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Headlines aren’t 

outcomes

The future is a policy 

question



Why downtowns 
should not be afraid 
of other activity 
centers – and vice 
versa

Five reasons 
everyone is wrong 
about downtowns 
and other activity 
centers
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A new economic geography



Downtowns are not unique as regional centers of activity

Source: Brookings, “The geography of crime in four U.S. cities: Perceptions and reality”, 2023
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The Seattle metropolitan area’s activity centers (according to “Brookings”)
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That doesn’t mean it has to be “downtowns versus neighborhoods”

Source: Brookings, “Mapping America’s activity centers: The building blocks of prosperous, equitable, and sustainable regions”, 2022

Activity Centers All Other Places

Developed Land Area

Commercial property 

tax assessed value

Activity centers produce outsized taxable value that can benefit the entire city
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Price-per-Square-Foot Premium for
Residential Property near Activity Centers

This is about downtowns and neighborhoods: a world in which everyone 

gets to live near jobs and other assets

Source: Brookings, “Myths about converting offices into housing—and what can really revitalize downtowns”, 2023



Share of commuters who do not drive alone

Metro Area Metro-

Wide

Within 1 Mile 

of Activity 

Center

Within 1 Mile 

of Primary 

Center

1 New York-Newark-Jersey City, NY-NJ-PA 48% 68% 86%

2 San Francisco-Oakland-Berkley, CA 38% 50% 70%

3 Urban Honolulu, HI 33% 39% 46%

4 Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-WV 30% 44% 61%

5 Boston-Cambridge-Newton, MA-NH 30% 47% 63%

6 Seattle-Tacoma-Bellevue, WA 28% 40% 55%

7 Chicago-Naperville-Elgin, IL-IN-WI 26% 38% 58%

8 Portland-Vancouver-Hillsboro, OR-WA 24% 33% 42%

9 Philadelphia-Camden-Wilmington, PA-NJ-DE-MD 24% 37% 55%

10 Bridgeport-Stamford-Norwalk, CT 24% 28% 35%

And housing near jobs is good for the environment too

Source: Brookings, “Mapping America’s activity centers: The building blocks of prosperous, equitable, and sustainable regions”, 2022
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Job-Weighted Median Jobs per Square Mile in Activity Centers

Stronger activity centers are associated with higher productivity
US metro areas of > 500,000 residents*

* Excluding New York, Washington, Boston, San Francisco, San Jose (CA), Honolulu, and Bridgeport (CT). 

And jobs near jobs is good for the economy

Source: Brookings, “Mapping America’s activity centers: The building blocks of prosperous, equitable, and sustainable regions”, 2022



Why downtowns 
should not be afraid 
of other activity 
centers – and vice 
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everyone is wrong 
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#1: The need to understand adaptive reuse and resilience



#2 - Crime: both perceptions and reality matter

Source: Brookings, “The geography of crime in four U.S. cities: Perceptions and reality”, 2023



#3 – The future of transit

Source: Brookings, “Ensuring the intertwined post-pandemic recoveries of downtowns and transit systems”, 2023



#4 – Hope for homelessness

Source: forthcoming new research from Brookings, 2023

Rank HUD Continuum of Care Homeless per 100K

1 San Francisco CoC 951

2 New York City CoC 730

3 Long Beach CoC 723

4 Boston CoC 678

5 Los Angeles City & County CoC 662

6 District of Columbia CoC 658

7 Portland, Gresham/Multnomah County CoC 651

8 Seattle/King County CoC 594

9 Oakland, Berkeley/Alameda County CoC 591

10 Sacramento City & County CoC 584

39 Raleigh/Wake County CoC 133

40 Wichita/Sedgwick County CoC 132

41 Miami-Dade County CoC 123

42 Memphis/Shelby County CoC 114

43 Jacksonville-Duval, Clay Counties CoC 105

44 Tampa/Hillsborough County CoC 102

45 El Paso City & County CoC 96

46 Milwaukee City & County CoC 90

47 Fort Worth, Arlington/Tarrant County CoC 78

48 Virginia Beach CoC 77

49 Houston, Pasadena, Conroe/Harris, Ft. Bend, Montgomery, Counties CoC 50

Table 1: The prevalence of homelessness varies widely among major cities



#5 – Defining “recovery”

Source: Placer.ai
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