
 

April 19, 2016 

Susan Miller, Director 

Land Development Services 

INCOG 

2 West Second Street, Suite 800 

Tulsa, OK  74103 

Dear Susan: 

Many thanks to you, your staff, and all those who contributed to the process through their service on 

the RDO Steering Committee while developing the April 6, 2016 RDO draft and zoning map.   

As a part of the public review process, Smart Growth Tulsa Trustees, Advisory Board, members and 

followers have been studying the documents, and are pleased to offer the TMAPC some observations 

and recommendations that we think would help improve the River Design Overlay, if built-in.   

Our organization recognizes that the RDO represents a significant step forward in getting Tulsans 

accustomed to the notion of an overlay district.  At the same time, we have received a lot of feedback 

from Tulsans who cite environmental and quality of place issues that make a persuasive case for very 

limited, if any, development along the river, especially on the east side.  Preserving and protecting our 

parks and open space is obviously a high priority in our community. 

These are our comments and recommendations, in no particular order: 

Observation:  We find no indication of any flood-plain management considerations in the map or text of 

the RDO draft.   

Recommendation:  Take a very careful look at the wisdom of developing anything other than permeable 

parkland alongside the entire length of the Arkansas River as it flows through Tulsa, in the context of 

climatic shifts and extreme weather patterns. Appoint dispassionate, professional hydrologists to 

conduct this evaluation. Consider in particular the resilience of the flood plain considering emerging 

weather norms, the levees and keystone dam, interactions with tributary streams, and the 

inherent danger of potential catastrophic river flooding. 

Ideally, we would also like to see the RDO address permeability in parking surfaces - especially in RDO-1 

and RDO-2 - possibly by putting strict maximums on impervious parking areas, while allowing some 

bonus parking area for permeable paving systems. This could also be addressed by creating overall site 

limits on impervious surfaces (including non-vegetated rooftops), expressed as a percentage of the total 

site area. 

Observation:  We note that a large tract of land on the east side of the river and just south of 71st Street, 

commonly referred to as Helmerich Park, is currently designated as RDO – 2, which by its nature would 

allow much higher intensity development than what would be allowed in RDO – 1.   

Recommendation:  This site, (including 8.8 acres of 67 total acres, being the subject of a court challenge 

of ownership) is publically owned, and has been considered as part and partial of the RiverParks system 

by a generation of Tulsans.  It is clear from the hundreds and hundreds of Tulsans who have come 



forward to support the Plaintiffs in the lawsuit that public opinion strongly indicates a preference to 

preserve this land as parks and open space.  We recommend that the entire tract be designated as RDO 

– 1.  

Much of the feedback we have received seems to agree the maximum intensity of development allowed 

in RDO-1 and RDO-2 needs to be clearly defined, perhaps expressed as a floor area ratio.  For reference, 

the Arkansas River Corridor Master Plan conceptual drawing for the 71st and Riverside, which many 

seem to agree would be an appropriate level of development intensity for that site, shows 

approximately 20,000sf of roof - including a rec center, restrooms, pavilions, etc - on approximately 60 

acres of park land.  

Observation:   Vision Tulsa marketing messages clearly implied that the RDO under consideration would 

explicitly prohibit large, box-style retail or other high intensity development in the corridor.  We suspect 

the public’s confidence in that assurance helped Proposition 3 – Economic Development pass by a 

comfortable margin, yet we find nothing in the RDO Draft that would unambiguously forbid such 

developments.   

Recommendation:  While the current guidelines make it less likely, we recommend tightening up the 

design requirements of RDO-2 so as to ensure only the highest quality development, genuinely 

compatible with river-front park land, to create a distinctive sense of place and ensure the preservation 

of Tulsa’s unique natural resource.  See above reference, and include RDO-1 in this recommendation. 

Observation:    The RDO Steering Committee apparently was not tasked with any consideration of 

design standards for the Riverside Drive/Parkway road itself.   

Recommendation:  We suggest the RDO Steering Committee urge transportation planners from the City 

of Tulsa and INCOG, to organize a working group of designers, engineers and consultants to undertake a 

design review of the entire length of Riverside Drive.  The goal of the group would be to create a 

“complete streets” master plan for the roadway as a peaceful, urban boulevard – designed for 

pedestrians, cyclists and public transit at least as much as for vehicles. 

Observation:  It appears the parking setback line is in front of the furthest build-to zone. This potentially 

pushes parking closer to the trail than the buildings. The variation in the build-to zone is also greater 

than what we prefer in order to achieve a consistent urban trail edge.   

Recommendation:  We suggest the additional allowance for greater setbacks for public space seating, 

will provide enough variation to allow for terraces, outdoor seating, and courtyards without the need to 

provide such a vast range within the build-to zone. We also suggest the parking setback from the trail be 

revisited, to align more consistently with the building setback line.   

Observation:  The 5-foot minimum parking screening buffer along the trail edge will arguably do little to 

screen the parking.   

Recommendation:   It would be better to have this buffer a minimum depth to accommodate at least 

two layers of trees. 

Observation:   Related to the issue of exposed parking is the minimum frontage requirement. Without a 

master plan image guiding the overlay, it is hard to make a judgement on the frontage requirement. 

Having said that, if the desire is for a strong edge of connected buildings (more similar to the Jenks 



waterfront scenario), then a min. 60% building frontage isn't going to deliver that experience. It allows 

for a string consisting of building, exposed parking lot, building, exposed parking lot...not a highly 

desirable trail experience.  

Recommendation:  We recognize parking as the solvent of place making. The best combination of 

landscaping and building frontage is to have a continuous area of building frontage adjacent to a truly 

open green space. The user gets the experience of moving from one distinct type of place to another - 

like going from an enclosed room to an open vista.  

Conversely, the suburban experience is the dilution of both of these worlds such that you get neither 

enclosure nor true openness, but rather a string of disconnected buildings scattered among parking. If 

only the minimums are followed in the code and there is no collective master plan guiding the overall 

development, the results may be less than desired.  

Observation:  If we establish a desirable goal to promote shared parking, walking, biking, transit and 

connectivity, then not only do the parking minimums need to be reduced, but so do the parking 

maximums.  We are not proposing higher intensity uses, quite the contrary.  However, a typical negative 

reaction to such developments, like big box retail, is commonly related to the amount of parking that 

accompanies it. Otherwise, with glazing requirements, facade articulation, massing requirements, we 

recognize these types of developments can be successfully incorporated into sensitive locations abutting 

parks and open space.   

Recommendation:  Consideration should be given to the establishment of parking maximums in the 

corridor, particularly in RDO – 1, and RDO – 2.   

Observation:  We also note a somewhat onerous provision requiring entrances facing onto the trail, the 

parking lot, and the primary street.   While we agree with the idea of animating all sides of the building 

and increasing access, the requirements in the draft could be problematic and unappealing to certain 

types of restaurants and / or retail.  

Recommendation:  The same goal of activating all sides of the building and making pedestrians feel 

comfortable might be more desirably achieved through other means such as transparency, lighting, and 

landscaping requirements.  Generally speaking, we are supportive of the draft’s landscaping 

requirements, but would like to add a requirement that landscaping materials native to Tulsa's stretch of 

the Arkansas River ecosystem be included.  Margaretville-style palm trees would seem to defeat the 

purpose of the RDO.  

Observation:  In the Alterations and Expansions of Nonconforming Structures and Uses Section, we find 

a provision allowing the land use administrator to administratively approve floor area expansions up to 

50% of the existing floor area without complying with the site and building design regulations. 

Recommendation:  The allowance of a 50% floor area expansion seems excessive and we recommend it 

be revisited and revised lower to perhaps 20% to 25%, and anything over that up to 50% would require 

an additional level of approval, either by the TMAPC or the BOA.     

Thanks again to all for the efforts in developing the RDO draft and map.  To be frank, after over a year of 

collaboration by the steering committee, we would have preferred a little more time between the final 

draft being released to the public, the public meetings, and the TMAPC work session.  While more 



opportunities for public engagement are ahead, the schedule has not allowed much time for interested 

parties to understand the implications of the proposal and prepare feedback before the draft is noticed 

for the first TMAPC public hearings.   

We would greatly appreciate it if you would circulate our observations and recommendations to 

Planning Commissioners today, so they might be given consideration before the work session tomorrow.   

Respectfully, 

 

 

Bill Leighty, Executive Director 

Smart Growth Tulsa  

Bill@smartgrowthtulsa.com 

www.SmartGrowthTulsa.com 

Facebook  

Mobile:  918 605-5529 

410 W. 7th St, #1925 

Tulsa, OK 74119 
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