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Streetscape projects helping transform Fort Thomas business district
BY: DAVID COLE
JULY 22, 2010 – 7:00 AM

The bedroom suburb of Fort Thomas, Kentucky is perhaps best
known for its streets of tidy, well-kept houses and its nationally-
ranked  public  schools.  Located  along  a  ridge overlooking  the
Ohio  River  and  downtown  Cincinnati,  Fort  Thomas  is  an
attractive destination for those seeking the relative peace and
quiet of a suburban lifestyle, combined with convenient access
to downtown Cincinnati along with walkable streets and plenty
of historic character.

In  recent  years,  Fort  Thomas  has  become  one  of  several
Northern  Kentucky  cities  seeking  to  enhance  its  appeal  by
revitalizing  its  historic  retail  district  and  rediscovering  the
benefits  of  pedestrian-scaled,  transit-friendly  urban
development.  Fort  Thomas’s  neighbor  to the  north,  Bellevue,
has received recognition for its ongoing historic preservation
work, and Bellevue and Covington have both made strides in
implementing form-based codes that could ultimately serve as
a model for zoning code changes in Cincinnati.

Over the past few years, Fort Thomas has undertaken a number
of projects to enhance the city’s role as an attractive community
within  Cincinnati’s  urban  core.  These  projects  include  new
buildings for Highlands Middle School and Woodfill  Elementary
School, a new amphitheater and bike trails in Tower Park, and
the  restoration  of  the  city’s  iconic  100-foot-tall  stone  water
tower at the entrance to Tower Park. Perhaps most visibly, though, the city of Fort Thomas has recently completed
major streetscaping improvements to its primary business district centered around the intersection of Highland and
Fort Thomas Avenues and its secondary business district — the so-called Midway district — located adjacent to the
site of the former Army post.

Aspects of the two streetscaping projects included burying overhead utility lines, the reconstruction of sidewalks and
crosswalks  to include brick  accents  and  other decorative elements,  the addition  of  street  trees  and  thoughtful
landscaping, installation of pedestrian-scaled light fixtures and signage, as well as the introduction of benches and
other outdoor seating. The first phase to be completed was the primary downtown district at Highland Avenue and
Fort Thomas Avenue.

 

Now complete for a couple of years, the trees and plantings in downtown Fort Thomas have begun to nicely mature.
Of particular interest is the focus on the former Green Line streetcar, which provided transit access to the Army post
and served as a catalyst for much of the subsequent development in the city from the 1890′s through the 1950′s.
Fort Thomas is the classic “streetcar suburb”, and today’s TANK bus route through town still  carries the Green
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Following the completion of streetscaping improvements to the downtown district of Fort Thomas, the second phase
involved similar improvements to the so-called Midway district, a secondary business district on South Fort Thomas
Avenue that grew up adjacent to the former Army post and was named after the carnival midway at the 1893 World
Columbian Exposition in Chicago. The site of the Army post — originally built to replace the flood-prone Newport
Barracks — is now home to Tower Park, a large Veterans Administration nursing home, and an Army reserve center.

The streetscaping improvements recently completed in the Midway district are similar in nature to those performed
in  downtown  Fort  Thomas.  Included  in  the  Midway improvements  were  the  reconfiguration  of  the  River  Road
intersection, which now provides a small civic space that can be used for outdoor concerts or a farmer’s market, and
the addition of sidewalk seating for neighborhood establishments such as the Olde Fort Pub and the Midway Cafe.

There are still  a  number of  vacant  storefronts  in  the Midway district,  but  it  is  hoped  that  the now-completed
streetscaping improvements along with other measures, such as the restoration of long-vacant officers’  housing
nearby and marketing efforts by the newly-formed Renaissance District, will see the addition of new retail tenants
to the Midway district.
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POSTED JULY 22, 2010 AT 11:01 AM |  #

Watch. Ft. Thomas will be the first suburb to restore the streetcar connection. (After Newport, which has already opted in.)

POSTED JULY 22, 2010 AT 11:28 AM |  #

I hope you’re right… I’d love to see a modern streetcar gliding down Fort Thomas Avenue! The NKU campus would certainly
make for a convenient terminus.

POSTED JULY 22, 2010 AT 2:59 PM |  #

Albert –

What do you mean “opted in?” I know Newport has expressed interest in extending the streetcar over into their community,
but as of now, no plans call for it. I’d also imagine that the City of Cincinnati would make that as difficult as possible for
them, as too many of our tax dollars leave the city to Newport as it stands now. Providing a convienent way to move people
out of the taxing jurisdiction of Cincinnati is not a top priority for the city right now, I’d hope.

That being said, I’d love to see a regional transportation system that bridges dcounties and states here. But we have to
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