <30’

ILEX X ATTENUATA
FOSTERI, EAST
PALATKA, OR
SAVANNAH

FOSTER’S HYBRID
HOLLIES

FOUNDATION, HEDGES, &
SPECIMENS; GOOD FOR
TIGHT SPACES

SUN –
PART
SHADE

20-30’

8-15’

ILEX X NELLIE R.
STEVENS

NELLIE STEVENS
HOLLY

FOUNDATION, HEDGES, &
SPECIMENS

FULL SUN

15-25’

15’ +

ILEX OPACA

AMERICAN HOLLY

HEDGES, SCREENS, NATURALIZING

SUN –
PART
SHADE

15-30’

10-15’

ILEX VOMITORIA
PENDULA

WEEPING YAUPON
HOLLY

WET – DRY AREAS, COASTAL
AREAS, FOUNDATION, SPECIMENS &
SCREENING

SUN –
PART
SHADE

15-25’

8-15’

MAGNOLIA
GRANDIFLORA
LITTLE GEM

LITTLE GEM
MAGNOLIA

SPECIMENS, FOUNDATION, &
ESPALIERING; GOOD FOR TIGHT
SPACES.

SUN –
PART
SHADE

15-20’

8-12’

MAGNOLIA GRANDIFLORA BRACKEN’S
BROWN BEAUTY

BRACKEN’S
BROWN BEAUTY
MAGNOLIA

SPECIMENS, SCREENS, & HEDGES

SUN –
PART
SHADE

15-30’

10-15’

MYRICA CERIFERA

WAX MYRTLE,
BAYBERRY

HEDGES, SCREENS, NATURALIZING

SUN –
PART
SHADE

10-15’

8-15’

PRUNUS CAROLINIANA

CAROLINA
CHERRY LAUREL

HEDGES, SCREENS

PART SUN
– SHADE

20-30’

15-25’

THUJA OCCIDENTALIS
NIGRA, EMERALD OR
TECHNY

EASTERN
ARBORVITAE

HEDGES, SCREENS, GOOD IN
TIGHT SPACES, USE SPARINGLY

FULL SUN

10-30’

5-10’

LARGE EVERGREEN
TREES

MATURE SIZE >30’

QUERCUS IMBRICARIA

LAUREL OAK,
SHINGLE OAK

SCREENING, WINDBREAK, MASSED
PLANTINGS, OR LAWN AREAS,
TOLERATES CITY CONDITIONS

FULL SUN

50-60’

50-60’

QUERCUS VIRGINIANA

LIVE OAK

COASTAL AREAS, MASSED PLANTINGS, LARGE, PARK-LIKE SETTINGS

FULL SUN

40-80’

60-100’

SMALL DECIDUOUS
TREES

MATURE SIZE <30’

ORNAMENTAL TREES

ACER BUERGERIANUM
STREETWISE

STREETWISE
TRIDENT MAPLE

SMALL LAWN OR STREET TREE,
PLANTER BOXES, SPECIMEN OR
ALLEES

SUN –
PART
SHADE

20-30’

20-30’

ACER GINNALA FLAME

FLAME AMUR
MAPLE

SMALL SPECIMEN TREE, MASSED
PLANTINGS, GOOD VS. BUILDING
WALLS

SUN –
PART
SHADE

15-20’

15-20’

ACER PALMATUM

JAPANESE MAPLE

ACCENT/SPECIMEN TREE, SHRUB
BORDERS, GROUPINGS

SUN –
PART
SHADE

15-25’

15-25’

NATIVE

XIII

BOTANNICAL NAME

COMMON NAME

USES

AMELANCHIER X.
GRANDIFLORA
AUTUMN BRILLIANCE

AUTUMN
BRILLIANCE
SERVICE BERRY

CARPINUS
CAROLINIANA

AMERICAN
HORNBEAM

NATURALIZING, WET TOLERANT

CERSIS CANADENSIS
FOREST PANSY, HEARTS
OF GOLD AND VARIETIES

EASTERN REDBUD

NATURALIZING, SPECIMEN,
GROUPINGS OR SHRUB BORDERS

CHIONANTHUS
VIRGINICUS

WHITE
FRINGE TREE

GROUPINGS, BORDERS, OR
SPECIMEN; TOLERANT TO CITY
CONDITIONS

CHIONANTHUS
RETUSUS

CHINESE
FRINGE TREE

CORNUS KOUSA

NATIVE

SUN/
SHADE

HEIGHT

SPREAD

SUN –
PART
SHADE

15-20’

10-15’

PART SUNSHADE

20-30’

20-30’

NATIVE

SUN –
PART
SHADE

20-30’

25-35’

NATIVE

SUN –
PART
SHADE

12-20’

12-20’

GROUPINGS, BORDERS, OR
SPECIMEN; TOLERANT TO HEAT &
CITY CONDITIONS

SUN –
PART
SHADE

15-25’

15-25’

KOUSA DOGWOOD

SPECIMEN OR GROUPINGS,
EFFECTIVE NEXT TO BUILDINGS,
COR- NER PLANTINGS

PART SUN
– SHADE

20-30’

20-30’

CORNUS MAS

CORNELIAN
CHERRY DOGWOOD

SHRUB BORDER, FOUNDATION,
SCREEN OR GROUPINGS

SUN –
PART
SHADE

20-25’

15-20’

COTINUS COGGYGRIA
ROYAL PURPLE OR
DAY DREAM

COMMON
MOKETREE

SHRUB BORDER, MASSED
PLANTINGS,

SUN –
PART
SHADE

10-15’

10-15’

CRATAEGUS
PHAENO PYRUM

WASHINGTON
HAWTHORN

SPECIMEN PLANT, FOUNDATION,
STREETS, BORDERS OR HEDGES,
OUTSTANDING FALL/WINTER FRUIT
DISPLAY

SUN –
PART
SHADE

25-30’

20-25’

KOELREUTERIA
BIPINNATA

GOLDENRAIN TREE

FOCAL POINT, SUMMER
BLOOMING

FULL SUN

20-30’

15-20’

LAGERSTROEMIA
INDICA VARIETIES

CRAPEMYRTLE

NOT PREFERRED FOR STREETSCAPES, USE SPARINGLY, MASSED
PLANTING, SPECIMEN, SUMMER
BLOOM

FULL SUN

15-30’

15-25’

MAGNOLIA
SOULANGIANA
ALEXANDRINA

SAUCER
MAGNOLIA

SPECIMEN, MASSED PLANTING LATE
WINTER COLOR, HEAT TOLERANT

SUN –
PART
SHADE

20-30’

20-30’

MAGNOLIA STELLATA
CENTENNIAL, ROYAL
STAR OR WATERLILY

STAR MAGNOLIA

SPECIMEN, LATE WINTER COLOR,

SUN –
PART
SHADE

15-20’

10-15’

MALUS PRAIRIFIRE,
NARAGANSETT OR
SUGARTYME

FLOWERING
CRABAPPLE

FOCAL POINT, MASSED PLANTING,
USE SPARINGLY

FULL SUN

25-30’

20-25’

OSTRYA VIRGINIA

AMERICAN HORNBEAM, IRONWOOD

NATURALIZING, LAWN OR
STREET TREE

FULL SUN

25-40’

15-25’

OXYDENDRON
ARBOREUM

SOURWOOD

NATURALIZING, DRY SOILS,
SPECIMEN, GOOD ON SLOPES

PART SUN
– SHADE

25-30’

15-20’

PRUNUS SERRULATA
KWANSAN, SNOWGOOSE
OR ROYAL BURGUNDY

JAPANESE
FLOWERING
CHERRY

SPECIMEN, MASSED PLANTING

FULL SUN

20-35’

20-30’

NATIVE

NATIVE
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USES

NATIVE

SUN/
SHADE

BOTANNICAL NAME

COMMON NAME

PRUNUS SUBHIRTELLA
ROSY CLOUD,SNOW
FOUNTAIN OR AUTUMNALIS

WEEPING CHERRY

MASSED PLANTINGS, FOCAL
POINT, SPRING BLOOMING, HEAT
TOLERANT

FULL SUN

20-30’

25-35’

PRUNUS YEDOENSIS

YOSHINO CHERRY

FOCAL POINT, MASSED PLANTINGS, STREET TREE, SPRING
BLOOMING

FULL SUN

25-40’

20-30’

STEWARTIA KOREANA

KOREAN STEWARTIA

SPECIMEN, MASSED PLANTINGS,
ATTRACTIVE BARK, SUMMER
BLOOMING.

PART
SHADE

20-30’

15-20’

STEWARTIA PSEUDOCAMELLIA

JAPANESE STEWARTIA

SPECIMEN, MASSED PLANTINGS,
ATTRACTIVE BARK, SUMMER
BLOOMING.

PART
SHADE

20-40’

15-20’

STYRAX JAPONICUS
CARILLON OR EMERALD PAGODA

JAPANESE SNOWBELL

MASSED PLANTINGS, SPRING
BLOOMING, SMALLER AREAS OR
ALONG BORDER

PART
SHADESHADE

20-30’

25-35’

LARGE
DECIDUOUS TREES

MATURE SIZE >30’

CANOPY TREES

BETULA NIGRA HERITAGE, DURA-HEAT OR
SIMILAR VARIETY

RIVER BIRCH, RED
BIRCH

SPECIMEN TREE, MASSED PLANTINGS, TOLERATES WET SOILS
AND HEAT

SUN –
PART
SHADE

40-70’

40-60’

CARPINUS BETULUS

EUROPEAN HORNBEAM

SCREENS, HEDGES, MASSED
PLANTINGS, PLANTER BOXES,
COLUMNAR

SUN –
PART
SHADE

25-50’

15-25’

CARPINUS CAROLINIA

AMERICAN HORNBEAM

MASSED PLANTINGS, TOLERATES
WET OR DRY SOILS SPECIMEN TREE

SUN –PART
SHADE

25-50’

20-30’

CLADRASTUS KENTUKEA

AMERICAN YELLOWWOOD

SHADE TREE FOR SMALLER SITES,
GOOD SPRING FLOWERS AND FOLIAGE, ACCENT.

FULL SUN

30-50’

40-55’

FAGUS GRANDIFOLIA

AMERICAN BEECH

SPECIMAN TREE, SLOW GROWING

FULL
SUN- PART
SHADE

60-80’

20-40’

GINKGO BILOBA
AUTUMN GOLD OR
PRINCETON SENTRY
(COLUMNAR)

GINKGO, MAIDENHAIR TREE

STREET TREE,OPEN AREAS, TOLERANT TO HEAT, SALT & POLLUTION

FULL SUN

50-80’

30-40’

KOELREUTERIA PANICULATA

GOLDEN RAINTREE

FOCAL POINT, SUMMER BLOOMING,

FULL SUN

30-40’

30-40’

LIQUIDAMBAR
STYRACIFLUA ROTUNDILOBA

FRUITLESS SWEETGUM

STREETSCAPES, MASSED PLANTINGS, VARIED SOIL CONDITIONS

NATIVE

FULL SUN

60-75’

40-50’

NYSSA SYLVATICA

BLACK GUM

MASSED PLANTINGS, PARKS,
MOIST OR DRY SITES, SPECIMEN OR
RESIDENTIAL STREET TREE

NATIVE

SUN –
PART
SHADE

30-50’

20-30’

OSTRYA VIRGINIANA

AMERICAN HOPHORNBEAM

LARGER UNDERSTORY TREE,
MASSED PLANTINGS, BUFFERS

NATIVE

PART SUNSHADE

30-40’

20-30’

PISTACIA CHINENSIS

CHINESE PISTACHE

LAWN OR STREET TREE, DROUGHT/
POOR SOILS TOLERANT, GOOD FALL
COLOR

FULL SUN

30-35’

25-35’

NATIVE

NATIVE

NATIVE

HEIGHT

SPREAD

APPENDIX F: RECOMMENDED PLANT MATERIAL
XV

BOTANNICAL NAME

COMMON NAME

USES

PLATANUS X ACERIFOLIA

LONDON
PLANE TREE/
SYCAMORE

MASSED PLANTINGS, MOIST OR
DRY SITES

PYRUS CALLERYANA
CHANTICLEER OR
CLEVELAND SELECT

CALLERY PEAR

STREET OR MASSED PLANTINGS,
SPRING BLOOMING, POLLUTION &
DROUGHT TOLERANT

QUERCUS MACROCAR- PA

BUR OAK

TOLERATES CITY CONDITIONS,
MASSED PLANTINGS, PARKS

QUERCUS PHELLOS

WILLOW OAK

STREETSCAPES, PARKS,
MASSED PLANTINGS,

QUERCUS RUBRA

NATIVE

SUN/
SHADE

HEIGHT

SPREAD

SUN –
PART
SHADE

70-100’

65-80’

FULL SUN

30-50’

20-35’

NATIVE

FULL SUN

70-80’

40-50’

NATIVE

FULL SUN

40-60’

30-40’

RED OAK

STREETSCAPES, PARKS AND LAWNS NATIVE

FULL SUN

60-75’

60-75’

QUERCUS SHUMARDII

SHUMARD OAK

DROUGHT TOLERANT, MASSED
PLANTINGS

FULL SUN

40-60’

40-50’

QUERCUS VIRGINIANA

LIVE OAK

STREETSCAPES, OPEN AREAS,
SPEC- IMEN TREE

NATIVE

FULL SUN

50-70’

70-100’

TAXODIUM DISTICHUM

BALDCYPRESS

TOLERATES WET CONDITIONS,
HEAT AND URBAN CONDITIONS

NATIVE

SUN - PART
SHADE

90-120’

10-20’

NATIVE
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