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History of this project

 Cahaba Heights, a geographically distinct neighborhood of 
Vestavia Hills, AL, has exceptional location in the Birmingham 
region just to the north and west of the intersection of Interstate 
459 and Highway 280.  The commercial centers are adjacent 
the regional shopping destination - The Summit - and offer 
shoppers and diners a rich variety of local and boutique options 
in contrast to the Summit’s national chains. 
 A new regional hospital - Grandview - is scheduled to open 
in early 2016 just to the south of Interstate 459 and Highway 
280 and many physicians, medical service providers and ven-
dors are seeking locations for professional office space in the 
Cahaba Heights area.
 Cahaba Heights serves as a “bedroom community” for 
those working along the I 459 corridor or in downtown Bir-
mingham. The residents of this area have some of the highest 
spending power in the region.  

Goals | Principles

Assets & Opportunities

 Cahaba Heights was annexed by the City of Vestavia Hills 
in 2002 following a referendum of the area residents and the 
City, with the assistance of business owners, residents and other 
professionals developed a Community Plan in 2008 working 
with planners of the Birmingham-based KPS Group.  There was 
extensive public engagement and input in the plan’s evolution.  
As with all living-documents, it was always the intention that as 
opportunities presented themselves there would be additional 
investigations - in keeping with the principles and concepts of 
the 2008 Plan - to inform and guide new/incremental growth and 
development in Cahaba Heights.  
 In late 2014 the commercial and residential areas around 
the intersections of Pump House, Dolly Ridge and Cahaba 
Heights have near 100% occupancy and little potential to meet 
the demands of news businesses and new residents who would 
like to be in this very desirable area.  A number of businesses 
are located in ad hoc ways within older formerly residential 
houses leaving sites with high visibility and commercial potential 
under-performing both in their potential to meet business and 
customer demand and in their potential to generate sales tax 
and revenues needed to provide for good things for the citi-
zens of Cahaba Heights.  Additionally, the predominately single 
family residential areas flanking this commercial node offer little 
potential for the increasing demand for a variety of living choices 
in a walkable commercial “village” setting: lofts, townhouses, live-
work, condos, etc. 
 The opportunity to investigate mixed-use development 
options as called for in the 2008 Plan seemed incredibly timely 
with numerous properties in-play and the anchor institution of 
this area - The Cahaba Heights United Methodist Church - also 
exploring a new facility.  
 In this context, a town hall meeting was convened to gather 
input from the community.  Stakeholders graciously agreed to 
challenge a set of architects, planners and city staff to explore 
the potential allowed if the entire area could be considered “at 
once” rather than project-by-project.  The two-day  “charrette” of 
intensive work resulted in the concepts and recommendations 
described and illustrated in this document.   

• These goals and principles were developed in concert with the 
2008 Plan and were informed by the December 2014 Cahaba 
Heights Public Meeting. They guided the work/investigations of 
the charrette. 

- Make a more pedestrian-friendly, walk-able “village” in the 
Cahaba Heights Commercial Core along Cahaba Heights Road 
between Dolly Ridge & Summit Boulevard. 
 - Calm traffic and discourage cut-through traffic
 - Explore new street/pedestrian patterns/options

- Create a civic identity/use in Cahaba Heights “Village” Center
 - Create community-gathering spaces in the heart 
 
- Connect Cahaba Heights Village Center to the existing adjacent 
residential areas 
 - Create safe(r) ways to walk/bike to and from the 
 Elementary School
 - Identify opportunities for a network of walking/biking trails  
 connecting to the commercial core(s)

- Identify new mixed-use opportunities – particularly in walking 
distance of the village center.  Mix should include:
 - Sites for new distinctive (local) retail, commercial   
 and professional office
 - Sites for new restaurants, cafes, and specialty food
 - Sites for more residential options – townhouses,   
 lofts, and live/work

- Explore development scale and massing that provides ap-
propriate transitions between residential zones and mixed-use 
corridors of development
    
- Explore options for flood mitigation; sustainable infrastructure 

• Good long-term planning starts by identifying the attributes of an 
area, particularly those things that make a place distinct.  Devel-
opment concepts that build on these assets have the most poten-
tial to maintain the characteristics and character that people love 
about a place while managing new growth and change so that it 
is compatable and contributing. Many of the assets reported here 
came directly from Cahaba Heights citizens who participated in 
the pubic meeting that set the stage for this planning work.

• “small town” feel - a real sense of community!
• “has everything you need without getting on the highway”
• a place where you can live, work, shop and worship
• a local elementary school
• locally owned shops, vendors and service providers
• anchor retail shops that are regional draws: Cahaba Cycles, 

Murphree’s and Cahaba Hardware
• “good food” - lots of variety of dining choices
• engaged local churches
• “great diversity of building styles” - not homogeneous looking
• “central location” - easy access to major connecting routes
• “safe” - excellent and responsive police and fire departments
• “responsive and accessable” elected and civic leaders
• interest and demand for additional commercial space
• ineterst and demand for addtional residential space/options
• appreciating property values
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• The concepts examined below, and diagrammed to the 
left, have a direct correlation to the goals and princi-
ples that guided this work .  As with these goals and 
principles they are intended to guide decision making 
and development in Cahaba Heights “Village.”  There 
are multiple ways these concepts might play themselves 
out in development. The concept diagram, the two 
illustrative plans to the right and illustrations below are 
intended not to dictate those options but rather to help in 
visualizing the possibilities. They are intended to inspire 
a sense of the potential this study has revealed.    

• Make a more pedestrian-friendly, walk-able 
“village” in the Cahaba Heights Commercial Core 
along Cahaba Heights Road between Dolly Ridge & 
Summit Blvd.
 - Calm traffic and discourage cut-through traffic
 - Explore new street/pedestrian patterns/options

 Walk-able village centers are increasingly listed 
as a high priority for creating high quality of life and the 
potential to attract and retain businesses, professional 
services, distinctive retail and citizens who are making a 
commitment to the community.  From young families to 
empty nesters and retirees, those places that bring us 
together as community are more and more associated 
with time spent out of a car in environments that are 
pedestrian-friendly and that encourage lingering with 
friends and neighbors.  Walkable communities and vil-
lage centers also give families options to use their cars 
less and provide true alternatives for walking to take 
care of day-to-day business. 
 Cahaba Heights was developed in a time when 
the car corridor and expansive off-street parking were 
the priority.  This makes for convenience but does not 
encourage a sense of safety for pedestrians - particu-
larly in trying to cross busy through-fares.  These same 
car oriented through-fares have also encouraged “short 
cuts” through Cahaba Heights that have further eroded 
a sense of pedestrian-friendly.

 As proposed in the 2008 Plan this investigation 
studied calming traffic along Cahaba Heights with a 
reduction in curb cuts; the addition of on-street parking 
with adjacent sidewalks; and the creation of additional 
signalized crossings at key pedestrian intersections.  
The addition of street trees, pedestrian scaled lighting 
and plantings will also slow traffic and make for a better 
pedestrian environment. 
 This study also proposes the addition of a new 
“Main Street” linking Dolly Ridge at the Elementary 
School and Pipe Line Road.  This street would be 
designed with pedestrians as the priority and have the 
traditional characteristics of a “village” street with narrow 
traffic lanes, street parking, well lit sidewalks and shops 
that come to the sidewalk.  Buildings along the street 
are mixed-use with street level retail and professional 
offices and/or residential above.  This new street would 
provide a true alternative for safe and easy access 
between the school, new mixed-use and the existing 
commercial core. The illustrations to the right show two 
ways this street might be developed. 
• Note:  the entire Village is within a 5-minute walking 
radius!

- Create a civic identity/use in the Cahaba Heights 
“Village” Center
 - Create community-gathering areas in the village
 
 Civic uses - community centers, meeting halls, 
libraries  - create as sense of civic identity for a village 
and provide a central place for citizens to come togeth-
er.  A community or civic use is strengthened by the 
addition of an adjoining civic outdoor space that can am-
plify the type and variety of ways citizens can use, enjoy 
and spend time in their village center. Civic facilities 
also can become destinations that are good for near-by 
businesses by encouraging citizens to spend more time 
in the retail core.  A good civic facility provides space 
for meetings; celebrations - birthday parties, family re-
unions, weddings; educational activities; and community 
services.

 This investigation images a civic anchor on a 
visual axis from the “crest” of Cahaba Heights Road.  
This location is currently  under-utilized as storage and 
could provide a village focal point with its adjoining “civ-
ic” green.  Adjacent parking - shared with the Methodist 
Church - supports high attendance activities without a 
loss of retail/commercial parking capacity.  While this is 
a location that is literally in the heart of the Village, the 
concept of a community civic space is the critical con-
cept here.  Alternate sites might be adjacent to the new 
park at the end of Pipe Line Road; or at the north end of 
the proposed new pedestrian-friendly “Main Street.” 
 The Methodist Church is - and has always been 
- a strong institutional anchor for this part of Cahaba 
Heights.  Their current investigation of redevelopment 
on their site has made many aspects of this study pos-
sible.  They want their development to be a contributor 
to the potential of Cahaba Heights to really explore al-
ternatives.  Adjustments to their site are critical to either 
of the explorations of a new Main Street.  The program 
of activities they image in their new facility - meeting/
worship, education, service and residential - is very 
Main Street friendly and is completely reinforcing of a 
mixed-use village center.

 The new park that is being developed along 
Dolly Ridge north of Cahaba Heights and Pump 
House will provide a great place for community to 
gather in passive recreation.  This study recom-
mends that the park be enlarged to extend to the 
intersection.  Additionally there is a recommenda-
tion that Pipe Line Road be discontinued as a ve-
hicular route through this area of the park - allowing 
only pedestrian and bicyclist on this stretch.  The 
extension of this park can provide a much stronger 
and more welcoming green gateway into Cahaba 
Heights Village.

 
onnect Cahaba Heights Village Cen-
ter to the existing adjacent residen-
tial areas 
- Create safe(r) ways to walk/bike to 
and from the Elementary School

- Identify opportunities for a network of walking/
biking trails connecting to the commercial core(s) of 
Cahaba Heights.

 Connectivity is central to strong communities.  
Providing safe and easy ways to move around the 
community - particularly on foot or bicycle - fosters 
a healthier community with more opportunities to 
get to know your neighbors.  

 One of the most exciting outcomes of this 
study was the realization that Pipe Line Road and 
its right-of-way could connect so much of Caha-
ba Heights. The development of a biking/walking 
greenway along this right-of-way could provide an 
alternative route between many neighborhoods 
and the Cahaba Heights Village and Commercial 
Center.  Additionally, the west end of a Pipe Line 
Trail would connect with Whole Foods on Highway 
280 and the east end could connect to The Summit 
near the Cinemas. Cahaba Cycles, a regional ral-
lying point for cyclists is located just to south of the 
proposed Trail. The new passive park along Dolly 
Ridge is an obvious trailhead, but effectively, the 
Village itself becomes Pipe Line Trail’s interactive 
trailhead. 
 The connection of the Pipe Line Trail to the 
new “Main Street” provides a safe and convenient 
way of moving from many of the neighborhoods to 
the Elementary School. For the north-south connec-
tor streets illustrated on the concept diagram the 
need and means for traffic calming and also traffic 
control at the key intersections (marked by gold 
circles in the diagram) is needed and would require  
study and a comprehensive design.
• Note: the Summit is within the 10 minute walking 
radius on the concept diagram; Whole Foods within 
the 20 minute walking radius.  For most families a 
20 minute walk is a ten minute bike ride.  

dentify new mixed-use opportunities 
– particularly in walking distance 
of the village center.  Mix should 
include:
- Sites for new distinctive (local) retail, 

commercial and professional office
- Sites for new restaurants, cafes, specialty food
- Sites for more residential options – townhouses,   
lofts, and live/work

 The concept of mixed-use amplifies the ability 
of areas of your community to thrive throughout the 
day and on nights and weekends.  A mix of uses 
maximizes the potential to leverage the investment 
of infrastructure and services provided by tax-payer 
dollars and a place that has more people activity 
at all times is safer and friendlier.  Mixed-use was 
a strongly endorsed concept in the 2008 Plan and 
was central to the exploration of this study with a 
goal of harvesting the potential of under-utilized 
properties.

his proposal found two types of 
mixed-use zones.  

The first of these zones is largely 
residential with some supporting com-

mercial and professional office.  This zone is near 
the Elementary School along the new Main Street. 
 The second is largely commercial and pro-
fessional office with some residential.  This zone 
is along the new Main Street, at Cahaba Heights 
Road and Main and on Pipe Line Road.  
 In each of these zones there is an expectation 
of an integrated development pattern that is urban 
not suburban.  That is, internal streets with street 
parking, side walks, buildings that come to the side-
walk and supportive parking off-street behind build-
ing structures and/or in decks.  Business owners, 
employees and residents parking off-street while 
“paying-customers” are parking along the street 
in time-limited parking.  These parking scenarios 
are supported by a concept of shared parking and 
parking ratios that account for street parking.  
 Conceptualizing of each of these zones from 
a recruiting and promotional strategy would imply 
that destination businesses and professional offices 
have the lowest street visibility while businesses 
dependent on drop-in and impulse buying be in 

the highest visibility locations with the most 
pedestrian traffic.  Drive-throughs should be 
discouraged because they do not multiply 
the potential of one business to benefit their 
adjacent businesses’ potential to thrive.
 Additionally, this study identified two 
zones that offer potential for alternate housing 
options within the five-minute walking radius 
of the Village center.  One is to the east and 
behind Cahaba Cycles. It is an excellent site 
for townhouses, makers’ spaces and live/work 
style residential. This new “neighborhood” 
could be the trailhead to a nature and hiking 
trail up through the Summit’s residential apart-
ments. This trail also lets this large number of 
residents walk down the hill to spend time and 
money in the Village.   
 The second site is north of Pipe Line - a 
site more suited for medium density residential 
coops and lofts. Alternatively, it would be an in-
teresting site for a cottage concept. It’s appeal 
would be the proximity to the Village Center 
and the proposed Pipe Line Trail.
 There is also a mixed-use zone that 
was identified along Pipe Line that has been 
characterized as “Bohemian” in character and 
appeal.  It could support a mix of coffee hous-
es, music venues, live/work space and makers 
spaces.  It could be the incubation space for 
businesses that are trying out their fit with the 
community and could easily host food-trucks, 
ralleys and other Pipe Line Trail festivals and 
events.

- Explore development scale and mass-
ing that provides appropriate transitions 
between residential zones and mixed-use 
corridors of development
 The geography of Cahaba Heights is 
an asset in developing higher density projects 
that do not loom over their one and two story 
neighbors.  All developments should be as-
sessed in context with their neighbors - both in 
regard to scale and use to confirm that there 
is attention to transitions of scale rather than 
abrupt abutments.  New development should 
not degrade existing appropriate uses.  

 This plan recommends special attention 
to a zone along Dolly Ridge where heavy traf-
fic makes it increasingly a poor place to live.  
This area is becoming better suited to profes-
sional office that transitions into the com-
mercial zone of the Village.  New guidelines 
should be developed to insure development 
that is sensitive to adjacent residential.   
 
- Explore options for flood mitigation; sus-
tainable infrastructure 

 An extension of the passive park along 
Dolly Ridge and proposed new development 
on the southwest corner of Dolly Ridge and 
Pump House provides some opportunity to re-
develop this entire intersection and use creek 
side retention and permeable paving to help 
mitigate flooding.  

Action
The purpose of a plan is to get to 
action.  The following are imme-
diate strategies for moving from 
plan to action.

• Adopt this Plan as an Amend-
ment to 2008 Cahaba Heights 
Community Plan

• Engage with the existing 
property owners and pursuant 
developers in the Project Area  
to encourage integration of the 
Plan principles with immediate 
opportunities 

• Embrace further planning tools 
to ensure development that is 
consistent with the Revised Plan
   - Access Management 
Complete for Dolly Ridge Road: See vhal.org
  - Consider Form Based Code or 
other Smart Code Alternatives

• Begin immediate engineering 
studies for Pipe Line Bicycle & 
Pedestrian Trail; Main Street/
Oakview Lane realignment, and 
other traffic engineering/storm 
water management priorities

• Consider various funding alter-
natives for proposed infrastruc-
ture and civic improvements
  - a Tax Incremental Financing 
District (TIF)
  - Business Improvement Dis-
tricts (BID)

• Continue Public Engagement as 
Project opportunities evolve

• illustrative plan study one

• Note the high visibility available to retail along 
the “new Main Street” from school traffic, from 
parents waiting for kids, and from those partici-
pating in events at the playing fields!
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Location

Legend

1. Project Area
2. Elementary School
3. US Post Office
4. Grandview Hospital
a. The Summit
b. The Colonade
c. Whole Foods
d. Publix

• These illustrative plans - one and two - are intended to help visualize the opportunities identified during the charrette and to show that there are a variety of 
ways the goals and principles of this investigation might be realized. The primary differences between these two schemes are in the alignment of the proposed 
new Main Street. In One, Main Street is the upper street and parallels the lower street: Oakview Lane.  There is a new intersection of Oakview Lane with Cahaba 
Heights Road, and Oakview Lane extends west to Dolly Ridge Road. In Two, Oakview Lane is eliminated with Main Street becoming the focal pedestrian-friendly 
village street connecting Dolly Ridge Road/the Elementary School with Cahaba Heights Road and the proposed Pipe Line Trail.  Both versions of Main Street are 
relatively level between the School/Playing Fields and the “new” Cahaba Heights Methodist Church. This allows for easy walking and the potential for a variety of 
cafes, coffee shops and stores to “spill-out” onto the wide, well-lit, and shaded sidewalks.  

to Birmingham

• Pipe Line Trail
• connection to 
  neighborhoods 
  along Knollwood Dr.

• Trail follows
   right-of-way for 
   water line

• Potential for modest flood mitigation
  with nature preserve & outdoor classroom
• Proposed civic building and civic green
  community acitivities, meeting, library, etc.
• Proposed Methodist Church development
  may include meeting hall, education, outreach,   
   structured parking to also serve core village center

• Proposed residential mixed-use
  with retail and professional offices
• Create new guidelines on Dolly Ridge
  maintain compatible scale

• Elementary School 
  potential additions under evaluation

-  A 1999 study by the Southern Environmental 
Law Center reported that Mountain Brook 
increased retail sales 25% by creating a 
pedestrian-friendly environment.

• Redevelop to enhance
  gateway & capture the
  potential of being 
  creek-side
  

• New Gateway Park
   flood mitigation, stream restora-
   tion, passive recreaton

• Residential redevelopment &
  development opportunity

• Screen loading areas
  to enhance trail & potential for 
  live/work, retail, makers’ spaces

• add street parking to support the 
  Trail & for employees and owners

• Create pedestion connection  
   to retail at Crosshaven & Green 
   Valley & to Post Office

• Proposed Commercial
  Mixed-use
  retail, professional office &
  residential
• Residential redevelopment  
   opportunity for alternatives like
   townhomes, live/work, makers-
   spaces
• create new connecting streets

• connect to the Summit with a       
  nature and hiking trail

• Connect Pipe Line Trail  
  switch-back trail up to Summit

• Proposed new “Main Street”
  pedestrian-friendly village-scaled street to
  connect the Elementary School, playing fields,
  and senior center to the proposed Pipe Line Trail
  and northern neighborhoods - “a safe route to school!”

c iv ic
church
exist ing retai l /commercial
gateway into Cahaba Heights
opportuni ty area
proposed resident ia l
proposed mixed-use
proposed professional  off ice
proposed “bohemian” zone -  l ive/work;  makers-spaces
proposed Pipe Line Trai l
porposed new street

• Legend
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Existing Conditions 

1.  Cahaba Heights Plaza
4.  Methodist Church
6.  Slappey Communication
8.  Elementary School
11.  Murphree’s
12.  Baptist Church
14.  New Passive Park
18.  Cahaba Cycles
22.  District at the Summit

A. Five-minute walking 
 radius

civic/school
church
commercial

- Cahaba Heights Methodist - Merkle Community Center - Philadelphia Baptist - Murphree’s Market - Cahaba Heights Elementary - Cahaba Cycles - Cahaba Heights Hardware

- Sketch view looking north on Dolly Ridge Road at the new Main Street 
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- Gateway to Playing Fields - beyond

- entry to parking below 
mixed-use building

“Main Street”

Oakview Lane extension
- entry to parking below 
mixed-use building

- professional office

- Gateway to Playing Fields - beyond“Main Street”

- professional office

- access to parking beyond

1.

3.

2. 4.

5. 6.

7. 8.

- Bird’s eye view 
looking down 
into the proposed 
civic green at Cahaba 
Heights Road and 
the New Main Street.

- Sketch view, looking north, of potential mixed-use along the new Main Street across from the Elemenatary School- courtesy Williams Blackstock Architects

- street level retain with professional office and/or residential above

- Sketch view, looking west, of potential mixed-use along the new Main Street across from Slappey Communications

- street level retain with professional office and/or residential above- playing field stands and gateway tower

- Civic multisue facility beyond civic green

- five-level parking deck provides almost 400 parking places for the new Village Center
two levels seen here; two levels below with lowest level directly off civic green

1. Brookwood Mall’s new Main Street
2. Shades Creek Greenway and Trail
3. Sidewalk cafe along a pedestrian-friendly street 
in Franklin, Tennessee
4. Downtown in Franklin, TN is the “trail-head” for 
the town’s bike trails  and greenways
5. Hallman Hill mixed-use development in 
Homewood
6. Architectural variety in mixed-use village center 
of Serenbe, GA
7. Pearl Brewery, San Antonio Texas
8. Mixed-Use building San Francisco, CA

- Sketch view on Dolly Ridge Road looking down the new Main Street - plan study two

- Sketch view through “Main Street” & the Oakview Lane Extension looking east- plan study one
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