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Arkansas
hree blocks from my house is a grocery 
store.
Across the street from it is the library, 
and across the next street is the post 

office. If I stretch my legs for a couple more blocks 
I can reach restaurants, art galleries, a pharmacy, 
an arena, a baseball park, the riverfront ... and 
catch a trolley back to within a couple blocks of 
home.

That’s Argenta for you — a very old 
neighborhood that is emblematic of a comparatively 
recent trend in development: New Urbanism. 
Whether they’re starting with bare ground or 
reshaping an existing neighborhood, proponents 
of this philosophy try to capture all the things 
that a turn-of-the-last-century neighborhood 
like Argenta have in spades: Density, walkability, 
mixed uses, convenience.

It’s true, New Urbanism is just the Old 
Urbanism that’s been dusted off and given a new 
coat of polish. But over the last couple of decades 
it’s become a rallying cry among the smart growth 
set, and that clarion call didn’t go unheard in 
central Arkansas. Through the 1990s and into the 
mid-2000s, you could hardly swing a cat by the 
tail without hitting a development that had raised 
New Urbanism’s banner, sporting names like 
Brodie Creek and Taylor Park and Park Avenue 
and Midtowne and Rockwater Village.

Until a couple of years ago, when the economy 
went bust. Just like that, money for development 
went the way of the dodo — and so, it seemed, 
might the revival of urban living.

Two years down the road, though, and it 
seems as if some of those projects might yet have 
a pulse. In order to assess the prospects for New 

T
Dense, walkable developments 
like Rockwater Village in North 

Little Rock aren’t dead yet.
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Brodie Creek, in west Little Rock, was the city’s first experience with New Urbanism.
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Urbanism’s survival, I checked in with some of the folks 
who had the most vested in it — starting with my old college 
buddy, Jim Jackson.

A lawyer by trade, Jim and his wife Lisa Ferrell were 
the sparks behind the idea of Rockwater Village. Few 
developments in recent years had managed to spur the 
imagination quite as much their vision for the land along 
the riverfront in Baring Cross, the neighborhood just west of 
downtown North Little Rock. Rockwater would be a compact, 
40-acre traditional neighborhood with a high-density mix of 
single-family and multi-family housing, a village center with 
local shops, places to work and relax and play, and rising 
above it all the proud chimney that is the last remnant of the 
sprawling Vestal family nursery business that used to occupy 
the area.

Today the chimney still stands — Jackson can just see the 
top of it above the trees from his law firm’s high-rise office in 
Little Rock — but no part of Rockwater has come to fruition. 
What’s more, a Dallas developer is buying 13 acres of the 
property with plans to build an apartment complex. 

Yet Jackson doesn’t think his neighborhood or New 
Urbanism are ready for the morgue.

“I’ve attended seminars with architects and when you 
look at aerial maps of great cities — Jerusalem, Paris — the 
walkability and livability of that design is what made those 
cities great,” Jackson says.

When the couple first purchased the old Vestal property 
in 2005, they didn’t have a clear plan for it. But once the 
ballpark was announced, Jackson says, they started looking 
around for ideas on how to develop the land.

“We knew the river trail, water, proximity to Argenta, 
views of the state capitol and downtown Little Rock skyline 
— that needed a lot of long-term thought on how to develop 
it,” he says.

Those elements, they decided, called for the New 
Urbanism approach. And they still do, even if Jackson and 
Ferrell aren’t ultimately the ones to develop that site.

“We’re going to work with the city planning department 
and interested buyers to put in a quality product,” he says. 
“The economy has put off everything for now, and housing 
construction is in limbo at this point and time.”

But that doesn’t mean the couple has given up on the 
concept of an urban neighborhood. Understanding that the 
success of Rockwater will rely in part on the health of the 
existing neighborhood, they’ve shifted their focus northward 
into Baring Cross proper, where they have been rehabilitating 
existing houses they own.

“The thing about New Urbanism is, it’s not just building 
a new structure, it’s rehabilitating an existing structure,” 
Jackson says. “What we have been doing during this time is 
we have rehabbed 12 houses in lower Baring Cross.” More 
than 20 other houses have been rehabilitated by two other 
couples they know, he adds.

Of course, Baring Cross is an example of the Old Urbanism 
— a very dense residential neighborhood with amenities like 
schools, parks and jobs within walking distance. And while 
it’s currently down on its heels, Baring Cross is still full of 
potential for a resurgence like that experienced by Argenta 
over the past 20 years.

The backers of New Urbanism hold that those same 
building blocks that made older neighborhoods so vital 
in their heyday can be used to make successful new 
neighborhoods, economic downturn be damned.

Things like density and sustainability are high currency 
over at Metroplan, a regional agency that helps cities 
throughout central Arkansas plan for growth. It’s applying 
for a federal sustainable communities grant that Executive 
Director Jim McKenzie hopes will let Metroplan help cities 
that are looking to sustain this urban revival model.

“What we’re hoping to do with this grant is to identify 
maybe up to a dozen nodes in the metropolitan area that 
the local communities want to see developed or redeveloped 
— redeveloped, probably — into relatively higher density,” he 
says. “We’re not talking Manhattan here, but by 20th century 
Arkansas standards, certainly more dense than normal.”

If it gets the grant, Metroplan intends to use the money to 
create tools for developers, like developing business plans and 
identifying financing options, then let the private sector take 
over. The result, the agency hopes, will be a proliferation of 
mixed-use, mixed-income, high-density developments that 
will take advantage of existing transportation infrastructure 
and address the area’s housing needs without promoting 
sprawl.

“We think it’s important for the long-term sustainability 
of the region,” McKenzie says.

New Urbanism has another believer in Stephen Luoni, 
director of the University of Arkansas Community Design 
Center and the Steven L. Anderson Chair in Architecture 
and Urban Studies. Even the current economic downturn, 
he says, is only a bump in the road for this design philosophy, 
which he thinks is more than a fad — it’s a new standard.

“Oh, yeah, it’s going to continue,” says Luoni, citing 
Richard Florida’s book The Great Reset. “Just like the 
Depression changed development to favor automobiles ... this 
economic downturn will put in place a reset that will favor 
the urbanization of regions.”

That kind of thinking is backed up, he says, by a study 
from the Urban Land Institute, which predicts that by 2025 
there will be more than 22 million “large-format suburban 
properties” vacant because there’s no longer a market for 
them.

“I think we’re going to see more [urban development] 
when the economy turns around, simply because the rest 
of the nation is doing it,” says Luoni. “[It’s] taking a page 
from the workbook of progressive places: Portland, Seattle, 
Denver, Austin.”

Of course, Arkansas hasn’t always been renowned as a 
progressive place in its own right. What makes Luoni think 
New Urbanism will play well here?

“Look at all the Arkansas cities, particularly those 
developed before the 1920s,” he says. “Even in rural states, 
cities had a compact, urban quality to them. That’s simply 
because people used to get around by walking.”

And if what you needed wasn’t within about a 10-minute 
trot, Luoni points out, many of those cities had an answer: 
The trolley, another hallmark of urban living.

“Go look at Main Street Arkansas’ poster,” he says. “I 
think that on that poster, which shows maybe 16 Arkansas 
downtowns from 60 to 70 years ago, half of them had 
streetcars: Pine Bluff, Little Rock, Camden, Eureka Springs, 
most of Northwest Arkansas. Not only streetcars but vital, 
urban, downtown neighborhoods.”

In other words, this is nothing new under the sun. For 
confirmation, you could head up to Conway and have a 
gander at The Village at Hendrix. Funded by money from 
Hendrix College’s endowment, it’s a 93-acre mixed-use 
development springing up alongside the campus. With the 
first houses under construction, it will ultimately include 
parks, tree-shade sidewalks, a town center with shopping, 

A photo illustration of the stalled Rockwater Village in North Little Rock.
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commercial development, and easy access to the educational 
and cultural amenities at the college’s main campus, right 
across the street. In addition, the neighborhood has its first 
commitment from a big employer: Southwestern Energy 
plans to build a $25 million regional headquarters there.

When all is says and done, says Director of Sales and 
Marketing Beth Tyler, “we could be looking at between 400 
and 500 residential lots through the whole project.”

And while it might seem natural that a residential 
development bankrolled by a college would appeal to, say, 
alumni and former professors, Tyler says the broad appeal 
of the high density, walkable neighborhood is reflected in the 
first homebuyers.

“We’re just in our first 10 homes that have sold, but 
within that we have young families; we have retirees; we have 
Caucasians and African Americans; we have teachers and we 
have doctors,” she says. “It’s a really good mix. It goes to the 
testament of what the neighborhood is trying to be — a very 
engaged, connected neighborhood that attracts everyone.”

Housing prices range from $179,000 to $430,000, she says. 
About 23 acres are being used for the first phase of the Village, 
and there’s no timetable for the full build-out, says Tyler.

“We want to do it the right way and make sure we have 
the right mix of product types, commercial and residential 
and green spaces,” she says. “It’s kind of hard to see where 
the economy and where the project will take us. It could 
potentially take 10 years to fill out, but it could be more, could 
be less.”

Back in Little Rock, the city’s Planning and Development 
Department hasn’t seen many New Urbanism projects the 
scale of Rockwater or the original Brodie Creek in recent 
years, says director Tony Bozynski. But he can name other 
developments that share that philosophy that are underway 
or just getting back on track.

“I think there are several of the recent, nonresidential 
developments — commercial centers such as Pleasant 
Ridge, Midtowne across from Park Plaza, the Park Avenue 
redevelopment of University Mall — that all have various 
elements of New Urbanism,” he says. “They’re pedestrian 
friendly, have walkable areas and are compact.”

And it’s infill projects like Midtowne and Park Avenue 
where Bozynski expects to see more high-density urban 
redevelopment. Entire new neighborhoods built on New 
Urbanism, like the original Brodie Creek plan, may not crop 
up again any time soon, but a Park Avenue with its mixture of 
attached and detached housing interspersed with commercial 
retail are smart use of available, underutilized land.

“I think we’ll always have infill [development],” he says. “I 
think that’s a good aspect of New Urbanism.”

So even if Manhattan will never rise here, the people 
who know planning best seem to agree that dense, walkable, 
amenity-rich neighborhoods that were once a part of nearly 
every city and town in this state are clearly part of its future, 
as well.

Or, as the University of Arkansas’ Stephen Luoni likes to 
put it: “The DNA of urban citymaking is here in Arkansas.”
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New Urbanism is starting to catch on in central Arkansas.s


